CROSS THE OCEAN

By

Holly Bush

© copyright December 2005, Holly Bush

Cover art by Jenny Dixon, © copyright December 2005
ISBN 1-58608-771-1

New Concepts Publishing

Lake Park, GA 31636

www.newconceptspublishing.com

Thisisawork of fiction. All characters, events, and places are of the author’ simagination and not to be
confused with fact. Any resemblanceto living persons or eventsis merely coincidence.

Dedication:

To Eileen, Susie, Linda, Sarah and Kate . . . wonderful women who were, are and will be,

Chapter One

London 1871



“Pardon me, ma am?’

The gtarch in Mrs. Wickham' s black dress seemed to wilt as she quivered. The soft folds of her jowls
shook. “The duchessis not coming down,” she repested.

The Duke of Wexford stood stock-still. The guests were to descend on his ancestral home in amatter of
moments. The candleslit, the buffet laid, the flowers had bloomed on cue. Thelast remaining detail was
therecalving line.

“Mrs. Wickham. Thereisasmall matter of greeting two hundred and fifty guests arriving momentarily.
The duchess needsto attend them,” Blake Sanders, the Eighth Duke of Wexford, said sternly to his
housekeeper.

When the woman had announced hiswife would not be joining him, Sanders was certain he had not

heard correctly. The Duchess knew her duties. Asdid he. He turned abruptly to the staircase. A shiver
trailed down hisarms. He turned back. The rotund woman had not moved other than the flitting of smal
hairs peeking out of her mobcap. After twenty-five years of serviceto hisfamily he supposed she stood

rooted for good reason.

The Duke spoke quietly. “Isthere a problem conveying this message, Mrs. Wickham?’

Thewoman swallowed. “Yes, Your Grace. Thereis”

“What isit, Mrs. Wickham?’ he asked.

It was then he noticed afolded piece of vellum in the woman's hand. Aswith most lifetime retainers, he
had seen worry, seen anger and joy in her face. But never fear. And it was fear, indeed, that hung in the
air, widened her eyes and had the missive shaking in pudgy fingers.

A lifetimelater, in hismemory, he would envision the dow transfer of paper asit madeitsway from her
hand to his. The moments stretched out when life was sure--before he read it. With thereading, life
changed.

“The contents of thisnote, | gather you read?’ he asked.

The mobcap nodded. “* Twas open and laying on your grace spillow.”

“Very well,” hereplied and stared at the ornate wall sconce and the shadows the candles threw. The
butler’ s distant voice broke through his emotiona haze. He knew he must ready himself for the ondaught
of guedts, but not before he made clear hiswisheswith Mrs. Wickham.

“We must be certain the duchessis | eft done with such amalady.” His eyes met herswith adark
intengity. “Y ou will bethe only onein her attendance tonight.”

“Yes, Your Grace.” The housekeeper nodded to leave and turned back with tearsin her great gray
eyes. “Thechildren, Y our Grace. What if... 7’

“I will handle the children tonight, Mrs. Wickham,” he answered.



“Yes, Your Grace,” shewhispered.

The composure he had been born with, cultivated, and that now ruled hislife, wavered as he dowly
made hisway down the staircase to his butler. Briggs stood sentry near the newel post as he had done
for aslong as anyone could remember.

“Theguestsare arriving, sir,” the butler said.

“The duchessisunwell, Briggs. Lady Meindawill stland attendance besde me.” “Very good, Y our
Grace,” Briggsreplied.

Somehow Blake found himself between his children in the receiving line. On hisleft stood his
Sxteen-year old daughter, Mdinda. Fourteen-year-old, William, the heir to thetitle, wasto hisright.
Donald, the youngest, was certainly fighting his nursemaid to escape and peek through the balustrade at
the splendor of the upcoming ball.

“WhereisMama?’ Melinda asked softly.

“Terrible headache, sweetheart. She needsto stay abed,” he said and made yet another crisp bow.
Melindawould make her come-out in afew short months, but she had not as of yet. Blake had made the
decision to have her play hogtessin an ingtant, not knowing what elseto do. “Y ou are doing beautifully in
her absence.”

Between greeting the next guests, Meindawhispered to her father, “1'll go to her assoon as| can. You
know how--"

“No,” he shouted, startling guests nearest to them in the receiving line. His daughter’ slook of shame and
surprise shook him. His menacing gaze softened as he turned to Mdinda. “1 didn’t mean to snap, my
dear.”

Melinda slip trembled until an aging matron shouted in her ear. She turned a practiced, polite face the
dowager' sway.

Momentsin every lifeinddibly etch inthe mind. Thebirth of achild. A father’ sgrudging respect seenin
awrinkled face. Thefirg timeloveisvisblein awoman'seye. But that evening and dl itsdetallswerea
blurry mass of glad tidings and lies. Conversations muted amongst his thoughtsleaving hismind only
capable of anod or the shake of hishead. One stark moment glared. Blake' slong time friend and
neighbor, Anthony Burroughs, looked at him quizzically as he repested hiswife' sexcuse. The man'seyes
bored into his and Blake nearly spilled the details of this dilemmain the midst of the glowing balroom. He
shuttered hisfedings quickly. But he knew Tony was not fooled.

William and Meindawere so exhausted by night’ s end that he had no trouble convincing them to wait to
the following morning to regale their mother with the evening’ s excitement. For himsdlf, he could have
cried for joy when the last guest left near four in the morning. His sent hisva et to bed, untied his neck
cloth and dumped into the dark green damask chair in front of awilting fire.

Hewould be alaughingstock. The Wexfords took their pride serioudy today in 1871 the same asthey
had in 1471. The current Duke of Wexford had spent his entire life guarding against any impropriety that
might sully that pride or good name. Married at nineteen by decree of hisfather to Lady Ann Murrow. A
beautiful fair child, Mdinda, born nine monthsto the day from the date of hiswedding. The heir, William,
born two years later with the spare, Donald, arriving seven years ago.



Blake did not overindulge at the game tables or with drink. He kept atrim figure, and while not vain, was
never seen without proper attire. His estates were in order; he treated his servantsfairly and generoudy,
and reaped the profits hence.

My life has been amodd to the English aristocracy, Blake thought. Until now. He withdrew the |etter
from his pocket and read again, that which his eyes saw but what his mind refused to believe.l’ m leaving
you....What in hislife had he done or not done to deserve such treatment, especialy from hiswife, the
mother of his children? The Duchess of Wexford for God' s sakes herailed silently. He continued
reading.He' s a well-to-do merchant....A man of busnessyet.

Would Ann stop at nothing to humiliate him? He would never again be able to show hisface a White's.
The English peerage took delight and excruciating painsto reveal or revel in another’ s debacle or
misfortune. They tittered about the smallest transgression; aloss at the game table, a stolen kiss exposed
before the banns were posted. He would be branded, bandied about, laughed at behind his back until his
last breath and beyond.

Blakewondered if the Earl of Wendover would reconsider the marriage arrangement between his son,
the viscount and Melinda. Blake had not told his daughter of the agreement because he had wanted her
to enjoy her come-out without a cradle betrothal to dampen her spirit. Let her dance and meet young
people and then tell her about the long ago made plans. But Blake admitted to himself there would be no
triumphant union of two of England’ s oldest families after the duchess s betraya became public.

The sun was pesking over rolling hills, he saw as he gazed idly out the window of his bedchamber. How
would hetdl his children? When their nursemaid had died, he had gone off to town rather than deal with
their tears. Let their mother handle these things. But there was no mother. The scheming wench had gone
off and |eft her own children without aword.

Therewasahorse a Tattersdl’ she d been eyeing. Blake wondered if he should head to London now
before everyone knew of this scandal and he' d be forced to ded with the ton’ swhispers and stares.Ill
deal with the children first. | must. It's my duty. He rang for his vaet and thought perhaps Mrs.
Wickham would be the better person to explain things. The housekeeper was a soft soul and the children
adored her.

Benson helped him bathe and dress and he sat down bleary-eyed at the breakfast table. His morning
regimen was placed in front of him as he was seated with afootman’ s help. Blake was suddenly so
angry, S0 horrified a the situation he found himself in, he merely stared at his oatmed. Teawasbeing
poured on hisright. The morning paper carefully folded to the business section on hisleft. All sesemed the
same, should be the same. But it wasn’t. Ann would not glide down the stairs this morning. She would
not inquire politely how he had dept. Shewould not explain her plans with the dressmaker or morning
cdlsAsif he'd cared.But even dill ... it wouldn't be the same. He would not kiss her cheek and tell her
shelooked lovely. Dismissing her for the day and from the room and his thoughts with one brief sentence.

Hewas gtirring his oatmeal when he noticed Melinda a the door of the breakfast room. His daughter’s
facewaspde.

“Good morning, Melinda,” he said. “Come st down.”
There was aletter in her hand.

“You ... you knew,” she said softly from the doorway.



“Comein. St down,” he said. Blake eyed the servants. “Leave us.”
Melinda sat and unfolded her letter. “Mother’ s gone and you knew.”

Blake raised his brows and dipped into his now cold gruel. “I found out just asthe ball started. There
was no opportunity to tell you.”

Melinda slip quivered. “Why not?’ she asked.
Blaketilted hishead. “Was| to announcethis ... thisincident in front of two-hundred and fifty guests?’
“Incident? Isthat what you cal this?” Meindawhispered. “An incident?

Blake was surprised at her harsh tone. But considering dl, her age, this unfortunate well, yes, he thought,
incident, hewould overlook her glare.

“Itisof the utmost importance that we conced this aslong as possible. From the servants, friends,
whomever. | will contrive to make a concelvable explanation but you must reedy yourself.” Blake
paused. “ Therewill be gossip.” Tears poured from Meinda' s eyes. He stood, went to his daughter and
picked her hand up from her lap, patting it as he did. “Now, now, my dear. Y ou are the oldest. Y ou must
face this head on and set an example to your brothers. Cry it out now, dear. There’ sno on here but me.”

Melindawrenched from hisgrasp. “Asif | care who hears? Our mother’ s gone. Why didn’t you send
them al home?’ She melted into the chair, her hands covering her face.

Blake hated emotional scenes. Hated the tears. Hated Ann for leaving him in this mess. He noticed
William in the doorway of the breakfast room.

“Can’'t have him saying, * Go on home now. The duchessran off with aclerk.” Think Mdinda. Father did
theright thing,” William explained.

Blake saw hishair hdd aletter aswdl. “Comein, William.”

The next Duke of Wexford went to achair. Fourteen yearsold, nearly six foot tall and all long thin arms
and legs. Hisblond hair, like hissster’ s, was wet combed and his face as usua was blotched red. Fair
complexion hiswife had explained when heinquired why his son always looked asif someone had
punched him about the cheeks and nose.

‘It will fade when his beard comesin. My brother’ s did.” Blake could hear Ann’svoicein hishead.
Always cam. Serene. The thought hit him like acarriage had run him over.l will miss her.l didn’t love
her, was unnecessary...but | will miss her.Did he take for granted her smal ways, her quiet voice, her
very existence? Not prone to regrets, he hadn't had any thusfar; Blake awoke to his children’s sharp
words.

“Mother must have had her reasons,” Mdinda shouted.

William stood at the table, angry, hisface red mottled. “What reasons, sis? What could make her do
this?’ Hisface crumbled and he sat again, now toying with aspoon. “ She does’t want us.”

The sireaks of emotion frightened Blake nearly as much astheton’s censure. He waiched his children’s



faces ebb from sadness to anger in an instant. Blake' s head snapped up with Melinda s next words.

“That'snot true. I'm sure. We Il ask her dl of this when we see her in two weeks.” Mdinda moved to
her brother’ sside. “Don’t judge....”

“You'll do no such thing, young lady,” Blake roared. *'Y our mother has made her choice. You'll have
nothing to do with her.”

Melinda s mouth dropped. “Nothing to do with my mother?’ she asked in awhisper.
“She'll be staying at Grand mama sthen,” William said.

Blake could not believe his ears. Hewould not believe. “ The dowager will never dlow it. She'll ingst her
daughter has died rather than face the scandd.”

Melindalifted her letter and faced her father reading. “My mother, your grand mama, knows of my
plans. She doesn't agree but isrectified with it. | know your father will never keep you from my parents.”
Méindafatered. “Not that their love for you would hold sway but certainly with the dowry my father set
asdefor you, Meinda, hewill not cross her. Asyou know, turning down the Haswood gems would
make your father postively ill.”

Blake blanched. The Haswood jewelswere worth afortune in value and prestige. Begueathed from the
king two generations ago. The topic had been discussed on many occasions. Blake often wondered if
that was part of the reason for Wendover’' s pursuit of Mdindafor his son. But to hear hiswife' s sharp
words asif the only thing of importance to Blake were astring of baubles. Exquisite baubles, granted, but
certainly worth less than his respect. He would not acquiesce

“You've no need of the Haswood jewels,” Blake said.

Melinda s eyes opened and narrowed. “Father. If | didn’t know better | would think those jewels meant
nothing to you. But in this case, it’s not the necklace you covet. It' syour pride.”

“Hardly the thing to be saying to father. Mother’ sleft him. Have some pity,” William stammered.

“I need no one' s sympathy, thank you.” Blake shouted at his son and turned to stare out the window.
“This... thisincident will be blamed on the duchess's conniving duplicitous ways. To leave me, leave her
duty, with no thought to the consequences. Ritiful, thoughtless baggage.” Blake turned back to see his son
gtanding before him, the young man’ sfists clenched.

“Whatever she has done, no one, no one speaks of my mother, like that.”

William’ s voice cracked as he spoke. Fierce anger, hurt and pride warred in Blake' shead. He
remembered thefirst time he had stood up to his own father. The scene flashed through his mind.My son
is becoming a man. Where have | been?The door to the breakfast room opened.

“Sir Anthony Burroughs,” Briggs announced.

Blake did not look at his best friend. “ Another time, Burroughs. Family business,” he said abruptly.

Melinda s mouth dropped. “ Y ou' |l not tell him?'Y our closest friend? William' s godfather? Do you intend
to explain her absence to anyone?’ she asked.



Anthony stood, quiet grace, in the doorway. He smiled at Briggs and pulled the man’s hand from the
doorknob. “Won't be needing anything right now, Briggs.” Anthony turned to the assembled before him.
Melinda stear-sained face. William' sanger and confusion. And wild unholy wrath on the face of Blake
Sanders.

“Whose absence?’ Anthony asked.

Blake ran his hand through his hair, unwilling or unable to speak. The room was quiet while Anthony
poured himsdlf acup of tea. Blake could not begin, could not voice, would not mutter, the explanation.
His embarrassment was overwhelming. Mdindafindly gave way in aflurry of tears, running to Anthony.

“Uncle Anthony! Mother’ sleft us,” Melinda cried and crumbled into Tony’ sarms.
“There, there, puss,” he crooned. Anthony sat Mdinda down and poured her acup of tea. “Cry it out.”

Melinda blubbered as Blake stood ashen at the window and William swallowed time and again asthe
story and their |etterswere retold.

Anthony’ s eyeswere wide, faraway and his voice soft when he spoke. “I wouldn't believe thisif it
hadn’'t been you tdling thetae. Ann’sleft us”

“Left us?’ Blake exploded. “ Sheleft me. Me. Sheleft me”

Anthony took Melinda by the hand and jerked his head to William. “Y our father and | need achat. Dry
your tears. Hurry aong now, till we decide what' s to be done.”

As cam as Blake had dways strived to be, Anthony was the opposite. Wild youth, horrible temper,
impetuous ways dl rolled into onetdl, loyd friend. Hismarriage, two years prior was the only reason he
dill lived, Blake was convinced. Elizabeth Burroughs ruled him with a beautiful face and astrong will.
Blake had never seen aman and wife so besotted. He was surprised when Anthony camly told him to Sit
down.

Anthony smiled and his pleasant tone belied his sharp words. “Y ou are a gpoiled, unfeding, pompous
&H

Blake' s mouth fell and he sputtered, “ Ann wasthe oneto....”

Anthony’ s eyes closed and onefinger cameto hislips. “ Do not besmirch her namein front of me or your
children. Regardless of what you' re feding. She waswrong. As some of us are on occasion. Present
company excluded of course.”

Blake’ smouth closed and Anthony continued. “Y ou are an adult, Blake. Y ou’ ve been an adult since you
werefiveyearsold. Y our children need you. Now more than ever. Don’t hold onto this hurt jealoudy as
if you arethe only oneinvolved.” Anthony sat back in hischair. “There are othersin much more pain
samply because they loved her. An emotion you are fortunate to not have to dedl with.”

“I loved her in my way,” Blake said staring out the window.

Anthony harrumphed. “Redly, Blake. Did you ever tdl her?”’



“She'smy wife, damniit, Burroughs,” Blake muttered.

“Ah, yes, easer to tell your current mistress than your wife,” Anthony replied.
“What does my having amistress have to do with anything?’

Anthony laughed hoarsdly. “Only you, Blake, would pose a question that absurd.”
“Why did she leave with him though? Why not just...?’

“Just bed aman who is not her husband as most rich titled women do? Perhaps Ann’ s sense of honor
wouldn’'t alow it. Perhaps she didn’t wish to teach her children such faithlessness. Perhaps she loves
him”

Although he had no argument to make in defense of himsdlf, Blake wasfurious at Tony’s conclusions.
“Besidesmy being an ‘ass what do you propose | say about this?’” Blake asked. He wastired, so very
tired, but this mess, thisincident, needed thought.

Thetwo men spent the morning trying in vain to think of away to cover the affair up. It would not be
done. Each time they thought a plan through, one corner of the blanket lifted revedling just enough to
whet the appetite of the ton. Did someone see Ann as she boarded a ship with her merchant? Would she
be seen by peerage traveling abroad? And how does one, even one as powerful as the Duke of Wexford
explain awife who has suddenly disappeared? They would think he locked her in the attic or worse yet
Bedlam.

“Brazen it out, Blake. Tell the truth and dare them to laugh. | see no other way.” Anthony jumped up as
the clock chimed the hour. “Isthat the time? Dear God. | told Elizabeth I’ d be home at twelve.”

“Sowhat if you're late? With Elizabeth’ s confinement what' s she to do but lie about? What' sthe hurry?’
Blake asked, now sulking.

Anthony turned from the door. “The ‘so what,” Blake, is| told Elizabeth I’ d be home.”

Blake dismissed him with aflit of hishand. “At least | won't be the hen-pecked husband of the
neighborhood. Y ou do very well.”

Anthony stared boldly. “Think what you will. Y ou always do. But I' ve not got a shrew for awife. Nor
did you. | don’t run home because shetold meto, Blake.” Hisfriend raised his browsto mock. “1 run
home because | want to be there. | love her. And she me.”

The door closed softly and Blake was left alone. He was glad for the solitude. Of al the ugliness, the
shouting, the accusations, Anthony’ s declaration shook Blake as nothing else did. Histhroat clogged.
Tears sorang to hiseyes. Not for lovelost but for the truth whirling around in his head. The cold, black
gark redlity that he would die without ever knowing that love. Ann had loved him al those years ago.
Perhaps even in her disgrace she would be the victor. She had loved someone. Him. Her husband. With
an al consuming passion and clarity that he would never experience. Blake had watched that love wane
and fade astime and inattention whittled it away. Did Ann love this merchant? Was she so lucky asto
lovetwicein her life? Would his children lovelike that? Like Anthony and Elizabeth?

“Where sMomma?’ ayoung voice said from the doorway.



Blake turned to see Dondd. All of seven yearsold. “ She' s gone away for awhile, son.”
The boy nodded.
Blake stood and walked to the doorway.

Donad smiled. “ She'll be back. She told me she might be taking atrip, ‘ cept she didn’t know when.
That I"d see her at Grand mama s soon after sheleft.”

“That' sright, Dondd,” Blake sad Hiffly.
Donad turned, handsin his pockets, down the vast hall.
“Where are you going?’ Blake shouted.

The boy cocked his head. “ Same place | do everyday, father. To the pond so Mrs. Wickham's
grandson, Macolm, and | can sail our boats.”

“Yes, of course,” Blake lied. He watched Donad and Malcolm be envel oped in Mrs. Wickham'sarms.
She had a basket packed and they ran down the hall swinging it between them. The housekeeper faced
him.

“Mrs. Wickham, would you be so good asto gather Briggs and Benson and join mein my study,” Blake
sad.

“Yes, Your Grace,” shereplied.

Blake sat down behind his desk. He had best make some explanation or rumorswould abound. The
three servants he trusted entered the room. They stood expectantly. Blake cleared histhroat.

“The duchess has ... the duchess has....” Blake's mouth was dry and he searched for the right words.
“Theduchessisaway,” Briggssad clearly.

“Yes, Your Grace,” Mrs. Wickham said, “the duchessisaway and ... and we need to make sure that
everything runs smoothly in her absence.”

“Certainly, Your Grace,” Benson said. “We have no intentions of alowing any mischief or ... talk until
things are back to normal.”

Now Blake could not spesk. They had spoken for him and would not let him humiliate himself. He
managed to blurt out, “The children....” but the Duke of Wexford could not continue.

“Don’'t worry yourself, Y our Grace. Not asoul will sully those children without answering to us,”
Benson said.

All wasdlent.
“Isthat all, Your Grace?’ Mrs. Wickham asked.

Blake nodded, staring out the window.



Chapter Two

Soul searching had never been Blake' s strong suit, but the weeks following Ann' sleaving | eft naught
much elseto do. He begrudgingly alowed the children to spend aweek at Lady Kathering swhile their
mother wasthere. Allow would be to strong aword, he admitted to himsdlf. William and Mdindaarmed
with Dondd’ sinnocent pleas and Blake' s reluctance to explain much to the seven-year-old saw thetrio
to the family carriage. He had spent little time away from home, not yet ready for the questions of society.
The house was devilishly quiet with the children gone. Blake ambled around, rechecked accounts, read a
bit and was generdly bored to tears.

Blake received aletter from his current mistress, Helena. She missed him. She died a bit each day in
his absence. She certainly didn’t love him. Loved the diamonds and the evenings at the thegtre but she
didn’t love him. What kind of ridicule had Ann been subject to while he paraded Helenato a private box
for aplay or to adinner party? He cringed at the thought of the last trip to the theatre he and his mistress
had gone to. Helena had drunk a bit too much champagne and was amorous. Amorous was a benign
accounting of Helenathat night. Although wildly exciting, when Helena opened her dress as she pulled the
curtain of their box in the last act of the play, there could have been no doubt what was taking place.
Sofas rocked and fabric swung as Helena shouted her bliss.

All the peerage had mistresses, Blake thought to himself. When oneis married at ayoung age to
someone one barely knows and could easily be as ugly as sin what did one expect? What did Ann
expect? He laughed without humor at himsdlf or perhaps at the flimsy judtification for hisown excuse.
Ann was gorgeous. Petite, polite, blond, impeccable lineage. Could he have loved her? Can onewill
themselvesto love? The sex had no spark. Was that hisfault or hers? Could she have given more of
hersaf? Could he have? Now she was rolling around with some merchant. Blake could hardly say he
was jedlous. Maybe angry that someone dse had hiswifein their bed. Much like being out bid at an
auction. Not jealous for the woman. Just angry he hadn’t won.

Three days after the children Ieft he would' ve given his home for someone, anyone to address him by
something other than ‘your grace.” Benson, Briggs and Mrs. Wickham closed ranks about him and while
he understood their good intention, Blake felt asif there wasn't enough air to draw breath. He went to
the stables, had his mare saddled and rode to Anthony’ s estate. Maybe Elizabeth will ask meto stay for
dinner, he thought. Then she'll go to bed and Tony and | can drink abottle of brandy and get stewed. He
could stay thereif he couldn’t ride. A room was kept ready for him. He even kept a change of clothes
there, harkening back to when Tony was abacheor and their nights together often ended in the wee
hours of the morning. Blake smiled and felt better than he had in days.

Asthe butler escorted Blake down the hal of Anthony’ s home to the drawing room, he heard aloud but
feminine ... snort. And Elizabeth’ strill laughter in reply. Damn. He remembered. Some cousin of
Elizabeth’ sfrom America sent as an escort to another cousin was staying with them. Anthony had
described and dreaded the arrival of cousin Gertrude with horror. A spinster remotely connected to
Elizabeth’ sfather’ sside, shewas big, bold and here for amonth. Her arrival had curtailed Anthony’s
vigts.



Blake stopped and hissed at the butler. “Think I’ ve changed my mind, Jenkins. | don’t want to disturb
their company.”

“Quite the coward, arewe, Y our Grace. Leave your life-long friend aone with this Amazon from
America” Jenkins stared as he spoke. “In any case they saw you ride up the drive.”

Jenkins spoke hismind to dl, including Anthony and Elizabeth. There d be no expecting servile behavior.
“I'm sure you did not miss the opportunity to point out my arrival,” Blake said.

“Of course not, Your Grace.” The butler paused at the door. “The Duke of Wexford.”

“Blake,” Anthony nearly shouted and jumped to pump Blake s hand. “I am so very happy you are
here,” Anthony said in Blake sear.

Blake s eyes widened. Cousin Gertrude was coming to him. She was every inch astdl as he. Anthony
made the introductions. She held out her hand. Blake grasped it and bent to place akissthere and was
surprised when she began to shakeit, hitting him squarely in the nose. Blake covered hisface with his
hand.

“Oh, dear,” Miss Gertrude Finch exclaimed. She threw alook at her cousin Elizabeth.

“No harm done,” Blake said. He moved to Elizabeth and kissed her cheek. “Y ou look lovely, my dear.
Blossoming very nicdy.”

Miss Finch tilted her head. “ Does that mean pregnant? | like the sound of that. Blossoming,” she said.

Pregnant was aword never uttered before in Blake' s presence. He looked to Anthony. Hisfriend was
beet red. Elizabeth nodded to her cousin.

“Please 9t down, Blake. Staying for dinner, aren't you? I'll ring for another place,” Elizabeth said.

Blake swell-laid plans were for naught. The cousin continued a conversation apparently started before
he arrived. American women were campaigning for the right to vote. Too bad women didn’t vote during
the ‘revolution,” he thought. A Union Jack would fly in Washington. Blake conceded his humor and
horror, listening politely. Occasionaly. Miss Finch wasn't ugly, he observed. Just large and loud. Not fat,
but tall and very well endowed. Her eyeswere lively and intelligent. Green eyes. The oddest color Blake
had ever seen. She had thick black hair, darker than hisown. It wasn't pulled up, but curled over and
around her shoulders and back. Quite decadent. Mayhap he needed to visit Helena.

“What do you think, Mr. Sanders, Y our Grace? Whatever do | call him, Elizabeth?’ the American
asked.

“Wdl, | ... ah, I...” Blake stuttered.

“Woolgathering, were you?’ she smiled at hisblank stare. “I’' m not offended. Used to it by now. People
often nod off when I’m on my podium.”

* * * %

Gertrude could have guessed Sanders would have no reply. Was dways silly when she got the notion in
her head to preach to men. She didn’t redlly care what they thought but it would be nice to meet one who



would listen. Last night Elizabeth elbowed Sir Anthony and to hishorror his head fell off his hand, where
he had been napping. Embarrassing for everyone, redly. And here she’ d doneit again. For whatever
reason Gert had hoped this one had been listening. Handsome as sin, Elizabeth had said about him and
had been right. Tall, regal, well muscled. Sanders would do fine on Uncle Fred' sranch. Shegiggled and
covered her mouth as she envisoned him riding abronco and yelling ‘ Tdly ho.

“ Something humorous, madam?’ the duke asked.

Gert shook her head. She had best be civil. This man was, after dl, Tony’'s closest friend. “1 understand
you havethree children,” sheinquired.

“Mélindaisthe oldest and will make her come-out this spring. William isfourteen. The heir. And Donad
isseven,” Sandersreplied.

“Mélindais beautiful and will set society onitshedls. And the boys will break heartsdl over London,
I'mafraid,” Elizabeth said smiling.

“How wonderful,” Gert said. “Y ou and your wife must be awfully proud.” Gert didn’t know what she
had said but clearly something waswrong. Everyonefroze. “I’'m sorry. Isyour wifeill?” she asked.

“No,” hereplied.

No one of Gert’sfriends or family would ever accuse her of being afraid to say what she thought. But
gtill she hesitated with such apersona question. The silencein the room, however, wasfairly screaming
with unanswered questions. “Did she die?” she asked findly.

“The Duchess of Wexford iswell. Thank you,” the duke said.

Thatcertainly did not explain anything at al. Gert lifted her brows and eyed him.

“Sheiscurrently residing elsewhere,” he added.

“She' staken atrip?’ Gert asked. “Isthat al? The way everyone was acting you' d of thought the poor
woman had some horribleillness. Some disfiguring thing.” Gert sat back in her chair and rolled her eyes.
These English are a strange bunch, she thought. Never content to call a male cow a bull.

“My wifeisnot on holiday, madam,” Blake Sandersreplied.

Gert gared at him. Thewifeisn’t sick or dead or visiting. Unfortunately, Gert’ s thoughts spewed from
her mouth before she could stop them. “Where is she then?’

“She' sa her family’shome, currently.” Sanders sat up straight and shot his cuffs. “The duchess no
longer resdeswithme.”

Gert studied Sanders. It was clear the admission cost the man. “I' m thinking thiswasn't your idea.”
Blake Sanders smiled tight-lipped and replied, “No, it was not, Miss Finch.”
Gert sat back in her chair and tapped her forefinger on her lip. “Dumped you, huh? Over the barrel? The

heave ho. Left you holding the bag. Seems unusud for your kind.” She turned her head to Elizabeth.
“From your letters, the way you made everyone so in afuss about being proper thisis adoozy, wouldn't



you say?’

Elizabeth nodded quickly. “I’'ve known Ann for yearsand | will say | was shocked. She' saways
adhered drictly to society’ srules. Truth betold, cousin, I’ ve never in dl my years heard of anyone of her
dation leaving ahusband.”

Gert turned around in her chair to face Elizabeth. “What do you imagine happened?’ Shetilted her head
to the duke and whispered, “Did he beat her?’

“1 did not beat my wife,” Sanders said sharply as he stood. “And | would greetly appreciateit if you two
would not chatter asif I'm not in the room.”

“Wéll, maybe wewouldn't if you' d say more than two words at atime. How are Elizabeth and | to
figurethisout or help you get her back if you don’t tell usthe details?” Gert said.

“Y ou mistake my meaning and overstep your boundary. | have no intention of trying to drag the duchess
home, nor would | ask your adviceif | did,” he bellowed.

Gert looked around the room. Elizabeth fixed her skirts and her husband stared away blankly. The duke
however was pacing, red-faced and angry. Maybe she had mistaken the man. Maybe he loved this Ann
S0 passionatdly he wanted her to be happy. Even without him.

“Y ou love her that much, then?” Gert whispered. The duke spun around to face her.

“Love her? Love has nothing to do with it. She' s blackened the Wexford name. Tarnished it. | would
not accept her back now if she crawled through the streets of London.”

Gert stared wide-eyed at the man pacing in front of her. From the ook on his face, he may have been
regretting his harsh words. Regardiess, he did not need or deserve her sympathy. “ Sounds as though
she' s better off without you. | hope she meets anice man and forgets al about you,” Gert said.

“She' sdready met one,” Elizabeth said.

“Elizabeth! Gosspisnot cdled for,” Anthony shouted.

“Hardly gossip, dear,” Elizabeth said. “ Y ou told me the children’ sletters said she left with amerchant.”
“Oh, dear, the children. They must be devastated,” Gert said, just now remembering the three.

“The Wexford heirs are not devastated,” Sanders said.

“Y ou refer to your own children asthe Wexford heirs. How would you know how they fed?’ Gert
asked.

“I"'m their father,” he boomed.

“The only thing you' re worried about is your family name. Somehow | can’t picture you patiently
answering their questions,” Gert countered.

“Anthony said Meindawas near hysterical and William looked stricken,” Elizabeth added.



“| did not come here to be skewered by two females. Making me somehow to be the devil. Ann left me.
Thissubject isclosed,” Sanders shouted.

* k% k %

Dinner was atense affair with the duke saying little. Now, Elizabeth sat on Gert’ sbed in her nightclothes.
She noticed her cousin’ s hand went often, mostly unaware Gert was sure, to her rounded stomach. But
thisevening’ s discussion would not focus on Elizabeth’ s child.

Gert had made the trip across the Atlantic with worry. A month she had to stay with adistant cousin she
had never met. Cousin Annabelle deposited safely with her family, Gert made the journey aloneto
Anthony and Elizabeth’ sedtate.

All of her fearswerefor nothing. Gert knew she made Anthony uncomfortable but ill dl in dl hewas
generousto her with histime and hishome. Elizabeth and she however were on their way to becoming
best friends. They had corresponded prior to Gert’ strip and Elizabeth seemed formal and stuffy in her
|etters. But she was not. Elizabeth was kind, smart and her husband fell over himself to please her.

Gert sghed. To have aman gush and worry was something she had never experienced. At her home,
near Chicago, Uncle Fred and the hands at the ranch were good to her, disagreeing with her palitics, but
defending her to the last. She was an oddity to them but they loved her till, she knew. But not like
Anthony and Elizabeth. Their eyes met often, knowing smiles exchanged as he clasped her hand or
kissed her cheek. Gert had long ago weaned hersdlf of fairy stories of dashing heroes, but before her
eyeswerethered Prince Charming and hislady.

“Blakewasterribly disagreegble thisevening, cousin,” Elizabeth said.

“Not to himsdlf, Elizabeth. I’ ve never met anyone so full of himself indl my days,” Gert replied. “And |
suppose | wasfar too forward having just met him.”

Elizabeth laughed. “He s not usudly that bad, you know.” Shetilted her head. “And | don't think he's
redlly that conceaited. Raised differently to be sure. Sure of his station and Situation. Blake has no idea
how to be any other way. Truly | think Ann’ s leaving was more than he can take. He has no ideahow to
respond. No long-ago set rulesto reference how a duke behaves when the duchess leaves him.”

“| suppose he must have some redeeming virtues for your Anthony to consider him abest friend. | didn't
see any tonight of course,” Gert said and smiled. “Y ou know hiswife. Why do you think she left him?’

“I can't be sure. When | first heard | didn’t believeit. Ann’ sfedlings were dways closely guarded, other
than with her children of course. Thiswill be difficult for dl of them. Ann and her children are very close”
Elizabeth replied.

“I wonder what happened,” Gert said. She felt morbidly drawn to the story. What would make this
paragon of virtue leave a handsome, wedlthy husband and her children? England, like the States, gave
women virtudly no rights. She could easily never see her children again. “How does awoman support
hersdf in England if her only training isto bethe wife of aduke?’

“That will never beaproblem,” Elizabeth said. “ Annisvery wedthy in her own right. It was not money
that drove her to the arms of amerchant.”

“A merchant isso bad?’ Gert asked.



“In England, if one’ swedth isn’t bequeathed, no amount of it will turn society’ shead. The only way new
money gains some acceptance is by marrying atitled but desperately poor peer of theredm.”

The women laughed, bid each other good night and Gert pondered. Ann Sanders sacrificed much for
some reason. Gert smiled. More than two weeks left in her stay. Certainly enough timeto find out.

* * * %

Blake awoke the next morning with a blinding headache. Caused, most certainly by the giantess and her
unending, ingppropriate questions. He had made a quick escape after dinner with Anthony and Elizabeth
and the cousin. When Miss Finch had challenged him to give an explanation for Ann’ s desertion he had
thought about Anthony’ s advice.Brazen it out. Dare them to laugh. Was good practice for when his

answers held consequence. Thiswoman knew no onein hiscircle. And certainly Anthony would not
alow her to beintroduced to society.

But thiswas merely the beginning of the speculation and this interview had not been conducted with the
stedly doofness he was accustomed to widding.Wisely, Anthony had escorted the American dragon
woman to the dining room. The‘cousin’ continued through dinner her discourse on women' srights.

At the breakfast table, Blake heard his children’ sarriva from their grandmother’ shome. Hewasitching
to find out the detail s of hiswife' s betraya. Donald shouted his greeting and raced off. William and
Melindatook their seats beside him at the dining table.

“Welcome back, children,” Blake said.

“Good to see you father,” William said. He shot his sster an angry face.
Meindasaid nothing.
“You look lovely, dear,” Blake said to Melinda. “How was your trip?’

“Hne.

Blake had no intentions of revealing how anxious he wasfor news. But Mdindawas stewing about

something. They atein slence. Blake watched William mouth something to Meinda. The stubborn girl
narrowed her eyes.

“|s something amiss? |s there something you wish to discuss, Mdinda, William?’ Blake asked.
William colored. “No, Sr.”

Blake stared at his daughter. “Wdl, Mdinda?’

No reply.

“| assume your sullen behavior has something to do with your visit with your grandmother,” Blake said
ashedtirred hisgrud.

Mdindasat slently until tears began to strek her cheeks. Her silverware hit the table with asharp rap
and she turned to him, on him. “How could you, father? How could you?" she hissed.



Blake shook hishead. “How could | what? What will | be blamed for now?’

“All these years, mother loved you faithfully,” Melindatrailed off. She stood abruptly and hurried to the
door.

The hairs on Blake' sarms stood. “What are you trying to say, my dear? That | somehow am the cause
of your mother’ s betraya ?’

Méindaturned in aflurry. “Y ou took everything from her. And she did nothing but give. | hate you.”
Blake threw his ngpkin down. “I will not stand for thiskind of behavior. Apologizethisingant.”

“I will not apologize. What will you do, father? Discard me, disown me?” Mdlinda’ s eyes narrowed.
“Find someone e se to take my place?’

“Make your meaning clear, girl,” Blake shouted. In that ingtant he knew what she spoke of and wished
he had not pressed her for an answer.

“Helena. Does that name mean anything to you, father?” Melinda said.
“Médinda, hush,” William shouted.
Blake swalowed. Visbly, heknew. “1 suppose your mother filled your head with....”

“No,” Médindainterrupted. “Mother would let usthink the worst of her before she would dander you.
But Grand mama, as you know, fedls no such compunction.”

The room was slent. Blake had no revelation to expunge himself with. “ These are not the things you
should know of,” he said.

“But we do,” Mdindawhispered.
Blake stared past her. “Many men, mogt, | dare say, keep or have a companion of sorts.”

“A companion, father? Companions are spingter aunts. Helenais no companion. I’ ve met her, you
know,” Mdindasaid.

“Where?’ Blake said as he stood, astounded. “I’ m sure you' re mistaken.”

“No, no. Sheintroduced herself to mother and | when we were at the dressmaker’slast year. | didn't
know of course. And mother withstood the stares as yourcompaniongreeted us,” Melindasaid.

Blake paed, shoved his handsin his pockets and turned to the window. But Meinda was not through.

“If most men have such companions then you are saying when my husband, whomever he may be,
chooses his, | should shake hands and smile?’ Mdinda asked.

Blake turned around. “ Y our husband will never betray you. | won't stand for it.”

William hurried to his sster and nearly pushed her out the door.



Mélindastood her ground long enough for onefind barb. “Neither would mother.”

Blake sat down dowly in the silent, gilded room. Melinda s announcement shocked him. Hewas as
embarrassed for himsalf as he was angry with Helena. The thought of Mdinda s future husband being
unfaithful hit himin the pit of his scomach. Like too much goose pudding or a cheap bottle of port. Leave
it to Lady Katherine, Ann’smother, to reved al. Although proper to afault, his mother-in-law had never
liked him. The sgnswere subtle but clear. He had never wondered why, until now.

A few moments later, Mdinda gppeared at the door of the dining room. Quietly dignified ... like her
mother. “I’'m going to vist Lady Elizabeth.”

The door closed behind Briggs and Medinda. Blake sat up straight in his chair. Mdindawould reved
everything to Elizabeth. Blake walked afast clip, a stilted run rather and pulled the door open to see
Briggs shocked face.

“Stop the carriage,” Blake shouted.
Briggsturned and called to afootman. “Y ou there. Stop the carriage.”

The livered young man ran but to no avall. Briggsturned to him. “Terribly sorry, Y our Grace. Shdl | cal
for your horse to be saddled?”’

Blake' s shoulders dumped and he scratched his head.
“Your Grace, isanything amiss? Lady Mdinda...” Briggs asked.
“Never mind, Briggs. I’ [l spesk to Lady Mdindawhen shereturns.”

Blake wandered to his study and plopped in the soft confines of the leather chair behind the desk. What
had upset him so to race down the hall, like Donald moreover, and reved his distressto Briggs? He
didn’t relish the thought of Elizabeth knowing about Helena. Blake turned in his chair and propped his
feet on the desk. But certainly Anthony had told her everything by now. He was sure Elizabeth had seen
him at sometime before her marriage to Tony, squiring Helena about town. Elizabeth was not stupid, to
be sure. She had certainly put together Helenaand Blake s association. Then why the smpleton’ sflight
down the hal? Why the rolling in the somach, he now was experiencing? Damn. To admit what camein
to hishead, even to himsdlf, was baffling, embarrassing, and uncomprehendible. Blake did not want
Gertrude Finch to know of hisdaliance. Especidly from the lips of his daughter.

The behemoth would laugh at him and the plot of his own making. Thiswould reinforce her bold
man-hating claims. “ And why do you care,” he said doud. A footman opened the door.

“Yes, Your Grace?’
“Nothing,” Blake said. He took a deep bresth as the door closed. Why did he care? The question could

not be answered rationally nor diminished for lack of one. And one fact remained. Intruth, this
unsolvable piece of him wasthe dilemma. He did care.



Chapter Three

“Méelinda, how good to seeyou,” Elizabeth said smiling.

Gert saw the young woman at the door of the morning room and her heart clenched. She was closeto
tears. A torment was revealed on the girl’ s unning face.

“l wanted to ... mother and | wanted to know ... to know,” Mdinda stuttered. She composed herself
with adeep breath. “How are you feding, Lady Elizabeth?’

“Fine, dear. Come gt down. | want to introduce you to my cousin.” Elizabeth turned in her chair. “Lady
Melinda Sanders, Miss Gertrude Finch.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Mdindasaid.

“My God, Elizabeth,” Gert said in awe. “ Y ou wereright.” Mdinda s eyes darted and Gert redized her
gaffe. “I’m sorry. Where are my manners? Gawking like acoa miner a gold. Y ou are beautiful. More so
than Elizabeth described. And | hear you are the picture of your mother.”

Melinda slip trembled. “ Thank you.”

Elizabeth stood and resested hersdf next to the nervous young woman. “ Are you dright, Melinda?’
Elizabeth asked softly.

Melindawhimpered.
Gert stood. “1’ ve been thinking of touring the stables. Excuse me.”

Melinda shook her head. “ Y ou needn’t leave. I'm fine,” she said siffly as Elizabeth’ sarm reached
around her.

Thetortured look on the girl’ sface tugged at Gert’s heart. “My father left me at my Uncle Fred’ swhen |
was about your brother’ sage.” Mdinda s head came up as she continued. “1 had ahard time of it that
first year.”

“What happened?’ she asked.

Gert amiled ruefully as she remembered. “1 was mad at the world. Mad at my father for leaving. And my
mother for dying. Aunt Mavisfindly sat me down and gave meatakingto.”

“What did she say?” Mdinda asked.

Gert amiled at Méelinda. “ Shetold me to say whatever was on my mind. Let it dl spill out. The good and
the bad. That the talk was staying right there. | miss Aunt Mavis. Ther€ s not been aday since her death
| don’'t think of her.”

Elizabeth kissed Mdindd sforehead. “Nothing you say will leave thisroom.”



Melinda stood gracefully. Her full skirt barely moved as she walked to the window. Her hands were
neetly interlaced at her waist. Gert remembered the shame and anger in her own voice the day shefindly
broke down to Aunt Mavis. But clearer still, Gert relived the lifting and release of emotionsthat had
weighed her down and plagued her thoughts.

“Y our mother left your father,” Gert said.
Melindawhirled around. “ She should have years...” She bowed her head.

Elizabeth glanced at her and back to Mdinda. “Well, your father doesn’t seem to be an easy person to
love A little tiff, | think,” Gert said.

“He'smy father. | lovehim but....” Meindafatered and looked at Gertrude beseechingly.
“Of courseyou love him,” Elizabeth said.

Mdindawhirled in abustle of skirtsand Gert and Elizabeth sat back in their chairs. “I hate him too. |
hate him. I’m angry with mother, aswell. Why didn’t she gop him?’

“Stop him from what?’ Gert asked.

And then the words came in torrents, unleashed and bald. Mdinda hissed Helena s name and swayed
from unabashed love to unbridled anger for her parents. Self-doubt emerged as she questioned any part
shemay have played. Confusion in her now shaking world. Degp shameto reved to anyonetheir family’s
Stuation and embarrassment for her own shallowness. And the hopel essness she felt when her mother
stood her ground to William and refused to come home. Mdindawilted in to Elizabeth’ sarmsfor along

cry.
When the hiccoughs ceased, Gert leaned forward and asked, “Do you fed any better?’
“A little” Mdindasad.

“Good,” Gert said resolutely. “ The matter at hand now isto understand that none of thisisyour
problem.”

Melindalooked up from Elizabeth’ s neck. “ Of courseit’smy problem.”

Gert shook her head. “No. It'snot. Y our parents are adults. Y ou can be angry and unhappy but it
doesn't change athing. They’ ve made their own decisions.”

“Therewill be such gossp and my come-out isthis spring,” Melindawhispered.

“Do you believe achild of amurderer should be hung next to their parents?’ Gert asked. Melinda shook
her head. “ Or that the mother of an outlaw should bejailed? Of course you don’'t. We, each of us, are
responsible for our own actions. Have you done anything to be ashamed of 7’ Gert asked. Mdindasat up
and shook her head again. “Then to hell with the gossips, Mdinda. They’re not worth your time.”

Melinda covered her mouth and looked &t Elizabeth. “1 never heard awomen swear.” Then she giggled.
Melinda sobered as the other women laughed. “I1t won’t be easy to not care about what they say.”

Elizabeth hdd Mdinda shands. “No, it won't. Lifeisn't dwayseasy.”



Gert smiled. “But look around you, Mdinda. Y ou livelavishly inlovdy clothes. With plenty of food on
your table. And you' re beautiful. Getting ready to meet a handsome prince to sweep you off your fest.
How lucky you are.”

Elizabeth laughed with Meinda. “Cousin, how romantic. | would have never guessed you had such a
tender streak.”

Gert laughed but not heartily. How slly notions cameto her head sometimes. A longing unfulfilled left her
hollow. Mdinda s announcement awoke her from her own pining.

“Cometo dinner tonight, Miss Finch. With Elizabeth and Anthony. | want you to meet my brothers,”
Meindasad.

“Y our father doesn’t think much of me. | think I'll make him uncomfortable,” Gert replied.

Melinda smiled shyly. “Did you do anything to be ashamed of 7’ She watched Gert shake her head with
aknowing smile. “Then to Hadeswith my father.”

“Apparently I’ ve been beaten with my own words,” Gert replied with asmile.

So Ann Sanders grew a backbone after sSixteen years, Gert thought as she watched Meinda climb into
the carriage. The philanderer kept amistressal of his adult life and she waited thislong to leave.l would
have dumped him and his handsome face years ago.

* k *x %

Blake heard Mdindaarrive. With little regard for stedlth, he met her in the domed entranceway.
“Mdinda?’ hesad hesitantly.

She turned from removing her bonnet and faced him. “Father. | was just about to come looking for you.”
Melindatilted her head with smal smile. “We re having guestsfor dinner.” Sheturned to Briggs. “Would
you pleasetell Mrs. Wickham there will be three more for dinner? Thank you.”

Blake stood hands on his hips and stared. His eldest looked so much like hiswife; sometimes he forgot
shewas hot. But Ann would have never announced guests. She would have questioned hiswishes
quietly. But not this vixen, even more beautiful than her mother. Oh no. She sashayed in, explained her
plans and was now about to climb the Sairs.

“Am | to know whom I'll have the pleasure of dining with thisevening?’ Blake asked.

Mélinda' s curlstossed over her shoulder. “ Sir Anthony, Lady Elizabeth and their houseguest, Miss
Gertrude Finch.”

Blake gritted histeeth. Meindawas less unhappy and angry to be certain. Was hewilling to risk this
truce by barring the houseguest from the door?

“Isthere aproblem, Father?” Melinda asked.

Blake stared at the wall.



Melinda came down the two steps of the staircase and put her dainty white hand on hischeek. “1 didn’t
think entertaining the Burroughs would upset you. We ve not had aguest for such along time.”

“It'snot them,” Blake said.
Melinda s browsrose. “Oh, so it’s Miss Finch who has you anxious.”

“I'm not anxious,” Blake whined. Sounding even to hisown ears, suspicioudly like Donald after the
denid of histhird dessert. “1 just don't like her.”

“Don't you?’” Meinda s eyes opened wide and then she smiled. “I adore her. We had alovely chat.”
Sheturned to the staircase. “1I’ Il bein my roomsif you need me.”

Briggs stood at attention till. “How many for dinner, Y our Grace?’

“Y ou heard the exchange, Briggs. Apparently however many my daughter hasinvited.”

* k *x %

Later that day, Blake waited in thelibrary for his guests. The six long windows faced the entrance and he
stood staring through the glass at the wide manicured lawn and the snake of adrive that wound through
the gardensto the door of his estate. The American and Mdindahad alovely chat, she had said.
Certainly his daughter would not revea family businessto the woman. Certainly her own embarrassment
would keep her slent. But what of Elizabeth?

Blake paced. From the fireplace to the curio cabinet and back, steadily staring down at the elaborate
designinthe carpet.] am anxious. Why?He had nearly convinced himself to cloister in his study and
dally long enough to keep them al waiting when asight coming up the drive caught his attention. Donald
and William had seen it too just asthey walked into the library. Two horses, running full tilt, charged
down the drive, with a carriage coming sedately behind. Were those skirts blowing in the wind?

“Do you see her?” Donald shouted.
William stood with his younger brother at the long window. “ She' sriding astride,” Blake' shelr breathed.

That was when Blake redlized for cartain. Cousin Gertrude, the Amazon American loud mouth was
riding full out with Anthony trailing her.

“She' sgoing to beat him,” William said with worry as he looked at hisfather. The three of them raced to
the door. Briggs hand was on the ornate knob when he saw thetrio running at him. The servant backed

away.

Father and sons charged through the foyer to stand together on the marble walkway. There wasthe
American, pantaloons flapping, and bonnet flailing as her skirts rode the wind. Miss Finch leaned in close
to the neck of the mare with asmile on her face.

“Good God,” Blake said.
Donad jumped up and down and dapped an imaginary steed. William appeared forlorn. Anthony

looked horrified and Elizabeth hung her head out the window of the carriage shouting encouragement.
And thiswoman, Blake redlized, was stunning. Shining masses of black hair flew around her head. And



then shewinked at him. Winked. At the Duke of Wexford. Cheeky girl. Woman, Blake corrected. Girls

didn’t have breasts that bounced quite like that. The two riders sopped in acloud of dust, just feet from
the marble entranceway .

Anthony nearly fdll from hishorse. “Terribly sorry, Blake. Cousin Gertrude. Y ou' ve given usafright,” he
shouted.

Miss Finch sat up in the saddle. “Why?’" she asked.

“Y ou could have broken your neck. Why didn't you pull up?” Anthony said.
She grinned. “Would have been my neck. And anyway, | wanted to beat you.”
“Y ouwereracing? William whispered.

Gertrude Finch pushed the groom’ s hand away and did down the horse. “Y ou must be William.” She
dapped the dust from her hands, righted her bonnet and held out her hand. William touched it tentatively.

“Don'tkissit. You'll end up with abloodied nose,” Blake said.

Miss Finch tilted her head back and laughed. “ And you must be Donad,” she said to the boy now
jumping up and down.

“Dondd, your manners,” Blake said sharply.

“Oh pooh.” Miss Finch sat down on the marble step, eyeleve with the boy. “It’ stoo exciting to watch a
horse race and stand ill, isn't it?’

“Oh, yes, maam. Itis,” Donald replied.

“Doyou liketo fish?" she asked the boy.

His mouth dropped. “Y es. How did you know? | have alittle sailboat too.”
“Will you show me?’ she asked.

Blake interrupted. “We are going to have sherry inthelibrary.”

Miss Finch stared at him and said hello to Meinda near the door. “I never cared for sherry. Thanks
anyway.” She picked up Donald’ s hand and proceeded through the gardens.

Blake could hear their trailing voices. Dondd telling her everything at once and Miss Finch laughing.
They disappeared from sight. Blake turned to the rest of the party.

“So sorry, Blake,” Anthony said.

Elizabeth came up the steps. “ Something so wrong in paying attention to alittle boy?’

Everyonefiled past Blake into hishome. He stood as il as the marble columns beside him. Then

marched to the lake. Miss Finch, Donad and Mrs. Wickham’s grandson lay flat out in the grass at the
edge of the water.



“What are you doing?’ Blake thundered.

Miss Finch rolled on to her side. “Looking a Donald and Macolm’ s sailboats.”

Blake wanted to pull every last hair from hishead. “1 know that. Where did you learn to ride like that?’
“Likewhat?” Miss Finch asked.

She was being purposefully obtuse. “Likeaman,” he shouted.

“Onmy Uncle Fred’ sfarm.” Gertrude Finch said as she stood and |ooked down at the boys. “Where's
thistree house?’ she asked.

Blakefollowed asthe trio walked to an enormous oak tree. The threesome stood pointing and talking
while Blake dropped his head and rubbed his eyes and wondered what it was about this woman that
made him behave so completely out of character. WWhen he looked up he saw the American climbing the
rope ladder to Dondd’ stree house. He made swift work of the space between him and the ladder
swinging under Miss Finch'sweight. He grabbed her around the waist. “Y ou can't climb trees, Miss
Fnch”

“Why not?" Miss Finch asked over her shoulder.
“It'snot done, it'snot,” Blake stuttered.
“But having your nosein my behindis?’

Blake wrenched his neck back and stared. Dear God in heaven, he thought and stumbled away to the
grass. Leaving the ladder to swing.

Miss Finch’'s hand dipped from its hold and she fdll to the ground atop Blake. His hands flew furioudy
trying to rid hisface of yards of petticoat. The bruiser atop him squirmed and pitched forward. He sat up
and straightened his cravat.

“WEell done,” he shouted as he stood.
Miss Finch flew to her feet. “1 wasfinetill you stuck your facein my bustle.”

Blake and the American were inches apart, both shouting and pointing fingers. Blake grabbed the
woman'sarmsto keep her from sticking the offending appendage in hisface.

* k *x %

Elizabeth, Anthony, William and Meinda stood at the side window of the library facing the lake and
wildernesswalk around it. The women giggled when Blake shook hisfinger and leaned back to shout.
The men shook their head. From the vaulted window of Wexford House they watched the scenein
wonder as Blake grabbed Miss Finch’sarms. But all four sets of eyeswidened and al four mouths tilled
asthey watched the Duke of Wexford lean forward and kiss Gertrude Finch.

* k kx %



| will melt into a puddle of my own clothes, Gert thought. I'm dissolving as| stand under atree. Gert
pushed closer. Histongueisin my mouth. She Sghed asalong ago forgotten fantasy roared over her lips,
to her breasts and beyond. Her mind had a vague understanding now of why women swoon when
they’re kissed. Kissed?

They broke apart and stared at each other, both breathing hard, his hands ill holding her arms. Sanders
swept hiseyesfrom thetop of hair, to her lips, to her mouth standing agape. To her heaving chest, her
grass stained skirts and muddy shoes. And back to her chest. “Big bosoms.”

Gert’s mouth dropped. Theignoramus. She did the only thing she could think of doing. What Uncle
Fred and the hands had taught her to do if and when aman took liberties or insulted her. Gert punched
the Duke soundly in the nose.

Sander’ s head snapped back. Blood was dripping onto hiswhite cravat. “Y ou punched me,” he said.

Gert was unnerved. Not angry. Not happy ether of course. But completely unstrung. This arrogant
English man had kissed her. Her mind siwung from wondering if hewould do it again to punching him
aganif hedid. Gert blustered and blubbered and turned to hurry to the house. She noticed the shining
window of the manson held Anthony, Elizabeth, Mdindaand William.

“Father?” William questioned as she and Sanders entered the foyer.

“Areyou dright, MissFinch?’ Mdindaasked.

“There seemsto be twigs or something sticking in your hair,” Anthony said and reached to Sander’s
head.

Sanders dapped Anthony’ s hand away.

Gert surveyed the broad range of expressions before her. She could hear Sanders breathing hard. She
needed something to keep her hands from shaking. “1 could use awhiskey after | clean up.” Gert turned
to the stairs and Mdinda hurried to her side.

“Mayhap your valet could work on that cravat, Blake. Seemsto be sagging and well, blood stained.”
Anthony’ s mouth twitched.

“I’mgoing to change,” Sanders said.
William followed. “I'll help you,” the young man said.
“Father kissed you,” Melindawhispered as she closed the door to a guest room.

“Redlly,” Gert said her face flushing. “1 hadn’t noticed.” Gert finger-combed her hair and dabbed mud
from her dress.

“Would you have boxed his noseif it was that forgettable?” Melinda asked.

Geat'sface flamed. “1 have no ideawhat possessed your father to kiss me. Nor why everyone needed
to be staring out the window ashe did.”



Meindagiggled. “What will you say to him over dinner?’

Gert checked her appearance once more and walked to the door of the bedroom. Her host would get
no dreamy, clinging looks from her. “ Pass the potatoes, please.”

Gert cameto the top of the staircase at the same instant as the duke.

Sanders swept his hand to the Sairs. “ After you.”

Gert smiled tightly and descended the steps, determined to not let this man upset her. She walked into
thelibrary head high. Anthony was holding acrysta decanter.

“Cousin Gertrude. Y ou expressed awish for whiskey.”

Anthony handed her the glass, with no more than an ouncein it. Gert tilted her head and drank it down.
Thewhiskey hit her immediately and shewas glad of it. She held her glass out for arefill.

“That's hundred year old scotch, woman. Sip it,” Sanders commanded.

Gert glared at the duke and sat down. She would absolutely not let his arrogance deter her. These were
Anthony and Elizabeth’ s friends. She would be congenid and civil.

Elizabeth hurried ahead with conversation. “Donald seemed very proud of his boat.”

“He amiled thewhole time he showed it to me,” Gert sad. “Every inch aboy.”

“The boys seemed excited aswell over thetree house,” Anthony said, tongue visiblein his cheek.

Gg‘[ knew every mind in the room was picturing her collgpse from the ladder. “1 didn’t get to seeit,” she
sad.

Sanders harrumphed and crossed hislegs.

“How’ syour nose, Blake?’ Elizabeth asked. “ Has it stopped bleeding?’

Mdindastared hard at her father. “Thefirst timeaman kissesme | think | will do the samething,” she
sad.

“Especidly if he mentionsthe size of your bosom,” Gert said and sipped her drink.

“Pardon?’ Anthony said. “Blake commented on your, your....”

“My bosoms,” Gert repeated. “I think big was the word he used.”

The room was silent for a brief moment. Melindawas wide eyed. William stared at Gert’s chest.
Elizabeth’ s hand covered her mouth. Anthony wiped tears from his eyes as he laughed doud. The butler
opened the door to announce dinner. Anthony hurried to escort Elizabeth. William held hisarm out to his

sster. Sanders offered hisarm to her.

“May 17" he asked.



“I canwalk unassisted. Thank you,” she replied and swept down the hdlway trailing Anthony and
Elizabeth.

Gert stared awestruck as she entered the forma dining room. The room was beautiful. Large, well lit and
filled with flowers. The linen on the table seemed to go on endlesdy. Crystal shimmered and silver
twinkled in thelight of the candles. A footman pulled achair out for her. The conversation to her relief
went on with no more references to the display outside. She glanced at Sanders, from the corner of her
eye. He seemed tofit thisworld asif made for it. No wonder the man’swife left him. Hehad a
long-standing mistress and kissed his gueststill they couldn’t bregthe.

Chapter Four

Mayhap the woman does not know of Helena, Blake thought. He had certainly given her ample
opportunity to use such information againgt him. Blake sipped his soup and nodded to Anthony. What
had come over him to make a comment about the size of her breasts or worse yet, kiss her, he
wondered? Impulsive wasn't aword ever associated with the Sanders family. And heleast of all.
Impetuous? Devil may care? No. None of these words described him. Blake stared at the cousin from
under hisbrow as he diced hislamb. Nothing particularly attractive about her, he decided. Dark hair and
lots of it around anondescript face. An average nose over, well, yes, he admitted full lips, below green
eyes. Green was not quite right. Rather a cross between clover and heather. Or mint. Anthony’ svoice
intruded on Blake' smusings.

“Certainly,” Blake said and nodded to Anthony.
“Good then, Blake.” Anthony leaned back to drink hiswine. “I’ll say peagreen.”
“Peagreen?’ Blake said. “No. | think more earthy toneslike mint or heather. With just atouch of blue.”

“Perfect, I'd say.” Anthony smiled. “I'll have your stable man paint al your horsesthat color.” Anthony
leaned forward and winked. “ Easy enough to watch when they race.”

Blakelaid down hisfork and knife. “Paint my horses pea green, you say. What' s gotten into you,
Anthony?’ Hisface colored. Had he really agreed to have his horses painted while he wondered over the
color of the American’s eyes? Blake caught Anthony’ sy smile as hisfriend cocked hiseyesto Miss
Finch.

“Y ou seemed to be somewhere else while | wastrying to have a conversation with you. Y ou would have
agreed to wear pink garters and prance around St. James Square in nothing else.” Anthony looked himin
the eye. “Where were your thoughts, Blake?’

Blake didn’'t answer as he waslistening intently to the conversation at the other end of the table.



“That’ swhen | learned to break horses. It was my favorite time of year. That and going to the yardsto
&l them,” MissFinch replied.

“Theyards?” William asked.

“The stock yardsin Chicago.” Miss Finch put her elbows on the table and sat her chinin her hand,
looking away dreamily. “Where everyone comes. The yards would be packed with people and pigsand
cattle and horses. Uncle Fred and | stayed at agrand hotdl every year. That’ swherel first heard
speakers on women' srights. How | becameinvolved.”

“Whét rights?” Melinda asked.

“Very few, I’'m sorry to say,” MissFinch replied.

“Sufferance,” Elizabeth added.

“Women' sright to vote and own property. All kinds of things,” Miss Finch continued.

“What do you do about those things, Miss Finch?” William asked.

“We spesk at schools and churches. Whoever will have us. Lobby politiciansin Congress. Trying to
convince our fellow citizens that the congtitution was written for everyone.”

“I"ve seen picturesin the newspaper of suffragists on the steps of the White House,” Elizabeth added.
“Anugly lot for certain,” Blake said and |ooked to Anthony.
“Father, what these women ook like has nothing to do with anything,” Meindasaid sharply.

Blake glanced around the table to the femal es now skewering him with their gaze. “1 saw the pictures as
well as Elizabeth. Not acomey woman among them,” Blake said.

“Blake!” Anthony hissed.

“What, Anthony?" Blake blustered to hisfriend and motioned his exasperation with his spoon. “ Y ou’' ve
seenthem aswell.” Blake blew his cheeks out. “All fat and feathers with no smiles.”

“Redly, Blake” Elizabeth said.

“Women in every country will benefit from our fight. We have brains, sir. God didn't creste women
solely so you have a pretty faceto look at. Y our daughter, for example, is beautiful but smart and spirited
aswdl,” MissFinch retorted.

“This has nothing to do with Melinda,” Blake snorted.

“Why not father? What if | decide to moveto Americaand rdly for the vote? Or herein England,
perhaps?’ Melinda asked.

“Good God, Mdinda. Forget that nonsense. Y ou have aroletofill. And soon atitle,” Blake said.

“Y ou would make abeautiful suffragette, though, dear,” Anthony added.



“Theonly one, that’sfor sure,” Blake said and leaned to Anthony, chuckling.

“MissFinch isasuffragette, father,” William said.

A flush came over Blake sface. “Of course, MissFinch. | didn’t meantoimply....”

“Yesyou did. More than implied. Y ou dismiss your daughter out of hand, claim alack of beauty on the

part of women who' ve spent their life helping others. I'm ... I'mnot pretty,” MissFinch ssumbled, “Ill

agree, but ... but to assume my goas are less than your own because of my lack of beauty is
abomingble”

“And shdlow,” Mdindaadded.
“Thick-headed,” Elizabeth said.
“Teawill be served in the music room,” Briggs announced.

Everyonerose quietly and left except William. “Y ou kissed her, sir,” he said to hisfather.

Blake flashed him afurious stare.
The boy’ s cheeks reddened and he shrugged. “ She can’t be that ugly.”

Blake found his guestsin the music room listening to Melinda play the pianoforte. “MissFinch. May |
beg amoment of your time?’ he asked as he touched her elbow.

The two of them retreated out of hearing distance from the rest.
“Yes?" Miss Finch clipped and folded her hands at her waist.
“I find | do owe you an gpology,” Blake began.

“And every other woman in theroom aswell,” shereplied.

“I am not concerned with every other femaein the room.” Blake stood tal. “1 have many faults but
hurting aguest’ s fedlings can not be one of them.”

“| agree with you there,” Miss Finch said and clapped politely.

“Agreewithwhat?’ he asked.
“Y ou have many faults. Theleast of which are poor manners” Miss Finch said.

“Yes, wdll, inany case, | apologizefor what | said.” Blake looked away ashamed. “1 waswrong. You
areredly quite atractive.”

Gertrude Finch put her hands on her hips and her voice rose with each word. “I could care lesswhat
you think of me.”

“Now, now, no need to call attention our way,” Blake said and glanced at the assembly listening to



Melinda. “No need to be defensive either. | am aware of the tender sensibilities women associate with
how attractive they are. My own mother made us dl kissand coo over Aunt Ethel and she had whiskers
longer than....”

“Listen to me, Sanders. | meant what | said. | couldn’t care less whether you think I’ m attractive or not.
Y ou dismissideas and brainsfor the lack of a pretty face. | think you' re a pompousidiot. What do you
think of them apples, your highness,” she said.

Blake held his hands behind his back and amuscle twitched below his eye. “Miss Finch, thetitle ‘your
highness isreserved for the roya family. Y ou Americans bandy about titles asif aone of you could trace
ahistory further back than the last mule you shoed.”

“Lineageisover-rated, Sr. You areaprime example,” she sad.

Blake cdmed himsdf. “Miss Finch. | am trying to apologize to you. Isn't graciousness and abit of tact
cdled for in these cases?”’

“So not only am | ugly and stupid but lacking in grace aswell. Why did you kiss me considering al this?’

“Maybeit wasthe only way | could think of to get you to shut that flapping mouth of yours,” Blake
exploded.

Miss Finch narrowed her eyes and leaned forward to whisper. “ Save your kisses for Helenaand leave
your dinner guestsaone.” Sheturned away. “Sir Anthony, I’ m tired would you take us home now?’

Elizabeth rose. “I’'m exhausted aswell. Call for the carriage, Anthony.”

Blake stood near the door where Miss Finch had |eft him. Elizabeth filed past with anod and the
American did not ook at him. Anthony thanked him for the entertaining evening. William and Mdinda

dipped past quietly.

Blake plopped down; spread-eagled and slouched in front of the fire. Servants cleared the room of
dishes and Briggs placed a decanter and one glass on the table beside him.

“I'm assuming that’ sfor me?’ Blake asked and nodded to the liquor.
The stoic servant explained. “Yes, itis, Your Grace. Will there be anything else?’

Blake shook hishead and stared at the fire. The American knew of Helena. To her credit she did not
shout hismistresses namein front of Melindaand William. Blake had shouted. And cursed. Insulted a
guest and generdly behaved like anidiot. His behavior was certainly not duca. Anything but. Where had
his breeding gone? The expectationslong set for him and his son in the future aswell. Blake stood to
pace. To his confusion, he must admit he had nearly enjoyed sparring with Gertrude Finch. Parrying
words like honed stedl, hunting for wesknessto impae his prey. Blake' sleft arm curled up above his
head. Hisright extended to thrust.En Garde! Blake' sfeet skipped forward and back until he caught a
glimpse of himsdlf inagilded mirror.

* * * %

“Good morning, my dear,” Anthony said and bent to kiss hiswife’ s cheek.



“Good morning, Anthony,” Elizabeth said and picked up her fork. She stared at the plate and laid the
utens| down.

“Areyou unwel?” Anthony asked gently.
“No. Just tired with the packing and dl for town,” Elizabeth replied.
Anthony’smouth flattened. “1 will not et Meinda s come-out interfere with your hedlth.”

“WEe ve had this discussion before, Anthony. Lady Katherine will sponsor Meinda but someone hasto
be there to make sure she stays out of trouble. I'm fine, dear. Eat your oatmedl.”

“Médindawill haveto limit hersdlf to early evenings and few of them. That will be quite enough for you.”
Anthony picked up his coffee and smiled suddenly. “Why don’t we ask Gertrude to help you?’

Elizabeth knitted her brows. “1 didn’t think you cared....”
“Help youwhat?” Gert asked from the door of the cozy breakfast room.

“Cousin Gertrude.” Anthony rose and pulled out a tapestry-covered chair for her. “How was your
morning ride?’

“Fine. Help you what?’ Gert repeated as she was seated.

“Mélindamakes her come-out in town shortly. Ann could never attend, now. So her mother, Lady
Katherine will sponsor her granddaughter. But she' s near sixty and will plop down beside old friendsand
never leave her chair,” Elizabeth said.

“Leaving lots of freedom for Meinda. Ann wrote and asked Elizabeth to attend her. Stay close, steer
her away from trouble,” Anthony added. “But with Elizabeth’ s condition I’'m worried it will betoo much.
Late evenings and early teas and dancing.”

Elizabeth leaned forward and smiled at Gert. “It would be a Godsend if you stayed and helped me.”

“I know nothing about the rules of English society. How could | hep?” Gert asked.

“But | do,” Elizabeth said. “Y ou can be my eyesand ears and feet.”

“Why can’'t her mother go?’ Gert asked as she began her bregkfast.

“Anniswiseinthis” Elizabeth said grimly. “A young girl’ sfirst come-out is nerve-wracking enough
without gossip about her mother swirling about.”

“I told Uncle Fred I’ d be home soon and anyway |’ d have nothing to weer....”

“Ladeda Anthony will gladly seeto your wardrobe to ease my trouble. And no one should leave
England without going to at least one ball,” Elizabeth begged. She turned to her hushand. “Isn't that right
dex?”’

Sir Anthony welghed hiswife shedth and his best friend’ s discomfiture againgt the sum needed to dress
awoman for London. “Whatever she needs, my dear. It will be my pleasure,” Anthony said.



“Let methink about it,” Gert replied.

* k% k %

Blake' s eyesthrobbed when the heavy curtains were thrown back. His head seemed to have the weight
of an anvil and his stomach turned over. “Briggs. Close the drapes.” Herolled and pulled the coverlet
over his head.

“Hurry gr. Not aminuteto tarry. I’ ve fixed something for your headache,” Briggs said.

Blake wondered how the man knew of hisailments. Other matters seemed more pressing. “1 want to
deep. Leave me done.” Blake did not hear the door close and stuck one eye out from under the covers.

Briggs stood at the end of the bed; achaky pallor covered hisface. “I'll tell Lady Katherineyou're
unwell?’ he asked tentatively.

“What' s she doing here?’ Blake groaned.
“Y ou asked her to come, Y our Grace. | sent the note,” Briggsreplied.

Blake sat up quickly and nearly lost his stomach. “Bloody hell. You'reright.” He eyed Briggs. “ Since
you gpparently read the message, do you recal why | asked her to visit?’

“Lady Mdinda s come-out, | believe, Sir.”

Blake jumped from the bed and stubbed his toe on the nightstand. He cursed and hopped about the
room naked. “Hurry Briggs. Get me dressed. No time to wait for Benson.”

“Lady Katherine,” Blake said as he bent to place a kiss on his mother-in-law’ s trand ucent hand.
“Always deep thislate, Sanders? Idlenessisthe devil’ s playground,” Lady Katherine said sourly.

“I| wasin ameeting with my steward....”

Lady Katherine cut him off with her flailing hand and the toss of her head. “Don’t bother. Y our man at
the door nearly fainted when | arrived. He ran up the steps to the family quarters not your study.”

Asusud, Lady Katherine took great enjoyment at his expense Blake thought as he seated himself.
“Thank you for coming and agreeing to sponsor Mdindasince her mother will be unavailable” Blake

stretched out the last word and watched the old woman' s reaction. Minutes squeezed by under her icy
dare.

“Médindawill enjoy her come-out. | want agood match for her and will not fail. Thistime.” Lady
Katherine arched a brow.

Blake smiled thinly. “ Asyou know Melindais betrothed to The Earl of Wendover’ sheir. But | want her
to enjoy hersdf, aswdll.”



“The Wendover’ sare dull ninnies. Don't want imbecilesfor my great-grandchildren. And anyway after
thismess, he' | withdraw the offer, you know,” Lady Katherine stated the bald facts.

Blakeraised hiseyesto her frankness. “| wondered the same. Elizabeth Burroughs will stand in for Ann
and assist you.”

“| thought she was carrying?’ Lady Katherine asked.

“Sheis. But Elizabeth adores Melinda and inssted on hel ping even after her condition was announced,”
Blakesad.

Lady Katherine chuckled and her eyestwinkled. “Now there s a husband. Anthony Burroughs. Almost
makes mewish | wasafew yearsyounger.”

“A few?’ he asked and watched the countess’ eyes narrow.

Briggs opened the door.  Sir Anthony Burroughs has arrived, Y our Grace. Shdl | have him await youin
thelibrary?’

“No, no. Send himin here at once, Boscoe. | want to speak to him,” Lady Katherine said without
turning her head.

Blake met Briggs eye and shrugged at his mother-in-law’ slong-standing propensity to rename servants
and relatives as she wished. Anthony strodein.

“Lady Katherine. Y ou are the picture of hedth. And as beautiful asever,” Anthony said as he bowed
and kissed her hand.

Lady Katherine harrumphed but smiled. “ Burroughs. No one could fault Elizabeth for picking a smooth
scoundrd like you over somelimp-wristed, well ... sit down, then. | hear your wifeisstill willing to assst
in Meinda s come-out.”

Blake crossed hislegs and shook his head. His mother-in-law never failed to remind him of her opinions
regarding him. She had always thought him a dandy pandering to court and society. Lady Katherinedid
what she pleased regardless of censure and still somehow was exulted by the ton. He, on the other hand,
had spent hislife being amodd for dukedom and now found himself, more often than not, the butt of a
joke. Blake turned back to the conversation at hand.

“And who isthiswoman? An American, you say?’ Lady Katherine asked.

“Elizabeth’ s cousin on her father’ sside. A spinster escorting aniece to her family. Melinda adores her.
And | will fed better knowing my wife, in her condition, will not be unduly taxed,” Anthony said.

Tony would not look at him. “What are you talking about?’ Blake asked.
Anthony smiled broadly. “ Elizabeth and | have asked Gertrude to assist in Mdinda s come-out.”
Blake stood and waved hisarms. “No. Absolutely not.”

Lady Katherinelooked at him. “What' s the matter with her, Sanders? And why are you dancing around
like some dolt. Sit down.”



Blake seated himsdlf. “ She sentirely ingppropriate. She knows nothing of English society.”

“Elizabeth and Lady Katherine will be there. Gertrude can do the following and watching and they can
dotheredt. It'saperfect solution,” Anthony said.

“No,” Blake sad.
“What' sthe matter with the cousin, other than being American?’ Lady Katherine asked Blake.

“Nothing,” Anthony interjected. “ She' s coming here shortly with Elizabeth. We knew you were arriving
to discuss Melinda s come-out and thought this the best time for you two to meet.”

“Mdindais my daughter. | won't stand for atall, loud, American know-it-al to be guiding her through
her first season,” Blake said.

Lady Katherine' s eyes widened.

Anthony looked forlorn as he spoke. “ After you kissed her, | thought you might enjoy spending more
timewith Cousin Gertrude.”

Lady Katherine's head snapped to Tony. “He kissed her and you saw. Maybe she' s not the right person
for thistask.”

Anthony leaned forward and covered Lady Kathering' s hands with hisown. “1t was not her intention or
wish. | guaranteeit. William, Melindaand Elizabeth and | watched the whol e thing from the window.”

“It’s bad enough, Sanders, you parade around town with that doxy. Now you’ re bullying guests. What
do you haveto say for yoursdf?’ Lady Katherine demanded.

Had he asword in his hand, Blake would have gladly skewered them both. Briggs announced Elizabeth
and Miss Finch from the door. He watched Elizabeth sweep by and introduce the American to Lady
Katherine,

“Out with you both,” the older woman said to Anthony and Blake. “ Sit down, Elizabeth. Miss Finch.
Ring for teaon your way, Sanderson.”

Blake strode out the door and clipped oneword to Briggs. “ Tea.”
Inthelibrary, Blakelet go hiswrath. “How could you do this, Tony? | thought you were my friend.”

“I am,” Anthony replied.

“Six weekswith her. In town yet, under the scrutiny of dl. And with everyone till buzzing with Ann's
leaving,” Blake bemoaned and dropped to achair.

“Miss Finch has not yet decided to Stay, if it makesyou fed any better,” Anthony said.
Blake shrugged. “ That’ s heartening.”

Anthony leaned forward. “ Come on, Blake. These balls are dreadful bores. Just think how Cousin
Gertrude will liventhingsup.”



“For you maybe,” Blake snapped.

Anthony sat back and stared. “Y ou can’t lie. Y ou never could. Y ou don't didike her that much.”

“Y ou were the one begging me to rescue you from her just afew days ago. What changed your mind?’
Blake asked.

Tony tilted his head. “ She’ sgrown on me. And Elizabeth will miss her terribly when she leaves.
Gertrude s not bad, you know. Actuadly, very handsome and witty. Full of fun and new idess. | find it

refreshing.”
Blaketurned hishead. “'Y ou must be joking.”
“No, I'mnot,” Anthony replied and studied his hands.

“You must bein dire need of entertainment to consider Gertrude Finch refreshing,” Blake said.

“I didn't kissher,” Tony said smugly.

“Does everyone need remind me of my one lgpsein judgment? Y ou and William both? | spend my entire
lifedoing as| wasraised to do. That singular occasion will haunt me forever. I’ ve just met the woman.
Made a ghastly error that will not be repeated. Can’t the matter be dropped?’ Blake asked.

“She’ll not bother you, Blake. | don't think Gertrude will seek out your company. It will help Elizabeth
and leave you with moretime to see Helena,” Anthony said.

Blake' shand flitted. “I sent anote and adiamond bracelet. | have no desireto see Helenaagain.”

“Youwhat?” Anthony demanded.

“Heenaintroduced hersdlf to Ann and Melindalast year intown. | no longer desire her company,”
Blakesaid.

Anthony sat back inawe. “Well, well. Waked right up to them.” He cocked his head. “ Can hardly fault
Helena. She was with you more than Ann. Figured she had you for life”

“Shewaswrong,” Blake answered. “1 don't know why I'm worrying. Lady Katherine will never
approve of MissFinch to assst in Mdinda s come-out. Y ou know how she fedl's about Americans.”

* * * %

After exchanging pleasantries, Lady Katherine went in for the kill. “Why would | dllow awoman who
kisses amarried man on the lawn to assst my granddaughter?’

Elizabeth cringed. Gert did not.

“Allow him to kissme? | had nothing to do with it other than to stand there. Trust me, Lady Katherine, |
do not relish theidea of spending one second more with Blake Sandersthen | haveto. | consider this

only asaway to help Elizabeth and Mdinda,” Gert replied.

“Spending time with my daughter’ s husband has never been of great Sgnificanceto meether,” Lady



Katherine said. “ And thisforay will haveto be ddicately handled. I will not dlow Melindato suffer for
her mother’ s mistakes.”

Gert raised her brows. “Y ou disagree with your daughter, then?’
“Gertrude,” Elizabeth said. She shook her heed.

Lady Katherine stared at Gert. “It’ sdright, Elizabeth. The chit has the courage to ask. | suppose Il
supply the answer. Ann and Sanders marriage was arranged from birth. Two old familiesjoining. He
was a decent sort as ayoung man. | thought for many years | had done theright thing. Just as my parents
had done for me. The difference was | respected my husband and eventudly loved him. And he me, |
believe. Sanders never loved or respected Ann.”

“But Lady Katherine,” Elizabeth asked. “Y ou and | both know loveisan unusua ingredient for marriage
intheton.”

“Yes, yes,” Lady Katherine said impatiently. “But as | got on in years and watched my daughter fade
from lifefor alack of atention, it galed me surely. Ann dismissed everything she wastaught, dl that her
father and | imparted to her and yet thisisthefirst time |’ ve seen my daughter happy in fifteen years. |
can't deny I’'m glad for her and her merchant.”

“If she' shappy then | suppose you' ve achieved your lifework, Lady Katherine,” Gert said. “I'veno
children but | can’t imagine watching them suffer. Mdindawas confused by it al.”

“Méinda? What did she have to say on the subject?’ Lady Katherine asked.

“Wetold Mdinda everything that was said wasin confidence. I'm not sure we should repest it,” Gert
sad.

“ThisisMdinda sgrand mama, Gertrude. Surely she knows most of it anyway,” Elizabeth said and
proceeded to tell Lady Katherine of their meeting with Mdinda. The girl’ stears, confessions, fears and of
Gert'sadvice.

“Told my granddaughter not to worry about the gossips. Y ou'reright, she' snot to blamein this affair.”
Lady Katherine studied Gert. “I would be indebted if you would assist usin London, Miss Finch.
Méelindawill need every dly we can mugter. | don't think you' d stand by idly and watch her spurned. Or
allow gossip to be spread.”

“It'skind of you to trust me but be forewarned. | speak my mind, especiadly with Mdinda sfather,” Gert
said. Had shejust accepted thisrole? Gert could hardly believe her words. She had come at Elizabeth
and Anthony’ sing stence to meet the grandmother, fully intending to refuse.

Lady Katherine rose. “ Shows more good sense than you know, Miss Finch. Fool Sandersisto never
redizethe gem hehadin Ann.”

“In Americawewould call him ahorse sass,” Gart said.

Lady Katherine laughed aloud. “ Apt description, I'd say.” She bellowed to the door. “1 know you're
listening, Boscoe. Fetch Sanders and Burroughs. Be quick about it.”

* * * %



Blake was feding confident when he went into the morning room. The American had probably prattled
on about women’ srights. With any luck his mother-in-law had fainted. He passed Miss Finch and
Elizabethin the hal. He nodded smugly.

“Miss Finch will accompany usto London. Burroughs has agreed to handle the wardrobe. She'll be
staying with you and Anthony and Elizabeth in London,” Lady Katherine said as he entered the room.

Blake skidded to astop. “ Certainly you can see the inherent flawsin this plan, Katherine.” She shot him
alook. “Lady Katherine.”

“What flaws, Sanders?’ the dowager asked.

Blake paced theroom. “ Thiswill be difficult enough for Mdinda. Any indiscretion by MissFinch,
Médindawill suffer for.”

Lady Katherine stared at him and spoke regardless of her audience. “Could hardly be worse than any of
your many indiscretions”

Blake swallowed. And admitted defeat. Two months under the same roof with the woman. Could he
take it? For Mdinda, he supposed he could. “Very well.”

Chapter Five

The next week flew by for Gert. She sent aletter to Uncle Fred and stood on a dressmaker’ s stool
being pinned, prodded and poked for days on end by Elizabeth’s modiste. And then, of course, there
was the huge array of fabrics and trimmingsto choose. Stylesto decide. Matching shoes, purses and
cloaksto sdlect. Gert tried desperately to convince the women she needed more fabric than they
provided to cover her chest. But to no avail. Gert would die of embarrassment thefirst time she had to
go out in public in these clothes. And the time was quickly approaching. They left for London the
fallowing morning.

* * % %

Gert had never seen such aprocession in al her days. Carriage after carriage, hauling trunks and
hatboxes with Benson, Briggs and Mrs. Wickham squeezed among them. What a bunch of hooey, Gert
thought. But she could not deny the excitement. Mdindasupplied an endlesslist of eigible menwith
Elizabeth nodding, sometimes shrugging and occasiondly shaking her head emphéticaly. Mdinda
chattered the entirettrip.

“Y ou'retoo young to marry thisyear,” Gert findly said to Mdinda

“No, I'mnot,” thegirl replied.



“Y ou may be alowed to marry but knowing one’ smind a sixteen isancother thing al together. You
changed hats three times before we left,” Gert said.

Melinda sat back against the black leather of the carriage seat and frowned.

“What Gertrude is saying isthat thereis plenty of time. | didn’t marry Anthony till | wastwo and
twenty.” Elizabeth cringed. “Thank God | waited.”

“Why?" Mdindaasked.
“I’d be married to a pimply faced redhead with knock knees otherwise,” Elizabeth replied.

Melindalaughed. “Y ou both think I should wait before accepting an offer. But Father and Grand mama
will beangry if | do.”

“Letthem be,” Gert countered. “Aren't there things you want to do before you have children and a
husband to carefor?’

Méelinda s eyeswidened. “1 don’'t know. I’ ve never thought about it.”

“Then take the time to think about it. Do you want to travel or study?’ Gert stared out the window
dreamily. “ Sail with apirate or dig for gold. Study at a University? Climb amountain or dancein the sand
on abeach?’ Sheturned from her musings to two shocked expressons. “What?’

“Miss Finch, those things aren't for the daughter of a Duke,” Mdinda whispered.
“Would be quite out of the norm,” Elizabeth added.

Gert sat quietly the rest of the trip. Obvioudy her opinions on some matters were too outlandish for her
hostesses. Wouldn't stop her dreams though as a smile cameto her lips. Panning for gold in acold
stream somewherein Cdifornia, camping above the clouds at the top of the Rockies or sailing on the
great seas. A handsome, dark pirate ravishing her after felling enemieswith his sword.

Gert’ seyes closed asthe pirate came into view. Snug black pantsfit into high boots with awhite shirt
billowing in the breeze above ared satin sash. Hisface would be rugged and wind burnt when he bent his
head to capture her mouth. Her eyes would be closed and when her lashes dowly fluttered open he
would declare hisundying love. Shewould stare into hisblue eyesand ... heaven’s sakes, her pirate was
Blake Sanders! They stopped in front of a huge mansion and Gert shook her head to clear her thoughts
as she stepped down from the carriage. Her fairy tale had occupied her thoughts more vividly and
thoroughly than ever before.

“Loveto, my dear,” Sanders said as he assisted Melinda.

“What?’ Gert said.

The Duke turned to stare at her asif she had grown two heads. And she stared back. Her fanciful, lusty
pirate had emerged as a stuffy, pompous Englishman. Her daydreams were ruined. Sanderswas

handsome enough to be her pirate and lusty enough to kiss her at will, but hewas such ... an ass.

“Seen your fill, Miss Finch?’ Sanders asked. “What term did you use before? Ah, yes, woolgathering, |



bdieve”

Gert swallowed. “ Daydreaming.” Hissmug smileriled her. “About ... about the day men and women
areequa,” she added.

He leaned close to her, blew abresth and whispered, “I think not.”
Gert covered her head with her hand. “ Did you just blow in my ear?” A chill went down her spine.

Sanders stood, hands on his hipswith hisfeet spread wide. “1 would be happy to repesat the gesture if
you were il daydreaming about suffrage.”

Gert pursed her lips as her face reddened. The way he stood evoked a ship under hisfeet as he laughed
at the dlements or pursuers. Her favorite fantasy was ruined and she was angry.

“Do you want to be punched in the nose again?’ Gert asked.

Hetilted hishead. “I’ ve been meaning to ask you about that. Rarely do women find my kisses cause for
violence”

Gert harrumphed and swept past him. Y et, hiswords stopped her.
“ Should we repeat our moment by the lake and seeif the effect is different thistime?’ he asked.

Gert was shaken when hereferred to the kiss as * our moment.” The words held intimacy, history, an
impending future and words faled her. She turned to him with no witty barb emerging from her confusion.
No repartee ddivered with icy hauteur. The pirate, in her head, was blowing in her ear and she had to
escape. Gert stuck out her tongue and hurriedly followed the othersinto the house. Anthony and
Elizabeth were in the foyer with Mrs. Wickham who was directing where trunks were to be taken and
which firesto belit. Gert undid the clasp of her new navy cape and handed it to aservant seemingly only
thereto receive it. She straightened the new dress and tugged at the neckline. Sir Anthony found
something vastly amusing when he looked at her.

“Something funny, Anthony?” Gert asked.

“No,” Anthony said and shook his head.

* * % %

Blake ran up the steps to the door, a cocky grin on hisface. Although the thought of spending timewith
Gertrude Finch did not settle well with Blake, he had resigned himself to it during thelong rideto
London. More arguments would undoubtedly upset Mdinda and thiswas, after al, her debuit.
Come-outs were the domain of the femaesin his sphere but he knew for afact she was both nervous
and excited. He would be acharming, attentive host and do nothing to make his daughter worry.

And he could clearly unsettle the American. It was an appealing thought and somehow soothed his
bruised pride and ego. Let someone other than the Duke of Wexford act wholly out of character. The
righteous Miss Finch had blushed when he blew in her ear. Where were her thoughts? He smiled
triumphantly when he redlized he may not be the only one to wake in acold swest reiving their kiss.
Tony may beright. Thismay proveto be avastly entertaining interlude. She had her back to him and he
rubbed his hands together as he envisioned her shock when hetold her his plansfor that tongue she stuck



out.

“Miss Finch, never stick your...."” Blake stopped mid-stride as she turned. A vast sea of white flesh held
his eyes. Big, soft, cream-colored breastsjutted over the neckline of her dress. Hislip twitched. He
wanted to bury his face between them and not come up for days. He wanted to kissand lick the
mountainstill hefound their pesks. Blake growled and stared.

“Never stick what?” Miss Finch asked. Shefollowed the direction of hiseyes.
“Ah, pardon?’ Blake asked and looked up briefly.
“Y ou asked me a question about sticking something,” Miss Finch replied. Anthony laughed beside her.

Blake' s head snapped to her face and he swallowed as he redlized what he wanted to stick and where.
The thought overwhelmed any other sensein his head. Think, man, think, he said to himself. What was
shetalking about and what was the correct reply? We' rein London. Melinda s come-out. Blake took a
wesk bresth. Dear God. Miss Finch couldn’t be seen at ballslike this. Not a soul would look his
daughter’ sway.

“Cover yoursdf, woman. Bloody hell,” Blake said.
“*Tisthetop of fashion, Blake,” Elizabeth said.

Blake s hands flustered and flew, gesturing in Miss Finch' sdirection. “Her bosoms are hanging out,
Elizabeth. Thereisn't aman in town who won't be staring.”

Anthony quivered with laughter until hiswife' slooks stilled him. “ Anthony would not deny he noticed her
décolletage,” Elizabeth said. “But | doubt the men of London would drool the way you are.”

“I am not drooling, Elizabeth.” Blake desperately tried to convey nonchaance as he straightened.

Miss Finch undid the clasp of her reticule and pulled awhite, lace-edged hanky from insde. She met
Blake s eyes and patted her chest with the hanky asif to trill, ‘oh my’ as she walked across the foyer
towardshim.

Blake flinched as she touched the cloth to the corner of his mouth. Naked dancing women could never
be aserotic asthisact. Never before did he fed so completely undone. Mesmerized by abit of lace asit
flittered to hisface. From those vast breasts, his mind thought and his eyes saw, to dab ever so lightly at
his now, twitching mouth. He no longer heard Tony laughing or Elizabeth’ s attempts to hush him. Or saw
the assembled servants gape. Nor did he hear the clatter of William and Melinda s steps on the marble
dtaircase. Blake Sanders existed in aprivate vacuum, consisting of lips, breasts and a hanky. He grabbed
the arms bes de those breasts and crushed the body attached againgt his chest. Hislips clamped over
hersand held on.

“Father. You'redoing it again,” William said from the steps.

Blake and Gertrude flew apart. He ran hisfingersthrough his hair as he scanned the facesin the room.
Heran up the sairs, past servants and his wide-eyed children.

“Off with everyone now,” Mrs. Wickham said as she patted her flushing face. “Much to be done.” The
servants scurried behind her.



* k *x %

Anthony found Blake in his study, staring. He stood patiently. Findly, he clapped his handstogether in
front of Blake sface.

“Comeon, old man,” Anthony said.

Blake jumped and righted himself. “Tony,” he said, bewildered.

Anthony sat quiet for awhile, sipping scotch. “ Anything you want to talk about, Blake?’
Blake swdlowed. “My father would dieif he had seen my display today.”

“Y our father isdead. Over ten years now.”

Blake nodded blankly. “I don’t know what came over me.”

“Youdon't?” Anthony asked.

Blake shook hishead. All his private, well-guarded thoughts tumbled from his mouth in aflurry. “I
couldn’t resst her. | couldn’t seeanyone but her. | ... | thought I'd dieif | didn’'t kiss her.”

Anthony harrumphed and looked away. “Consider yoursalf doomed. A sweet death, perhaps, but
doomed dl the same. Tisthe sameway | fed every timel look at Elizabeth.”

“Yes, but you love Elizabeth,” Blake whispered.
Tony glared over hisglass. “ And why would you consider yourself immune?’

Blake laughed without humor. “I am not in love with Gertrude Finch. Desire is one thing, love another.”
Blake crossed hislegs and looked away. “ Desire is bad enough.”

Tony studied hisfriend. “ So you are saying, if Helenahad run ahanky over her bosomsyou would have
kissed her. In front of me, your children and the servants?’

“No, I, no,” Blake stuttered. “Displays of affection of that sort are private. Mistress or wife. It'swhy |
glare a you when you drape yourself over Elizabeth.”

“There was nothing private about the way you nearly ate my houseguest in your foyer today, Blake. |
thought you meant to suck the woman'’slipsright from her face,” Anthony growled.

Blake groaned.
“I was waiting for you to drop your pants and take her right there on the steps.”
Blake covered hisface with his hand as Tony repeated hisinnermost thoughts.

“Throw her skirts up and claim her in front of your children, my wife and Mrs. Wickham, for God's
g‘(%”



“Enough,” Blake said.

Anthony sat up straight. “ She' san unmarried woman in my protection. Here to help your daughter make
her come-out,” he said as he stood. “Finething, I'll be duding at dawn with my lifelong friend.”

“I would never....” Blake began.

Anthony interrupted. “Bloody right, you won't. I’ [l not have you under Gertrude' s skirts and wave her
merrily away at the docks. She' s not that kind of woman.”

Anthony was right. Blake knew it. Thefact did not temper hislust.

* * k* %

Gert had an ideawhy Sanders kissed her again. Although not confident in her womanly charms, she was
no one sfool. She knew the hands at the ranch and Uncle Fred himself thought large breasts paramount
to sainthood. She had been prepared to make awitty comment about drool and fedl victory in his
embarrassment. But then he' d stared at her with such intengity; her legs had nearly buckled asif she
stood on the deck of her pirate captain’s ship asthe wind blew at her back. Sanders had grabbed her
arms, focused on her lips and kissed her with alow growl. Red sashes danced behind her closed eyes.
None of her fantasy kisses ever compared.

Sanders had run up the staircase asif the hounds of hell were on his hedls. She stood in the middle of the
marble entranceway bresthless and dumbstruck. Elizabeth had taken her arm, guided her up the stairs
and advised her to nap.

Gert looked blankly. “ Can't deep. I'll dream of pirates.”

Elizabeth tilted her heed. “ Pirates?’

But Gert conceded and woke up a short timelater in astrange room. It took her amoment to remember
where she was. Everything flooded back. London. Sanders. * Their moment.” Times two. She shook her
head, determined to not let this man make afool of her. There would be no more kissing, no more
arguing, no morefud tothisfire. Gert felt oddly disgppointed and rolled over to hug her pillow. “Enough
of thisnonsense,” she said aloud and jumped from the bed. The man was worse than Uncle Fred' s prize
gdlion. Didn’'t matter which mare. Just the one closest.

Elizabeth knocked softly and cameinto the room. “Did you rest wel|?” she asked.

“Fine, thank you. What should | wear tonight? What is Mdindawearing? Gert asked in arush.

“Isthere anything you want to talk about, Gertrude?’ Elizabeth asked.

Gert dropped her head and fingered the dress she had pulled from the wardrobe. “No,” she replied.

“Blake sbehavior has been ... strange,” Elizabeth offered.

“Strange?’ Gert bellowed. “I’ ve never been so mortifiedindl my life”

Elizabeth tilted her head. “It looked like you were enjoying his atention.”



“Attention iswhat you pay to your teacher or your sewing or abook. | thought the man would swalow
mewhole” Gert said.

Elizabeth giggled as Gert plopped down on the bed. “ Gertrude, what’ swrong?’ she asked as she swept
around the canopied bed.

Gert shook her head and swiped her hands over her eyes. “Nothing,” she said softly.
“I’ve gotten to know you well, cousin. If it was nothing, you wouldn’t be crying.”

Gert looked away. “1 never cry. It'sjust....” Her head dropped. “I’ ve never been kissed before this.
Not redlly kissed.” Elizabeth picked up her hand and held it. “| always dreamed about it, you know.”

“Terribly persona of meto ask but ... how old are you?’ Elizabeth said.

“Thirty-two,” Gert said grimly. “1 long ago resgned mysdlf to wonderful dreams of kissing, but now, well
theredlity isnot what | expected.”

“Why not?’ Elizabeth asked.
Gert hugged herself and wandered to the window. She shook her head in response.

“Doyou lovehim?’ Elizabeth said softly.

Gert turned swiftly. “I’ve only known him afew days, aweek a the most. How would | know, anyway?
Men have never stuck around long enough for me to know. I’ m not the kind of woman menfal in love
with. I'mtal and loud and plain. Sandersis certainly not the kind of man | envisioned in my dreams
either.” Gert bowed her head and continued. “ They were sweet and mild and even-tempered ... pirates.”

Elizabeth dropped her shoulders. She smiled sympathetically. “ Those men would not be the right ones
for you. Y ou're strong and need strength in return.”

Gert shook her head. “1t’ sachildish fantasy anyway. More suited to Melinda than me. Speaking of
Mélinda, shouldn’t we be helping her dress? Weleave in lessthan an hour.”

Elizabeth’ s hands flew to her cheeks. “ Oh, dear.”

“What takes women so long to get dressed, Father?” William asked.
“A mystery that would compare to the pyramids, and as unanswerable aswdl,” Anthony said.
“| don’t have the foggiest notion, William. | was ready in ten minutes.” Blake looked a himsdf inthe

mirror of the drawing room where he, Anthony and William waited for the women. Blake was
determined to put the American out of hismind. “1 wonder if Lady Elainewill bein attendance tonight?”

hesad.

“The Bentmore widow?’ Anthony asked. “ She'sasmpering fool. Why would you care?’

Blake smiled over his shoulder to Anthony.



“WhoisLady Elaine?” William asked.
“Just an acquaintance,” Blake replied.
“What about Miss Finch?” the boy asked.

“What about her?’ Blake said. He could not look at his son’ s face and chose rather to pick non-existent
lint from hisdeeve.

Anthony watched the exchange with interest.

William blustered with the curiogity of aboy becoming aman. “It’ saright then, to kisslots of different
women.” He stared away. “| wonder how many men my bride will have kissed. | don't like to think
about that.”

“It’ sdifferent for men and women, William. Y ou will be the first man to kiss your bride and the last,”
Blakesad.

“Waan't for you and mother, you know,” William said in aquiet voice.

Blake gestured for William to sit down. “Y our mother and my circumstances are unusual. It won't
happen to you.”

William'sface grew red. “If | have amigtressit might. Doesthat mean | shouldn’t? All my friend's
fathersdo. Just likeyou.”

Blake had never in hiswildest dreamsimagined a conversation like this. His son wastrying to figure out
the why’ sand how’ s of growing up and Blake felt sorely lacking to be giving advice. Never more than a
this moment did he regret having taken amistress. His dearth of judgment hit him squarein theface.
What was accepted by English society was not dways right, Blake imagined. But it was dso al he knew.
He glanced a Tony. No help from that quarter.

“I"m not proud of the fact | kept amistress, son. Maybe, your mother and | would still be together if |
hadn’t. | don't know,” Blake said.

William' s eyes brimmed with questions. “ Then why did you do it?’

The stark redity of the matter hit him like adivein alake. Wasit the sex? He couldn’t explain Helena's
abandon to William. Or did he care so little for Ann that he refused to question his own actions. Glibly
going aong, heedless of the consequences. “I don’t know,” Blake replied.

“Terribly complicated,” William murmured.

Anthony smiled. “Don’'t worry, William. When the right woman comes along, you' |l not have the time or
senseto think about it.”

William smiled. “Likewhen you kissAunt Elizebeth dl thetime.”

Anthony nodded and smiled back, gpparently willing to lighten the mood at his own expense. “I look like
abesotted fool when I'm around her, especialy when | kiss her, | suppose.”



“You surely do, Uncle Anthony. All moony eyed or drunk.” William laughed at hisown joke. “Like
father did when he kissed Miss Finch.” William sobered and looked at hisfather. “I’ll see what’ s keeping
Méeinda”” He hurried from the room.

“Out of the mouths of babes,” Anthony said wryly.

“Y ou could have jJumped in earlier, Burroughs. | was having sometrouble if you hadn’t noticed,” Blake
sad.

“No, no, Blake. | truly enjoyed watching you squirm. All abit different seeing your son becoming aman
and wondering if hewill treed in your esteemed footsteps,” Anthony said.

The door of the library opened before Blake could form aretort. The sight of Melindatook his breath
away. Shewas awoman. Hair piled high, graceful carriagein aflowing, gauzy dress.

“Wadll, Blake, dotell. What do you think of Melinda sdress?’” Elizabeth said and straightened the girl’s
Kirts.

Melinda stood expectantly.
“There will never be amatch to your beauty, my dear. Never,” Blake said with reverence.

Meindasmiled triumphantly and hurried to him. “ Oh Fether, Thank you. | do wish mother ... never
mind.”

Blake held her arms. 1 wish your mother could see you tonight aswell. She would be so proud.”
Méinda nodded and tearsfilled her eyes.
“No tears, moppet,” Blake said. “You can’t have red eyes as you take London by storm.”

“| fed sorry for the bachelors, don’t you, Blake?” Anthony said as he kissed Mdinda s cheek. “They
won't know what hit them.”

“Doyou redly think so, Uncle Anthony?’ Meinda questioned.

“We know s0,” Blake said. “Weren't we once young bachel ors?’

Elizabeth dipped her arm through Anthony’s. “This onelonger than mogt, | dare say.”
Anthony leaned close and whispered in hiswife' s ear. She colored.

“Oh, | do hope can catch the eye of someone as dashing and romantic as you, Uncle Anthony,”
Méelindatrilled. She hooked her arm in her brother’s. “ Shall we go?’

Blake' s shoulders dropped as everyone left the room except Gertrude Finch. “Like Uncle Anthony?’ he
repested softly.

“She' d be better off with someonelike him,” shesaid, ignoring hisarm.



“One moment, MissFinch,” Blake said as he hurried dong behind her. “I’m her father. She should want
to marry someonelikeme,” hesad.

She stopped and turned. “Would that be wise, Y our Grace?’

Blake followed her to the waiting carriage. Melinda and William rode with Lady Katherine. Miss Finch
and Elizabeth sat on the forward side of the Wexford coach. Anthony and he were opposite them. The
coach was completely dark until the light of a passing street lamp illuminated Gertrude Finch's chest. An
expanse of bosom that made Blake amost forget what he had to say.

“MissFinch. | find | must again gpologize to you. My behavior today was unforgivable,” Blake said.
“If it was unforgivable then why do you bother gpologizing?’ shereplied.

Anthony chuckled.

“Why must you makeit so difficult for meto do so?’ Blake asked.

“Stop kissing mein foyersand on lawns. Y ou won't have any difficultiesthen,” she shrieked.

“Madam, my eardrum. Have acare,” Blake said as he winced.

“Actuadly | will accept your apology,” Miss Finch said from the darkness. “Not because your behavior
has changed but because of how you handled Meindatonight.”

“What do you mean?’ Blake asked.

“She wanted your gpprova so badly. Y ou gaveit to her. And you didn’t even pitch afit when she
mentioned your wife,” she said. “ She wants her mother here so much. | can seeit in her eyes”

Blake sat up straight and held the lapds of hisjacket. “1 did do rather well.”
Miss Finch harrumphed. “ Cock of thewalk, now.”

“We'rehere,” Elizabeth said.

Chapter Six

“MissFinch,” Lady Katherine greeted. “Burroughs, Elizabeth. Mdinda, you look lovely. Sandersberg.”
Everyonefd| in step behind the matriarch and the staccato of her cane asit tapped a cadence acrossthe
marble floor. Her glare sent the group forward past other guests. “ Hate waiting in these abominable lines.
Catch achill from the door. Y ou there, step aside.”

Gert had never seen anything, any place to compare. Twinkling lights, jeweled women in sparkling
gowns, servants with champagne amidst dancing couples. She had to sigh. She couldn’t stop herself.



Melinda s face was areflection of the beauty and €legance of the room, Gert thought as she looked at
the girl surveying her surroundings. Men, young and old, stared at her. Women did aglance from her
shoesto her hair. Assessing, Gert supposed, the competition. Gert was introduced to awhirlwind of
guests. She could never keep straight the earls from the dukes. Her thoughts were interrupted when Lady
Katherine hit ayoung man on the arm with her cane.

“One dance, no more, young man. And don’'t ask again or therewon't be any,” Lady Katherine said.
The man strode away inahurry.

“Oh, Grand mama, don't be so hard on him,” Mdindasaid and smiled.

Lady Katherineturned to Mdinda. “Y ou know the rules, gel. One dance per gentleman on your card, if
you'’ ve been properly introduced and your family approves.”

Sanderstook his daughter’ sarm for her first dance. Gert could not deny they made a handsome couple.
Heall dark and tall and stately, executing the dance perfectly. She all blonde and petite, following hislead
with her head tilted up in smile. Lady Katherine did as Elizabeth expected and found achair among
matrons her age. Anthony went to get refreshments and Gert found hersdf merrily humming aong with
the orchestra as couples gathered again on the dance floor. A man appeared before them and bowed
deeply over Elizabeth’s hand.

“My dear Lady Burroughs, you look lovely thisevening.” The man’'s head pivoted. “ And who isyour
guest. | know her not and pride mysdf on knowing everyone worth knowing.”

The man’s eyes closed and his mouth wrinkled unattractively as helaughed at his own joke. Elizabeth
introduced them. Lord Fitzmontique. There' sahandle, Gert thought. The man’s shoulders were smaller
than her own, and hiswig sat askew. The powder on hisface had aready begun to gather in hiswrinkles
from the warmth of the room. He looked up a her smiling, revealing far too many teeth for his rouged
mouth.

“Do you watz, Miss Finch? Do Americans waltz a their barn dances? Allow meto teach you. May |
have thisdance?’ Lord Fitzmontique asked.

Fitzmontique' s teeth never parted as he spoke, but miraculoudy till alowed gobs of spit to land on
Gert’snew burgundy dress. Anthony and Sanders joined them. The men bowed to each other and Gert
noted there was no comparing this dandy to her host or her pirate. Both attired in black, no ruffles or frills
on their shirts and thankfully no wigs or powder.

“I wasjust asking your ddightful houseguest to join mein awaltz, Burroughs. Can't have alovely girl
like this standing without a partner. It won't do.” Fitzmontique laughed and held his hand to his chest.

“Miss Finch does not wish to dance, Fitzmontique,” Sanderssaid.

Gert did not want to dance with this she-man but would not allow Blake Sandersto decide for her. She
was about to dance to prove her point when Fitzmontique' s stale breath hit her nose. He reeked.

“Nothank you, sir,” Gert said.

“But my dear. | would be happy to teach you thewdtz ... or anything €lse you need to know,”
Ftzmontique sad.



Gert knew her ook of disdain was on her face. She could not help it. The idea of the man touching her
sent shivers of revulson down her spine.

“Redly, sir. No thank you,” Gert repeated.

Two more men joined them and after bowing and introductions, Fitzmontique continued his quest. “I
wastelling Miss Finch, here, how I’d love to teach her to dance.”

The two men were more of Fitmontique' silk. Onetall, one short and fat but powdered and jeweled dll
the same. The short one, chinlessaswell, stared unashamedly at Gert’ s breasts. His jowls quivered and
he rubbed his pudgy hands together.

“I'll clam the next dance, Fitzmontique,” the short one said.

“No,” Sanderssaid.

Thetal man eyed him. “ Claming her yoursdaf, Sanders. A bit of mudin to ease your wife sleave taking.”

Sander’ s eye twitched. “Miss Finch isunder my protection, Shuster.”

“Actudly,” Tony said dowly, “she’sacousn of my wife's. Under my protection. If she declinesadance,
0 beit.”

“I will take care of this, Burroughs,” Sanders said. “Miss Finch is not dancing with any of you.”

The men descended quickly to finger pointing and name-calling.

“I’m not amare that needs to be nipped on the ear to display who she belongsto,” Gert interrupted. The
men stepped back, straightened their jackets and stared at her. The body odor from the three could have
felled atree, Gert thought as she covered her nose. “I’ve never danced with a man wearing women's hair
and make-up and don’t intend to begin now.”

Anthony hid asmile. Sanders beamed.

The men huffed and turned from the group. Scowling over their shoulders occasionally. Stopping to talk
to other guests and pointing a none-too-discreet finger Gert’ sway.

“I told you Elizabeth. Someoneis going to have to do something about these dresses of MissFinch's.
Anthony and | will be dueling at dawn with thesefools,” Sanders said.

Tony arched abrow. “Which fool will | be duding with?’

“I thank you both but I do not need help to stave off men who don’t bathe and are half my size. Uncle
Fred and the hands at the ranch made sure | knew how to defend myself,” Gert said and |ooked about
the room.

“She does have awicked right hook, Blake. Asyou know,” Anthony said.

“Where sMédinda?’ Elizabeth said standing on tiptoe. “1 can’'t see her.”

The four of them set off in different directions. Gert wondered about the fuss being made for one sixteen



year old girl inaroomful of adults. How much trouble could she get into? Unless of course shewas
cornered by someone like Fitzmontique. Gert searched among dancers, groups of talkersand in the large
room where women rested and fixed their hair. A set of French doors led to abalcony and Gert eased
through. The night air of London was refreshing after the hanging vapors of cologne, tobacco and
unwashed adults. She heard afamiliar giggle.

“Médinda?’ Gert said.

“Oh, dear,” Mdindasaid as she stepped into the moonlight. “Miss Finch?’

“What are you doing out here? 'Y our father, Elizabeth and Anthony are searching everywhere,” Gert
sad.

A young man stepped out of the shadows to stand beside Mdinda “Lady Melindawished abit of fresh
air. | escorted her.”

“Theair' sjust asfresh herein thelight from the balroom asit isin the shadows,” Gert countered. Even
in the haf-light, Gert could see Mdinda blushed. “ Come back insde with me, Melinda.”

Melinda straightened her hair and dress and looped her arm through Gert’s. They dipped into the room,
unnoticed.

“Who was that young man, Melinda?’ Gert asked.

Melinda shivered. “Isn’'t hejust wonderful ? | danced with him abit ago and when he asked if | needed
somefreshair, well, | could hardly refuse.”

Gert raised her brows. “Why not?’

“It wouldn't have been politeand ... and,” Melindalooked up at Gert, “and well, | wanted to see what
al thefussisabout. Have a handsome man admire me. | am an adult, don’t you know.”

“Hardly,” Gert said. “ From what Elizabeth and your grandmother say, an episode like that could cause a
serious problem in your marriage pursuit.”

Médindafumed. “1 know.”

“What' sthe dilemmathen, Mdinda? This scanda business seems like nonsense to me but herein
England...”

“That isthe problem, Miss Finch.” Meindabit her lip and looked away. “Maybe | don’'t want to get
married off right now. Especidly to someone just hoping to get their hands on my inheritance.”

Gert was surprised at Meinda s admission. She agreed, for certain, but had been convinced by Méelinda
hersdlf that marriage was her destiny and hope.

“I'm afraid that’ snot al that young man wanted to get hishandson,” Gert said.
Melindagiggled. “He rubbed my arms and held my hand and | felt shivers. It waswonderful.”

Gert watched this novice hug hersaf and close her eyes. Caught up in the extraordinary fedings that



handsome boys evoked for beautiful girls. She had never been subject to what put asilly grinon
Mélinda sface but she could tell it was a heady, powerful longing. A longing not unlike what Gert felt
when Blake Sanderskissed her. A long buried dream of a man gazing a awoman with hunger and want.
A pirate to be specific, Gert admitted. The two women, one fresh in youth, one on the other side of
desire, sghed audibly, together.

* * % %

“Where have you been?’ Blake hissed in Mdinda s ear.

Miss Finch jumped with astart. Mdinda s eyes opened wide.

“We were getting some air, Sanders,” MissFinch said.

Blake watched the women. Something was amiss. Melindalooked guilty. Miss Finch’'s shoulders
dropped and Blake could only describe her as, well, forlorn. A young man bowed over Melinda sarm
and asked for adance. His daughter looked up at him, charming him with her smile and he nodded his
approvd. Blake watched the young couple. Meinda blushed and batted her lashes. The boy grinned
nervoudy and extended atentative hand. Melindalaid her paewhitefingerson his.

“Theyoung earl would be afine match for her,” Blake said. Mdindalaughed coyly and beamed asmile
the boy’sway. “1 will admit I’ll be glad when thisbusinessis complete.”

“Don’t hurry her, Sanders,” Miss Finch said.
“I won't rush her but if shefinds a suitable match this season it would stlem my worries.”

She turned to him and snapped. “Isthat al you care about? That you have one lesstrivid detail to attend
to?

1] NO’ I__"

“Wouldn't it be wise to prolong your suffering to ensure your daughter’ s happiness? That shefound a
mate she could love and respect?’

“It'snot how we do things, MissFinch. As| have said to others, you have no understanding of English
society.” Blake straightened hisblack cut away coat. “Marriage ensures the continuation of afine
tradition of duty and title. We have obligationsto past generations and future heirs. A suitable mate for
Melindawill fed the same way. Has naught to do with love. We, of the English peerage, understand the
great weight and obligations entrusted to us.”

“A bunch of horse manure,” Miss Finch muttered. “If thosethreeidiots| met earlier are any example of
the English peerage, then | for one am glad no on€e' slife hangsin the balance. And for your grand
scheming marriages, |’ ve been witnessto at least onefailure.”

“I have heard quite enough scathing remarks this evening about Ann and | to fill thisballroom. | need not
hear yours,” Blake said curtly.

“By theway, whereis Helenathisevening? | haven't met her yet,” she asked.

Blake scowled. “Youwon't.”



Elizabeth and Anthony joined them but Blake wasin no mood for smal talk. He clipped off abow and
left them. The American woman got under his skin like no one before. Her curt commentsfuded his
anger. Her dismissal of English wayswere brainless. Redlly who wouldn’t want to be aduke or an earl ?

Who wouldn’t want to own property, have servants and atitle? A slly American without responsibilities.
Blake stopped mid-stride and sighed. He had never lived without people watching him for failure.
Servants and tenants depended on him for their livelihood. Generations of ghosts, long dead and yet to
be conceived, waited to see which father’ s son would doom their fortunes. Blake stopped in the middle
of the ballroom and dropped his shoulders. What would it be like to be free, he wondered? What would
life be like? What would he be?

Blake let his gaze roam around the room. Powdered idiots, like Fitzmontique, abounded. They laughed
at their own silly jokes, laughed a each other’ sexpense al the while sticking snuff up their nosewhile
their hands were down some woman' s bodice. They tittered and dueled, climbed into bed with their
brother’ swives and threw away fortunes a the game tables.

Many looked a Blake oddly while he stood in solitary thoughtfulnessin the center of the ballroom. The
frightening thing to Blake at that moment was not the crass, crush that surrounded him but the question
their dismissa begged. If these fools and their opinions meant nothing to him, if they disgusted him with
faserules and gossip, then what wasimportant to him? Even though religion itself was ahotbed for
politics and court intrigue, Blake knew without question he believed in a heresfter. What would he say to
Saint Peter when histime came? Blake laughed coarsdly and mocked himself. | never bet too deeply or
beat my servants? | can waltz with perfection. | kept amistressfor nearly twenty years.

Blake hated these occasiond bouts he had with his conscience. What had started al this anyway, he
wondered. He turned dowly toward Gertrude Finch.

Blake high-stepped through the crowd and shook hisfinger a her. “What makes you so dmighty certain
of yoursdlf that you think you can judge me and my peers?’ She looked at him blankly as did Elizabeth
and Anthony.

“Blake?” Anthony questioned.

Blake held his hand to his head and stared at his boots. He had been arguing with himsdlf, silently, he
knew. What possessed him to think she had answersto his questions? Asif shewas privy to his

imaginary debate.

* k k %

“I know the difference between right and wrong, that’ swhy. Between titson abull and theredl thing. |
know what’ simportant,” Gert said without hesitation. It had been exactly what she wasthinking. The
ampering snivelers around her had no purpose but their own amusements.

Sander’ s head snapped up. He was breathing hard and pacing. Anthony and Elizabeth stared at him
wide-eyed. “What'simportant then?’ he asked.

“Your children. Love. Courage. Fiddlity,” Gert replied. “ There smore. Are you ready to hear them?’

“And you are an expert, | suppose, on these matters?’ he asked.



“I am no expert, that’ sfor sure,” shereplied.

Sanderswaved his handsin the air, mocking her. “No expert, you say. But you have the audacity to
throw them in my face asif | know nothing of them. My children are the very reason for my existence.
No one has ever cdled me acoward and repeated their mistake.”

“Love, fiddity?” Gert countered. “Y ou wouldn’t know of thoseif they hit you square in the face.”

“Father, MissFinch,” Melinda said as she moved from the arm of her recent dance partner. “Lower
your voices. People are staring.”

Sanders dismissed her with awave. “Asif | carewhat this group thinks. I'm arguing with the Miss
American know-it-al. The philosopher.”

“Redlly, Blake,” Tony insgsted and motioned to the gathering crowd.

“Love and fiddlity, your amighty, high-on-the-horse, bonehead. Y ou' ve yet to explain their importance.
I’'mwaiting,” Gert said.

“They’re not important. They only clutter up good coupling with regrets,” Sanders shouted.

A crowd had formed and revel ers peered over one another’ s shoulders straining to hear. Fans covered
the mocking grins of the women and men openly gawked and pointed.

“Coupling?’ Gert said and heard the tittering around her. “I suppose you are the expert on that subject.
I"'m sure there are women right here around us who could testify from persona experience whether your
skill isasremarkable as you think.”

Sander’ sface turned red and his mouth twitched. Elizabeth’ sintake of breath was audible.

A petite red head stepped forward. She giggled. “He sdivine, just divine.”

Lady Katherine marched through the crowd. “What’ s going on? Get out of my way.”

Elaine Bentmore turned and shrugged. “ The tall woman wanted to know if Sandersisasexquistein
private chambersasheisin public.” Shegiggled and latched onto Lady Kathering' sarm, leaning in
conspiratoridly. “And | told her. HE sdivine”

“That’ s not what happened, Lady Kathering,” Sanders said.

“What happened then? Other than you making a spectacle of yoursdlf,” the old woman demanded as
she shook off Elaine Bentmore with ashrug.

“Lady Katherine, Sanders and | were discussing something entirely different. I'm sorry the woman
mistook my meaning,” Gert said, her face burning red.

* k k %

The blood coursing through Blake s head finally dowed. He realized he had been shouting likeafool ina
ballroom. The damn woman had publicly called into question something he was very sure of. But was
private aswell. What was it about this woman that made his good senses|eave him? He could have



shrugged regally and dismissed her and her words. But he hadn’t. Was there any way to savefacein this
crowd of vultures? Did he care? Not for himsdlf, he supposed but for Mdinda s wide-eyed shock and
the American’ s obvious embarrassment. He bowed low to Miss Finch.

“May | havethisdance?’ Blake asked.
Her eyeswidened. Sanders pursed hislips and tilted his head ever so dightly to Melinda.

“I’d be honored, sir.” Miss Finch held her head high and placed her hand on his. The crowd parted as
they walked to the dance floor.

They stared straight ahead without meeting each other’ s eyes as they danced.
“We ve embarrassed Mdinda. I'm sorry,” shesaid finaly.

“And you aswell,” Blake said. He caught her ook of disbdlief. “I can seeit in your face. I'm sorry for
that.”

“I never in ahundred years expected anyone to reply. It was arhetorical question, you know,” she said.
Blake shrugged. “Ah, hell, Gertrude, | did my share of baiting.”

“We must have looked like apair of fools,” she said softly and |ooked up.

Blake harrumphed. “Let’ s hope our retresat to the dance floor brings the attention with us.”

“And away from Mdinda,” she added. “| hope your boots are thick, Sanders. I’ ve stepped on your toes
enough.”

Blake twirled her through the waltz, expertly and cocked his head. “Many alady here tonight would
testify to my skill on the dance floor. Do you care for avote?’

Gertrude laughed aoud and then shuddered. “What was | thinking to pose aquestion like that? 1 didn’t
even know sex could be one or the other. Y ou know, good or | suppose bad.”

The subject matter, sex, her use of the word, thefed of velvet at her waist and the wide expanse of
chest before him tightened the buttons across his groin. Ann had never oncein al hismarried days ever
uttered the word sex. This uninhibited woman was curious and he admitted to himself he was drawn to
her. Could he charm her?

“I have heard that thereis such athing,” Blake said. She looked at him. “Bad sex. I, of course, have
never experienced it.”

“Awfully sure of your aptitude, Sanders?’ Shetilted her head and stifled alaugh. “ The redhead seemsto
agree. | supposethat’ sin your favor.”

Blake looked in her eyesand at her hair. Her posturing was humorous and their arguments exhilarating.
Onething to be certain, he would never be bored with Miss Finch, Gertrude, nearby. Lifewould belively
and thoughtful and ... and the sex would be good. The dance ended and he escorted Gertrude to
Elizabeth and Anthony. Stares followed them. Oddly, Blake did not care.



“How wasthe dancing?’ Anthony said.
“Where'sMdinda?’ Blake asked.

“She was dancing right beside you, Blake. With the Crawford viscount. Didn't you see her?” Elizabeth
sad.

Blake acknowledged to himsdlf he had seen nothing on the dance floor but the woman in hisarms.
“She' sfinethen,” Blake said.

“A bit embarrassed, but Lady Katherine sent the crowd scurrying away with one of her looks,” Anthony
sad. “That woman would have frightened Napoleon. Fawcett,” Anthony added.

“Sanders, Burroughs,” the man said as he approached, bowing over Elizabeth’ s hand. “Lady Elizabeth.
Y ou look wonderful this evening. Would you be so kind asto introduce me?’ he said, nodding to
Gertrude.

“Cameron Fawcett, The Earl of Dover. Miss Gertrude Finch.”

“Mr. Fawcett.”

Fawcett’sbrowsrose. “An American.” Hetapped hisear. “West of the Mississippi. Possibly Chicago.”
“How did you know?’ she asked.

“Spent afew yearsin the States when | was young. Wandered about everywhere. The accents are quite
distinct, you know,” Fawcett said and smiled. “Would you care to dance, Miss Finch? Or | could regale
you with some silly tales of my travels over punch?’

“I would loveto do either, sir,” Gertrude replied and smiled back.

Fawcett had maneuvered himsdlf to Gertrude' s elbow. Sanders hissed in her ear. “I thought you didn’t
want to dance with any English fops?’

“| danced with you, didn’t 17" she whispered.

Blake grabbed her arm. “ Sorry, Fawcett. Miss Finch is helping my daughter Mdindawith her come-out.
She' sfar too busy,” he said.

“Redlly, Sanders,” Fawcett said dryly. “1sn’'t that your daughter over there with her grandmother, Lady
Katherine?’

Blake saw Mdindaamidst agroup of men and women, her grandmother’ s hand clutching the girl’s
shoulder. Before he could turn back, Fawcett had Gertrude' s hand on hisarm leading her away. “Damn
that man anyhow. Sorry, Elizabeth,” Blake said.

“Such language, Blake,” Tony said smugly. “What hasyour cravat in aknot?’

“We both know Fawcett’ s reputation with women. For God' s sakes, Anthony, he was with us on many
occasions. Do something,” Blake said as he peered over other gueststrying to see the dancefloor.



“Gertrude Finch iswell ableto take care of hersdf,” Anthony said.

“I agree, Anthony,” Elizabeth said. “ She' svery modern, you know. Anyway, what could happen on the
dancefloor?’

The crowd seemed to part on cue. Fawcett and Gert swung by. She was smiling and laughing at the
dandy. “Look,” Blake said. “He sgot hisbloody hands al over her.”

“Redlly, Blake,” Elizabeth said. “I’ ve only heard you swear twicein your life and both timestonight.”

“I think it' stime we went home anyway,” Blake said. “Elizabeth istired and Meindaneed not dance
with every manin London at her first ball. I'll cdl for the carriages.”

Anthony looked a him. “Asyou wish, Blake.”

Anthony gathered wraps and Elizabeth went to Lady Katherine and Meinda. Blake found William
amongst agroup of boys hisown age. The son of the evening’ s host went to school with William and
Blake had begrudgingly dlowed William to attend. They met Melinda, Anthony and Elizabeth by the

door.

“Where' sMiss Finch?’ Blake asked.
Elizabeth looked up. “ She' sstaying.”
“What do you mean she' sstaying?’ Blake asked.

“Gertrude and Fawcett are telling tales about Americato agrowing number of guests. She seemsto be
quite the thing. Even with thisevening’ s unfortunate scene,” Anthony said. “Lady Katherineis staying with

her and will bring her home in the second carriage.”

Blake spun on hished. He found her, them, happily laughing to alarge audience. His son included. “We
areleaving Miss Finch. William.” The crowd turned to him.

“I'll be home shortly with Lady Kathering,” she said. “Thank you though.”

The crowd turned back to Fawcett’ s Indian story, which Gertrude was claiming he embellished. “Miss
Finch. We areleaving.” Anthony was suddenly by Blake sside.

“Come on, Blake. We need no more scenes this night. Gertrude will be home when she’ sready,”
Anthony said.

Anthony pulled him aong, while he stared over his shoulder. In the carriage, Blake was sullen. Mdinda
sung along about her fabulous evening and blamed her father for cutting it short. Blake shrugged. William
whispered to Anthony about seeing their host’ s famous collection of nude portraits. Everyone had
enjoyed themsalves. But him. He had no claim on Gertrude Finch, nor did he want one. What she did
was of no consequence to him. Then why could he think of nothing but Fawcett' s hands at her waist as
they danced? Blake folded his arms across his chest and tapped his boot on the floor. Fawcett probably
had Gertrude bent over achair by now. Why was everyone else so calm?



Chapter Seven

Gert looked at the painting above a huge marble mantle. Cameron Fawcett had insgsted she view it and
that their hostswould not mind their foray into astudy.

“Itisremarkable,” she said and stared.

Fawcett pushed astray strand of hair from Gert’ s neck.

“Asareyou,” Fawcett said.

Gert looked into the man’ s eyes. She knew what he intended. Sanders had looked &t her the same way.
Fawcett is handsome enough, she thought as he bent hishead to hers. | wonder if it will bethe same. His
lips touched hers softly and lingered. They remained so long in the same dry position that Gert opened
her eyes. Thisfirst mate was no captain to be sure. No clenching of bodies, lashing of tongues or hands
roaming at will. Her third kiss was a sore disappointment. She broke away.

“I must begoing,” Gert said.

Fawcett held her hand in his. “I hope I" ve not offended you. I'd liketo call on you if | may.”

“I’m not offended. I’'m busy with Mdinda' s come-out but I'm sure we' Il see each other from timeto
time,” Gert replied.

Cameron Fawcett bowed low over her hand and escorted her to Lady Katherine.

* k k %

After aquiet ride homewith Lady Katherine, Gert handed her wrap to Briggs. She sang asong to
herself and began up the steps. A voice behind her sartled her.

“It’ safter oneinthemorning.”

“Areyou drunk, Sanders?’ Gert asked as she turned. Her host was teetering about towards the
daircase.

“Not at al,” Sandersreplied. “1 wouldn’t be anyhow if | didn’t haveto wait up for you. The only thing to
dowasdrink.” He hiccoughed.

“Goto bed,” Gert said and began up the stairs. “ Y ou didn’t have to wait up for me.”

Hewas beside her in aflash. Nearly tumbling them both down the steps as he grabbed her arms. “Did
hekissyou?’

“Good Lord. Areyou trying to kill usboth? Did who kissme?’ Gert asked.

Sanders shook her arms. “Y ou know who | mean. Fawcett.”



“Let mego. | don't haveto tdl you anything. I’ m thirty two yearsold.” Sanders had no intention of
releasing her, she could tdll. “Yes, hedid. What of it?" Gert could smell liquor on his bresth and he
swayed as he stood.

“Isthat dl?" he asked.

“I"'m not going to confess anything to you. Thereisnothing to tell, anyway,” Gert said.

“A kissisquite enough.”

“Not his” Gert replied.

Sanders eyed her speculatively through red-rimmed eyes. “ They were not pleasing to you?’

Gert’ s eyes opened wide with embarrassment. She couldn’t believe she was having this conversation
with this man. She answered anyway. “Let’ sjust say they were not memorable. Like adessert that
doesn't taste asgood asit looks.”

He leaned close and looked a her mouth. “ Forgettable, you say.”

Gert’'seyes drooped and she licked her lips. His nose was nearly touching hers. “Easily done.”

She could no more turn away from the man, from the face and lipslooming over her than swim the
ocean home. His bresth was warm on her mouth. The marble foyer surrounding them was reduced to a
shadowy migt.

“You'll not forget this.” Sanders angled his mouth and claimed her.

Gert succumbed to the hesat and passion of hiskiss. Fawcett’ swesk attempts were gonein aflash

compared to the al-consuming man kissing her. His hands and mouth were everywhere, demanding
everything. Just asagood pirate should.

* k *x %

Blake would burn the memory of Fawcett from her mind. Heinhaled the scent of lemons and kissed the
freckles on her nose. Shewas pliable, yet met hiskisseswith her own strength. Gertrude was no silly
wesk woman tittering in hisarms. Shewastall and lush and when he pulled her bottom to him she
groaned. Sweset agony these layers of clothes.

She broke away, breathing hard when his hand reached her bosom. “What are you doing?’ she asked.

Blake looked down and saw hislarge, tan hand around a plump white breast. Could he reach around
the stay to her nipple? He groaned and dropped his hand.

“I’'mterribly sorry. | seem to be caught up in the moment,” Blake said but could not drag his eyesfrom
the breasts before him.

“ Another gpology, Sanders. Fawcett didn’t stick his hand down my dress or his tongue down my
throat,” she hissed.



The liquor running through his blood loosened Blake' s mouth. “ He better not have.” She was staring a
him dack jawed and wide eyed. Blake straightened. “Asunbelievable asitisto mel find | can not keep
my hands off of you.” She bristled. “ Anyway, you admitted Fawcett’ s kisses were forgettable. Mine, |
know, are not. Tongue and al.”

“Of dl the conceited....” Gertrude said. * Of dl the arrogant comments you have made to me, that isthe
biggest of them dl.”

“Tell meit’'snot true. Look mein the eye and tell me that Fawcett’ s kisses make you weak-kneed. That
you weren't imagining further than afew smple kissesjust amoment ago.” Blake grabbed her ams. “Tell
me they don't drive you near insanity with the passon they generate. And tell mewhy, woman, why they
do.”

* * % %

Blake sat down in the middle of the staircase. Gertrude had run from him asif he were a specter. And
why shouldn’t she, he asked himsalf? He was sober enough to know he had spoken of himsalf. About his
passion and its source. He admitted to the woman, to his own chagrin, that he could not keep his hands
off of her. Why? Did she see as clearly ashethat herailed not at her but at his own miserable saf? Blake
stood, praying for peace with the blessed escape of deep. But as he passed the door to her bedchamber
he could not stop himsdlf from wondering what she was thinking and fegling. Did she deep soundly or
toss? Did she stare at the door and wonder if he would open it or wish the time away until she could
escape England and return to her home?

* * % %

The next morning Blake sat at his desk and held his head. He had more hangoversin the last month than
hiswholelife. He stared at the papers Briggs handed him from his barrister. What nonsense did the man
require answered now? [sn't that why | pay the fool the ungodly sum | do so | don't haveto ded with
trivial matters? Blake swallowed as he read. His wife was requesting he proceed with adivorce. He sat
back and snorted. She will marry her merchant then, he thought. Ann will happily move aong and | will
be |eft with the stigma, the questions and the londliness. The door to his office banged againgt the wall.
Anthony stood on the threshold, glaring.

“I'm busy, Burroughs,” Blake said and waved the papers.

Anthony dammed the door shut and marched to Blake' s desk. “Look at it another time, Sanders.”
“What do you want?’ Blake asked.

“What happened last night?’ he asked.

Blake stared. “ Other than my making afool of mysdlf in acrowded ballroom, | wouldn’'t know. It stands
out sngularly.”

“Between you and Miss Finch,” Anthony said.

“MissFinch, isit now, Tony? Last week it wasthe ever interesting Gertrude.” Blake picked up hisquill
and dipped ink. “Nothing happened.”

“Y ou are sure then you had nothing to do with her booking passage next week back to America? There



would be no reason for her to run home, would there Blake?” Anthony asked.

Gertrude was leaving. Blake stared at his desk. “Not that | know of.”

“1 know you waited up for her. Y ou were drunk and angry about Fawcett,” Anthony continued.
“Poor taste, I’ d say to send your host packing, not to arrive home until the middle of the night.”

Tony leaned over the desk. “ Tell me nothing happened between Miss Finch and you that would make
her scurry across the ocean weeks early.”

Blake recognized the anger and impatiencein Tony’ swords. He had heard the low growling tone before
but never had been its subject. “I kissed her on the steps.”

Tony stood draight. “Isthat dl?’

“I may have been abit forward,” Blake added.

Tony crossed hisarms over his chest. “How forward?’
Blaketilted his head.

“Elizabeth is convinced this has something to do with you. My wifeisrardly wrong. Perhaps you need to
gpeak to Miss Finch.”

“Another gpology,” Blake harrumphed. “ Gertrude will not be swayed by me.”
“Swayed or not, Sanders, you will gpologize.”
“Fing” Blakesaid ashe stood. “Fine. | will find her.”

Blake found Gertrude in the library, engrossed in abook. He hesitated to disturb her. The sun poured in
the window behind her and cast ahao about her hair. He knew why she wasleaving. It wasfor the best.
The distance of an ocean between them would certainly cool hisardor. Her image would fade from his
mind. Thememory of hishand on her breast would diminish. Hislifewould be returned to him. Blake
would march on, tending his estates and indulge himself with anew mistress. Hewould be dignified to dl
those around him and prove to them al he was still the Duke of Wexford. All would beright. Asit had
been.

* * * %

Gert had spent adeepless night. She had held her pillow to her chest and stared out at the night
landscape until the sun lit the sky wondering if Sanders had spoken of her longing or his? The man who
kissed her was battling himself. Was his shock and wonder as profound as hers? Did he lay awake at
night convincing himsdlf there was nothing between them smply because there shouldn’t be? Did he dlow
himsdlf dreams of what it would be like as she did, only to curse himself later?

He smarried, Gert said to hersalf as she closed the book in her lap. Still married. Would it matter if he
weren't dill legally bound? Would she ever matter to aman such ashim? A Duke accustomed to
freedomin dl things. Used to having his own way? She recdled young women she had spoken to in the
States, bound by law and love to a man who treated them poorly. If he were free to ask and did, would



shewalk away? Could she? She had scolded herself for her weakness and decided at that moment to
leave for home and not test her resolve.

And there he stood in the doorway. The cause of her discomfort, confusion and to be truthful, heartache.
Beautiful was not aword that came to mind for Gert when she thought of men. But that was the only
word she could use to describe him. Arrogant, high-handed, self centered, those may describe the man
but the face was without question the handsomest one she had ever seen. He walked to her and seated
himsdlf acrossfrom her. He knew.

“Anthony tdlsmeyou areleaving us”

“Yes, | am. I’'m homesick and have booked passage to sail next week,” Gert replied.

Sanders nodded and studied hisfolded hands. “ Does this have anything to do with last night?’

He was so cool and detached. She laughed asiif light-hearted. “Hardly, Sanders. | am old enough to
understand men’ s natures.” Gert looked at him square in the eye, as Uncle Fred had told her to do when
aliewasthe only solution. “It meant nothing to me.”

“| told Anthony that very thing. A few kisses hardly bind ustogether,” he said.

“And you are sill married. We both understand acasud flirtation,” Gert said. “Y ou have commitments
asl do.”

“Absolutely right, MissFinch,” he said. “ Y ou will be coming to the house party with us thisweekend,
won't you?’

“I don't know,” Gert answered. “1 doubt it.”
“Do come. Morgan keegps magnificent stables.” Sanders rose and Gert opened her book to page one.

* * * %

“Won't you tell me, Gertrude? This sudden change of plans. It's not something Tony or | have said or
done, isit?" Elizabeth asked.

Gert turned from the window of her bedroom and smiled. “ Absolutely not. Y ou both have been
wonderful.”

“Isit ametter of the heart?’
“No,” Gert replied.
“But it does have to do with Blake, doesn’t it?” Elizabeth asked.

Gert straightened the dressthe maid had laid out for her to wesar to dinner. “Y ou'relike adog with a
bone, Elizabeth. Can't seemtolet it drop.”

“I’'m sorry, Gertrude. It'sjust that I’ ve had few friendsin my life. In avery short time |’ ve cometo
believe | could tel you anything. | fed badly you don't fed the same,” Elizabeth said.



Gert sat down on the bed. “1’ ve no women friends to speak of . Other than you.”

Elizabeth tilted her head. “1 thought you were close to the other women of your cause. Y ou travel with
them.”

“We' refriendly, | suppose. But they’ re S0 single minded. Everything isthe cause. Their wholelife” Gert
turned to Elizabeth. “I never wanted that. Oh, | believe strongly in what I’'m doing but....”

Elizabeth waited. “But, what?’
“Do you remember the things | told Mdindain the carriage coming here? All the things she should

consider? They’ re not her dreams. They’ remine. A handsome man to sweep me off my feet. Adventures
and new sightsto seewith him by my sde. A confidant. Someone to listen to my innermost dreams and

fears” Gert said.

“A lover asswdl?’

Gert laughed. “I suppose. Unmarried women aren't allowed to think about those things.”

“I did,” Elizabeth said withasmile.

Gert tilted her head. “How naughty of you, cousin.”

Elizabeth preened. “ From the first time Anthony kissed me, | could think of nothing else.”

Gert smiled resignedly. She had been doing the same. Her day, her very existence was consumed with
Blake Sanders. But he would be no partner to share confidences or dreams. No cohort to explore the
vast wilderness or grand cities in the States. The Duke of Wexford consumed those around him.
Gobbled them up along with their hopes and spit them out in accordance with English society. He had
ruled too long to change. Hiswife didn’t stand up to him. Sheran away to savation. What was eft of the

woman to leave her children whom she obvioudy loved and loved her? But Gert would not deny the
passion Blake' s kisses evoked.

“I know what you mean,” Gert said.

“Y ou and Blake seem to set each other &fire. The sparksarevisibleto dl,” Elizabeth said. Her eyes
lifted in undergtanding. “ That' sit isn't it?’

Gert went to the window. She nodded.
“You'redfrad.”
Gert turned in ahuff. “ Afraid of Blake Sanders? Hardly.”

Elizabeth shook her head. “No, Gertrude. | don’'t mean you're afraid of Blake. | mean you're afraid of
yoursdlf.”

“That’snonsense,” Gert said.

“No, it'snot. You're scared to love Blake Sanders. Afraid you' |l lose yoursdlf in the bargain.”



Gert’smouth opened and drew shut. “I’ ve had o little sense of me. Of what | am. If | loved him I'd
never find out. | would be like everyone esein hislife. Used for his own purposes and discarded.”

“If you spesk of Ann you should know why she married him. For the same purpose he did. To satisfy
family and ensure her sonsatitle. William would be fourthin lineto her father’ stitleif she hadn’t married
someone with their own,” Elizabeth said.

Gert sat down on the bed and pulled her legs under her. “That’ s so crudl. To plan out children’slives
before they’re born.”

“May be crud asyou say but it' sal they know. | could careless. It's certainly nicer to have servants
and agrand home but I’ d live with Anthony inahovd if | had to,” Elizabeth said with ashrug.

“I think you would,” Gert said and laughed. 1 can't see you as awash woman though.”

“I can hardly imaginethat. But it strue, ftill. Would you live anywhere, do anything to be with the man
you loved?’

“I don't think I'd carefor ahovd, either,” Gert said. “And | love the ranch and the wide open spaces of
thewest.”

“Or amanor in London? Would you livein England to be with the man you loved?’ Elizabeth asked.

“And give up everything I’ ve ever dreamed of ? | don’t know,” Gert said. “Thisisslly talk, besdes.
Blake Sanders does not loveme. And | don’t love him.”

“Loveiscompromise, Gertrude.”

“Probably trueif the man you love lovesyou. And if heisaswilling to compromiseaswell,” Gert
replied. But Gert could not imagine Blake Sanders bending to anyone swill. Even for love.

* * * %

Blake had not expected argection from Gertrude Finch to hurt. But it did. He had not expected her
casua tone, so like Helena, to make him swallow abal of painlodged in histhroat. But that was what
had happened as he spoke to her in the library. He had spent the latter part of the day in front of thefire
inhisstudy.

“Did you spesk to Miss Finch?” Anthony asked over brandy when he joined Blake for drinks before
supper.

“yes”
“Well?”

Blaketurned in his seet and faced hisfriend. “ She shomesick.”
“And nothing you did or said caused it?” Tony continued.

Blake dammed his glass on the table and stood to pace. “In her own wordsit was a casud flirtation.”
Heran his hands through his hair and stared away. How could she call what passed between their lips



casual ? She was an innocent, granted, but certainly shefdlt it as he had. Each kiss touching somelong
forgotten, stored away wish for aconnection that transcended sex. He paed at his own thoughts. What
connection is necessary past sex, he wondered?

“I'm glad it had nothing to do with you, Blake.” Tony smiled. “1 know the kisses meant little to you but |
feared with our Gertrude, untried, she may havefet otherwise.” Blaketurned to stare at him. “I fee much
better knowing she doesn’t care for you.”

Those words cut like aknife. Like asword had severed alimb and hislifeblood gushed out. Blake
picked up hisdrink and threw it back with avengeance. “Would it have been such a shock to think she
might care?’ He swallowed. “ About me?’

Tony stared. “Would take a strong congtitution to care about you, Blake.”

Blake douched and stuck hishandsin his pockets. “Why’ sthat?’

“You don’t know, do you?’ Tony said. Blake looked numb. “For God' s sake man, look at your life.
Married to abeautiful, kind woman and in another’ s bed before Mdinda s birth. Tread about your home

and town like you' re the bloody king. And can’t wait to marry your children off to the samefate. There's
moreto life than your title”

Blake was sickened with the recounting. “It'sal | know.”

“And thereinliesthe rub, old man,” Tony said. “Although | will admit when you and MissFinch are
together you seem ... different.”

Blake' s head snapped up. “1 suppose so. | can't recall ever kissng awoman in front of servants and my
children before. Nearly astranger.”

Tony stared at hisglass. “Exactly.”
“What do you mean ‘exactly’?’ Blake shouted.

William opened the door to the study. “Father. Supper isto be served shortly. The ladieswant you and
Uncle Tony to escort them.”

“I thought you meant to join us, William,” Anthony said. “Too young for brandy but you' re old enough
to gt with the men before dinner.”

William’'s eyes widened. “ Sorry, Uncle Tony. | meant to, but Miss Finch wastelling me about the States.
| didn’t redizethetime.”

“What was shetelling you?’ Anthony asked.

William nearly ran to achair to St down. “ About everything. The mountains and the citiesand the
wide-open places. I'd like to seeit al. Her uncle’ sranch and fur trappers from Canada and the Indians
that live nearby.”

“Enough,” Blake growled. “ Enough of the States. The next Duke of Wexford has no need to visit
America Don't you know the first immigrants there were mostly convicts and religious fanatics? They’re
al descended from that mix.”



William’' sfacefel. “Miss Finch wastelling me about the Conestoga wagon trains going west. Their
leaders sound courageousto me.”

“No need to tamp the boy’ s enthusiasm, Blake,” Anthony said. “We used to dream about far away
placeswhen we were hisage.”

Blake turned away and William regaed Tony with Gertrude s stories. He half-listened and followed
them to the Sitting room where the ladies awaited. Once seated in the dining room William begged
Gertrude to continue.

“I don’t think everyone wantsto hear my tales, William,” she said with alaugh.

“I want to hear,” Melindasaid. “Do goon.”

“The Pony Express, you were telling me about the Pony Express,” William said and leaned forward.
Gertrude described the country in great detail, from riversto deserts and the men and women she had
met and heard of that settled there. Of danger, tragedy, triumph and bravery and breeth-taking sunsets.
Streetsfilled with the wedlthy, the poor, merchant and farmer dike. All a the table seemed mesmerized,

except Blake.

“I’ve monopolized the conversation too long,” Gertrude said to protests.

Blake watched his children and even Elizabeth and Anthony hang on her every word. “Miss Finch would
liketo eat her dinner. She can continue another time.”

Preferably when he wasn't in the room. It was hard to watch the woman talk about something she so
obvioudy loved and missed. Blake could think of few thingsin hislife that held the same emotion for him.
Conversation ceased. Certainly he could find a subject that was near and dear to him. His children.

“Méeinda, my dear. What do you think of the young Crawford viscount? Rumor is he may make an offer
for you. Fine match. I'm very proud,” Blake said with anod and alift of hisglass.

“Heisnice, | suppose,” Mdindasighed.

“Let’ shope you think heis more than nice, Melinda,” Elizabeth said with asmile. “If you' reto marry
him.”

“After dl, hewill inherit hisfather’ s estate. First son, you know. Fine old family. Other than the one
uncle. What mischief did he get himsdlf into, Tony?’ Blake asked.

“I don't recdl,” Anthony said.

“If neither of us remember it mustn’'t have been too much of ascandd,” Blake said and chuckled. He
looked up to the other diners stares. “Probably nothing of consequence anyway. Don't worry, Mdinda.
It won't come back to you.”

Melinda shook her head and rolled her eyes. “ Asif anyone cares but you.”

Blakelay down hisslver. “Of course, | care. | wouldn't have allowed his pursuit if | hadn’t thought him



entirely digiblefor you. Including long passed relatives linked towell ... whatever hedid.”
Méeinda stared straight ahead. I’ m not marrying him.”
“Maybethisisadiscussion for another time,” Elizabeth said.

Melindatook adeep breath. “No. Everyoneisherethat | care about. Except mother.”
“What iswrong with the viscount?’ Blake asked.

“Nothing,” Mdindareplied.
“Then why do you say you won't marry...?" Blake began.

Melindaturned to him. “I’'m not marrying anyoneright now. I've ... I’ ve decided to further my
education”

“What el se could you possibly need to know about running ahousehold that your mother has not taught
you?’ Blake asked.

“Isthat al you think me capable of 7" Meinda asked.

Blakerolled his eyes as he took adeep breath. “What isit you wish to study? Music? Y our
needlework?’

“I ... I don’'t know,” Méelindarepliedin alow voice.

“Enough of thisnonsense. Y ou will marry the viscount,” Blake said and signaed the footman for dessert.
Melinda stared ahead red-faced, angry and embarrassed.

“Y ou have not chosen afield of study, then?” Gertrude asked.

She shook her head. “No, | haven’t. But | shall.”

“My daughter does not need your encouragement, MissFinch,” Blake said.

“ She needs someone' s support,” Gertrude said.

“I will support her to the ends of the earth,” hereplied.

“Aslong as she marriesthis viscount you' ve chosen,” she countered.

Blake shand flew intheair. “Wdll, of course. It'swhat she’s meant to do. What she and William and
Dondd are born to do. The aristocracy of England won't surviveif the next generation doesn't fulfill its
obligations”

Gertrude rose from her chair and turned to Blake. “What if it’s not what she wantsto do? Did that ever
occur to you? What if she doesn't give amul€ s behind about the next generation of English aristocracy?’

“That, Miss Finch, is unacceptable. Be seated at once,” Sanders growled.



1] No-”

Blake stood dowly, hands on thetable in front of him. “Sit down, Miss Finch. This conversation is over
and as aguest, one should comply with their host’ swishes.”

Gertrude shook her head around till her hair flew around her face. “No. Maybe I’ ll strut around your
dining room and flap my armslike aroogter.” She pushed her chair avay from thetable.

Blake came around the table in ahuff. “ Absolutely not.”

She pulled her hands under her arms and lifted her elbows. “ Cock-a-doodle-doo.”
“I forbid it. Sit down and enough of thisfoolishness,” he shouted.
Gertrude threw back her head. “ Cock-a-doodle-do.”

William giggled and hisfather flashed him afrown. “ Sit down, | say. | won't have alunétic prancing
around my dining room, spouting nonsense,” he shouted.

She dropped her ams. “Redly, Sanders. It’ swhat you subject usto night after night.” Gertrude nodded
to Mdinda. “Cometo my room later. We Il discuss your education.”

Blake sputtered and shouted empty threats as Miss Finch sailed out the door. He turned to those left at
thetable. Elizabeth’ s hand covered her mouth. William and Mdindawould not look a him.

Anthony stared. “Well done, Blake.”

“She' samadwoman runwild, | say.” Everyone stood to leave. “She ... shetriesto make methefool,”
he said to their backs.

Anthony turned. “No, Blake. Y ou do that very well on your own.”

* k *x %

Blake stood outside of Gertrude sdoor, his hand lifted to knock fully prepared to argue until midnight if
necessary. Was that crying he heard? “ Gertrude? No need for sniffles behind closed doors.” She opened
the door. “I thought | heard you crying.” He looked at her eyes. “Must have been mistaken.”

“It'snot me. It'syour daughter,” shereplied.
“Médinda?’ Blake peeked around Gertrude' s shoulder.
“Go away. She needsto cry thisout.”

Blake brigtled. “1 will not. She'smy daughter.”

“Go away,” Melindasaid. Gertrude closed the door.

“Médinda? Can you hear me? Open the door please.” Blake waited and the door parted a crack. “Why
areyou crying?’ Melindawalked away from the open door and sat down on the bed beside Gertrude.



Gertrude pushed the blonde hair out of the girl’ seyes. “ Y our father’ stalking to you. Isn’t that what you
want?’

“Hethinks I’ m capable of nothing more than organizing sheets and teaservice. And giving him
grandchildren.” Mdindareplied and stared out the window.

Blake shook his head. His daughter’ swords wilted him. “No, that’ s not true.”

Mélindanodded her head, spilling tears down her cheeks. “Yes, itis. William’ sthe heir to carry your
title. Donald’ s the baby, so you don’'t care about him yet. And I’'m ... I'm the one to be obedient and
usdess”

“Why would you think that, Melinda? Y ou are my beautiful, golden girl. | adoreyou,” Blake said, aknot
in histhroat.

Melindalooked at Gertrude. “I told you. Has nothing to do with what | think or feel. Only what | look
like and whose son | can snare”

“Did you put these abominableideasin her head, Miss Finch?’ Blake asked.

Meindajumped up. Her lipstrembled. “Y ou don’t even think | can form my own thoughts. Miss Finch
has nothing to do with this. She said you love me.”

“Of course | loveyou,” Blake said, hands splayed.

Melinda shouted and cried, “ Then why don’t you know anything about me? About what | want?
Becauseyou've had it dl planned since my birth. | tell you | won't marry right now. | may never marry.”
Melindadissolved into Gertrude' sarms.

Blake was afraid, truly afraid. Had he never given Mdindaher due? Did shethink so little of herself and
her placein hislife? The picture of Mdindaat Sx running to him and smearing his face with wet kisses
cameinto his head. Where had that little girl gone? How could she question hislove? Was shelost to
him, like Ann, because of his preoccupation with his horses and mistresses and society?

“I know more about you than you think. | know you like hot cocoafirgt thing in the morning. And prefer
violets even though you awaystold your mother her roses were better.” Melindalooked up to him. “I
know you're smart enough to outwit William at hiswar games. Although you often let him win. And you
read slly books about knights and ladies waiting in castles.” The girl amiled softly and looked away.
Blake looked down at his hands and back dowly to Mdlinda sface. “Evenif | don’t say it often, | think
you are clever and witty and far more capable than | ever was at your age. If you fedl you should wait
awhile before marriage, I’ m sure you have good reason.”

“Do you mean it, Father?” Mdindd stears ran down her facein sheets.
Blake nodded.
“Oh, Daddy.” Mdindathrew hersdf into hisarms. “1 love you so much.”

“There, there, poppet.” Blake squeezed her tight. “I love you, too.”



“I want to talk to Lady Elizabeth, Father,” Melinda said and kissed his cheek.

Melinda hurried from the room with alight step. L eaving Blake and Gertrude facing each other.
“What | would have given to have my father talk to me asyou just did with Melinda,” Gertrude said.
Blake clasped his hands together behind his back. “Obvioudy I’ ve not done it enough.”

“Trust me. She'll cherish thistalk forever.”

Blake looked at Gertrude. She had forced him to do what needed to be done years ago. He had
loosened thetight fist of English tradition and its hold on hisfamily. He had yet to decide whether this
freedom he granted Melindafrightened, or exhilarated him. “ Come with us this weekend to the house
party at Morgan's,” he said to Gertrude.

Shenodded and smiled. “Alright.”

Chapter Eight

Theintimate gathering at the home of Jane and Stewart Morgan was not as Gert imagined. At least fifty
guedts, including Cameron Fawcett, were lodged in the sprawling mansion. A ride was planned thefirst
morning and Gert had dug through her trunk for her split riding skirt. She donned it now over her calf
colored boots. She buttoned a crisp white shirt and placed her flat-rimmed hat on her head. The loose
string tie hung at her neck. What ever had prompted Gert to bring the outfit, she didn’t know but shewas
determined to enjoy riding one of the beautiful horses from the Morgan stable. And thiswas how it was
donein America, she said to hersdlf and tilted her head &t the reflection in the mirror.

Elizabeth and Meindaflew into her room. “We could hardly decide which room wasyoursin this
[abyrinth of hallways,” Elizabeth said. Her wordstrailed away as she looked at Gertrude.

“| feared we nearly opened the door of our host’ sroom and saw himin hisdrawers,” Melinda said with
amuffled giggle. “What an interesting outfit, Miss Finch. Isthiswhat you ridein at home?’

Gert nodded. “Will | embarrass you two?’

Elizabeth circled her, examining the skirt. “It’ s saucy to be sure. Blake will be besde himsdf.”

“I wish | had onejust likeit,” Meindasaid. “Look at thisslly little hat of mine compared to yours.”
Gert looked at Melinda s blue velvet riding habit. The short jacket fit snugly over afull skirt with a
matching hat. The feathers dipped attractively over the girl’ sface. A froth of white lace was exposed at

her neck. She was like a picture from a book.

“Your outfit isbeautiful, Mdinda. But | don’'t ride Sdesaddle. Aren't you riding Elizabeth?’ Gert asked
asshe pulled on her caf gloves.



Elizabeth shrugged. “ Tony won't let me. Afraid I’ ll fall. Truth betold I'm glad. | hate horses.”
Gert laughed. “Well | can hardly wait. Let’sgo pick our mounts, Melinda.”

They waked down the steps arm in arm with Elizabeth trailing behind. At least twenty guests tood in
the entranceway of the Morgan home, dl talking softly, and dressed for riding. The men in dark cut awvay
jackets, riding cropsin their hands and tall hats on their heads. The women were arainbow of velvet
colorsin full skirtsthat swished of crinoline as they moved. Conversation ceased. Every eye was on Gert.
Cameron Fawcett stepped forward.

“What do Americans call these outfits? Duds, that’ sit. Y ou look spectacular, Miss Finch,” Cameron
said and offered hisarm. The rest of the crowd murmured but followed close behind to the stables.

Sanders had picked out agentle mare for Melindaand another for Gertrude. The groom led the animals
to amounting block as she and Melinda approached on the arms of Cameron Fawcett.

“I’ve picked horses for you both,” Sanders said aslooked at Gertrude up and then down.
Melinda placed her hand in the groom’ s as he helped her mount.

“I'll pick my own, thank you,” Gert said as she walked by the calm chestnut-colored horse, towards the
dables.

“MissFinch,” Sanders shouted and followed. He whispered when he approached. “What are you
wearing?’

“What | ridein a home,” she said as shewaked from std| to gdl. “Fine animals your friend keeps.”
Sheturned to agroom. “Would you saddle this one for me? No, not aside saddle.”

“That animal isfar too strong for you too control,” Sanders said. “ Choose another.” He turned to the
groom. “She'll take asidesaddle.”

The groom looked from Gertrude' s shaking head to Sander’ s stern face. He picked out asidesaddle.
“Oh never mind,” Gert said and pushed past him. “I’ [l saddle him myself.”

Blake stood beside her describing disasters she would befdl al the while pointing afinger her way. She
saddled the horse, led him from the stable, turned the stirrup and pulled hersdlf up. Blake continued his
chatter when she kneed the mount and shouted ‘yaw’ . Gert burst past sedate riders and her hat flew to
her back held by the string tie. The wind whipped at her face as shelet theanima hit afull run. The
horizon of trees flew past and she leaned close over the magnificent anima’ s neck. Gert pulled up asthey
approached alow stonewall. The stallion took it with ease. She blinked back tears. She hadn't redlized
how much she missed home until then. Gert reined in under astand of treesto admire the countryside. It
was beautiful and well manicured. But not like home. There was no wild primitive landscape here. Even
the fox they were to hunt had been let out of acage. Other ridersjoined her in athunder of hoofs.

“Remarkable seat you keep, Miss Finch,” Cameron Fawcett said.

Sanders nearly ran her down and her horse sidestepped and snorted.



“Get control of your mount, Sanders,” she shouted.

“You'retheonein dire need of control, madam,” he said. “Y ou ride like ademon.”
Gert smiled broadly. “I’ ve beenriding for years.”

“Would you care to meet me by the lake, MissFinch,” Fawcett asked with awry smile.

Gert tilted her head. “Last onethereisaninny,” she shouted as she kneed the horse, leaving Sanders
and Anthony watching.

* k% k %

The weekend dragged by for Gert. She studioudy avoided Sanders and spent as much time on the back
of ahorse as possible. Because she had nothing to add to the clusters of women’s conversations after
dinner, Gert retired early. She knew nothing of fashion or protocol, nor could care less about gossip,
especidly about people she had never heard of. Mentdly she was dready sailing and traveling by ship to
her home.

Gert sat in her nightclothes by the window of her room at the Morgan's. She stared through the polished
glass. It had been agrand adventure to be sure. She had met relatives she didn’t know she had and liked
them. The Sanders children were engaging and lively. Hopefully they understood the privilege they
accepted astheir due by birth. And the congtraints that privilege brought. There would be no enlightening
revelation by their father. Gert douched back in the overstuffed chair. Blake Sanders. In her wildest
dreams she had never imagined aman as handsome as he, kissing her. Shelaughed a herself. She could
imagine no man kissing her. It would with al likelihood never happen again. Gert pulled her robe around
herself and blew out abreath. As much as she hated to admit it, she would miss the anticipation of
Blake skisses.

After the very firgt time, she found her mind wandering often to when he would take her by the arms and
kiss her with the wild abandon he did. It was nothing to him, for sure. But to her, ah, to her it wasthe
fulfillment of adream buried deep. She could imagine him looking into her eyeswith love, as he broke
away, rattled from their embrace. Looking at her, yes, she said doud as she sat up straight in her chair,
Gertrude Finch with affection and possessive desire. She would be the object of that man’s deepest
passion, the match to his soul and keeper of hisfaith and dreams.

Gert Sghed and wilted back againgt the flowered chintz. Elizabeth wasright. She was ahopeless
romantic. Caught in atall body with a sharp tongue honed to keep men away. For aman such as Blake
Sanders would never hold her, love her and be her mate. She had chosen her life. Her passion, the
liberation of women endaved by money, power and ... love. Her ship sailed on Tuesday. She would
return to the women who needed her. To Uncle Fred and the hands, where she was comfortably
ignored. She would return to her speeches and causes and the land she loved. And she would tuck away
her memories. Pulling them out and rdliving them as she watched the sun set over the ranch.

Gert kndlt to pray then, not for safe passage or the health of her loved ones. She did not beg God to
keep poor women safe or for hungry children to know afull plate. She prayed insteed, to her own
mortification, to remember visibly, tacitly the fed of Blake Sanders mouth upon hers.

She tossed and turned for an hour, dancing pirates whirling through her head. Every time her eyes drifted
closed, shefet the wash of Blake' s breath on her cheek and the strength of his grip on her arm. She had
prayed fervently to never forget the feel of Blake Sanders. Maybe God played agrim joke on her. Never



alowing another sensible thought to filter through her brain. But deep camefindly, if not rest.

* * * %

Gertrude had retired early and quietly both nights at the Morgan's. Blake watched her dink away. She
had made hersalf scarce to him. And rode like a she-devil when she thought no one watched. It was for
the best that she left. For Blake knew he was nearly at the end of hisrope. If he didn’t bed awoman
soon he would explode. He shifted and straightened himsdlf behind a potted palm. Even the thought of
sex made him rock hard. What a deplorable stuation he found himsdf in. No wife, no mistress dl the
while apiece of hisanatomy begged for solace. He closed his eyes and envisoned his Aunt Ethd’s
whiskers. Tried to hear her shrill voice and pick up the scent of soured soup that he associated with her.
It had always donethetrick in the past. One thought of hisfather’s sster and the gray, siff hairs
protruding from her ears had wilted any unwanted desire. The ears he imagined now were hairlessand
pink. Small and holding back volumes of hair under aflat brimmed hat. The smell of roses hit hisnose
and he opened his eyes. Elaine Bentmore stared up a him and fluttered her lashes.

“If you need anything, Y our Grace. Anything at dl,” Elainetittered. “I’ll do my best to help.” Sherana
tongue over her lipsand apainted nail over her breast and dropped her gaze to his crotch. “Third hallway
on theright. Past the portrait of the dogs. Up the staircase, turn left.” She paused and blinked. “Mine's
the second door on theright.”

Elaine would do most certainly, Blake thought. Willing and he remembered very able.

“At midnight.” Elaine turned away to look at him over her shoulder. From his boots to thetop of his
head. Her eyes dropped demurely.

Blake could have rubbed his hands together with glee. Thetrick in these cases was to remain sober
enough to do the deed and be soused enough to not hear any of the woman’'sdrivel. Ah, yes, hesaid to
himsdlf as he lightly made hisway around the room, nearly whistling. Where' sthe whiskey?

An hour and ahdf later, Blake felt sure he tottered suitably on the peak of not being smashed or a
drunken fool. Anthony eyed his smug smile but Blake would give no particulars. No one here needed to
know the monthsit had been since he bedded awoman. Only to have his needs engorged further with
the damn American. Kissing him anywhereit suited her, Blake thought to himself and sumbled over the
edge of the carpet. Kissing him and bouncing those magnificent, large, white breasts, nearly under his
nose. Quite aflirt, he thought, actualy. The room began to spin and Blake put his drink down. Still
confident in his manhood but wholly deaf in hismind to Elaine Bentmore ssilly talk. Now what were
those directions, he asked himsdlf &t the bottom of the staircase.

Blake wandered the Morgan home looking for aportrait. Asin every titular homein England, there were
hundreds. He peered and wobbled as he looked at another. Blake jumped back with a start. Damn
ugliest woman he had ever seen stared back from the canvas. He grimaced and hoped his manhood
would prevail. If Blake didn’t get himsdlf between awoman’ slegstonight, he surely would be able to
identify every one of Morgan’ srelations. Blake chuckled and the sound reverberated down the deserted
hallway. He turned to the echo of hislaughter. Ah, here sa staircase. Up he went and turned right.
Second door on the l€ft. Y es, he remembered dear old Elaine’ sinstructions now.

Blake undid his cravat as heinched open the door. Thelittle tease was under the blankets! Probably
imagining him sucking her skin dry, he said to himself as he pulled off his boots. Waiting for me to soreed
her legs he thought and growled doud as he worked himsdf into afrenzy and out of histight pants. Blake
hopped around on one foot in the darkness He lifted the blanket and stretched out.



Had Elaine grown taler? Ah, well. Her back wasto him and hefit one hand between her arm and her
sde, reaching for abreast. Oh, yes, he cried to himself as the nipple hardened. He didn’t remember
Elaine s breastsfilling his hand to overflow like this. She moaned from deep within and Blake buried his
head in her hair. Burrowing through, hunting for aneck, an ear. Any naked flesh. Elaine Bentmoreina
flannel nightgown? Ahwell, hewould haveit off her soon enough.

Blake ground his hips against around, lush bottom. Hefilled the small ear with histongue and she arched
back againg him. Sowly he lifted the nightgown and let his hands run their course over long silky legs.
Sheturned to him as his hand skimmed her somach and lower. Blake' s mouth was on hersthen. He
kissed her fast and dow, languishing and burning, with restraint and consuming passion. She camedive
under hismouth. Returning his kisses with moans. He was aop her now. Pushing himsdlf &t her, feding
her yidd, impatient and out of his mind with hunger. Vaguely athought filtered through hismuddled brain.
Hedidn't recdl Elaine shands burning hisflesh asthey did now. Nor gifting him with apassionate
response such asthis. He could swear he smelled lemons. The scent was driving him mad. He waslong
past the ability to speculate on why.

Blake was breathing hard through his teeth, eyes closed. He entered her swiftly and groaned.

* k% k %

Gert thought she awoke when a degp moan emitted from her throat. She was kissing Blake. She
dreamed. Oh, what atorment. So real. Hips ground against her and she held them and ran her fingers up
awide muscled back. That tongue. It ran circles around her mouth and her lips. Licked her neck and
settled on a breast through thin cotton. Surely amerciful God would not make adream thisred. A dream
wouldn’'t smell like aman and like whiskey. A dream wouldn't wet the nightgown on her breasts. Her
back arched as he entered her with amale moan. Her eyes opened wide to the dim filtered moonlight.

“Sanders,” Gert shouted. She looked down between their bodies at the sametime as he.
“Gertrude!” Blake shouted.

She shifted and pushed.

“Dear God woman, hold still.” He sank further into her. Hiseyesrolled.

“What are you doing?’ Gert shouted. “ Stop.”

Blake was gritting histeeth and hislip twitched. “Miss Finch. | am struggling greatly for control. Can you
please hold ill?”

Hewas buried inside her. Thiswould be the end of the dream. This connection, this stretching, this
exquigtefilling and tension. It would cease. She inched away and pushed back. What prompted that, she
wondered. Instinct? Pleasure? Surrender to herself? To him? What superb torture. His voice opened her

eyes.

“Please, madam. | am begging you. | am only aman after dl,” Blake growled. Gert stilled under him. His
eyes opened wide. “Have |l hurt you?’

Her head tilted left and right. A fat tear rolled down her cheek.



“Please, Gertrude. Don't cry.”
Her lip trembled.
“Liedill. I will extricate mysdlf as gently aspossble,” Blake said softly.

Gert gave in and sobbed. Real, hiccoughing, tortured cries. Tears streamed down her temples and wet
her hair. “1t will be over then?’ she asked.

“Not concluded as usual, Gertrude. But over, yes,” Blake said as he brushed adamp strand of hair from
her face.

What amemory thiswould be. It would be enough to store away and hold londiness at bay for yearsto
come. Gert’ s voice shook. “Could you ... finish as usua ? Would you want to?”

He dropped down on hiselbows and held her facein hishands. “Thereis nothing in thisworld | would
treasure more than staying right where | am.”

Blake kissed her lips softly. He degpened the kiss and stroked dowly, laboring over her mouth and
breasts. A mystery of life had been revealed and Gert was certain no man could have shown her in the
same magterful way. He murmured wicked intentionsin her ear and then fulfilled them as Gert moaned
and shifted under him. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her atop him. Never morein her
rationd sane life had Gert felt so in touch with her body and soul. Surely, her hands could paint a
masterpiece, her voicering clear in an opera. There was no task, no talent beyond her reach. She was as
aive as she could possibly be.

Blakerolled her to her back and set afurious pace. He may have moaned. She didn’t know. Shewas
too far away in her own pleasure. Hisweight descended on her. Whatever words he spoke were muffled
inthe pillow hisface was buried in. Gert stared at the canopy above. She had no regrets. What of this
joining was to doubt? It was mystical and erotic and far beyond any of her expectations.

Gert stroked his hair and back, wondering what he would say. How would they ever be casua after this
act of total intimacy? She would forever view him, whether he sat at atable or rode ahorse, in this
fashion. Straining and gentle, carnd and dightly stewed, pure man, fairly itching to take her. Shewas
running her hands down muscled arms when she heard the first snore. With a push herolled on his back,
eyes closed, mouth open. It would have been easy to shout at him. Wake him up and explain to the lout
he was climbing in her bed, loving her and in awink of an eye sound adeep. But dl Gert could do was
push ablack lock of hair from hisface and rub the back of her hand the length of the whiskerson his
cheek. In ablustery dapping of lips, he pulled her down on his shoulder, still snoring. Shelanded on his
chest and listened to the steadly best of his heart. Gert’ s eyes closed immediately.

Chapter Nine

“I can't believe Gertrude’ sdept thislate, Mdinda,” Elizabeth said as she helped amaid pack her trunk.
“I'll goinamoment.”



Elizabeth sent Mdindato finish packing. She walked down the busy halway, nodding to other departing
guesis.

“Lady Elizabeth?’

Sheturned. “Yes, Benson?’

“Have you by any chance seen my master, The Duke of Wexford thismorning?’

“Why, no, | haven't,” Elizabeth replied. “We re nearly ready to go. Is he packed?’

“Oh, yes, mad am,” Benson sad. “All done”

“Maybe hetook alast ride thismorning. He dearly covets Morgan’ s stables,” Elizabeth said with a
gmile. Shelad her hand on the clearly agitated servant’ sarm. “He Il be by shortly, I'm sure.” Sheturned
to leave but the servant remained. “Is there something else, Benson?’

The man's eyes darted and he swallowed. “No, ma am.”

Elizabeth titled her head. “ Are you sure?’

Benson stepped closer and whispered. “His grace’ s bed was not dept in.”

“Oh, la, dee. Surely that has happened before, Benson,” Elizabeth said wryly.

The man shook his head. “No, ma am, never.”

“I hardly believe that.”

“No, itstrue, ma am.” Benson turned three shades of red. “No matter how late his grace comes home,
well, heaways degpsin hisown bed.”

Elizabeth shook her head. “Not too worry, I'm sure. Y our master isaman grown, is he not?’

Benson nodded and then turned to shuffle away. Strange, Elizabeth thought, but her concern at that
moment was not whose bed Blake dept in. It could have been any number of women herefor the
weekend. No, not her concern. She turned the brass knob of Gertrude' s room and swept in. Odd, a
shiver curled down her back as she did. “Gertrude,” Elizabeth called out in asingsong voice. “It’ s getting
late....” Elizabeth’ s hand came to her mouth as she looked at the bed. Her eyes opened wide and she
did what sherarely, if ever, did. She screamed.

Sanders jumped up, stark naked. He rubbed his eyes and ran ahand through hair that was standing on
end. “Elizabeth? What are you doing in here?’ he asked. He made agrab for a blanket but the thing
would not give. He covered his manhood with histwo hands.

Elizabeth’ s eyes were asround as saucers. Her face was a pasty white color. “Dear God,” she said.
“Pray Anthony didn’t hear me scream.”

“Elizabeth, I’ m naked. Could you at least close the door?’



“I fear it would beworse if Anthony found mein here with the door closed, Blake,” Elizabeth said
unevenly. Her eyes swept past him to the bed.

“Good morning, Elizabeth,” Gert said.
Sanders spun around and hunched down. “Miss Finch!” he shouted.
“Get your pants on, Sanders,” she said. “Elizabeth doesn’'t need another view of your bottom.”

“I'll be back in ahalf hour, Gertrude,” Elizabeth said as she turned and lurched for the door. “I’ll help
you pack.”

Sandersinched back to the bed and plopped down as the door closed. He leaned forward with his head
in his hands. “Dear God, Gertrude. What have | done?’

Gert stood up with astretch. What abeautiful morning, she thought, as she looked out the window.
Sunny, bright and green landscape. She hummed and cocked her head right and |eft to the tune. Nothing,
nothing could take away the sweet little contentment she felt. Happy with hersdlf. Happy to be dive. No
wonder Elizabeth trilled around lade deeing dl the time. She didthiswith Anthony, Gert thought as she
glanced a the bed and giggled at her thoughts. But there sat Blake. Bronze, long and lean and still naked.
She walked around the bed to face him. The haunted, panicked |ook on his face was testament to
different fedingsthan hers.

“Oh, don't spoil my day and mood with your looks. I'll be leaving tomorrow,” Gert said.
“You can't leave now,” Blake whispered.

But Gert was aready pulling atrunk from the corner of aroom. “We're dl leaving, Blake. I1t's Monday.
| have much to do yet at Elizabeth’ s house to get ready to sall.”

* k k %

Gertrude was opening atrunk while wearing awhite nightgown that Blake had, apparently, never
removed. Many parts of the previous night were clear. Some were shrouded in awhiskey-induced mist.
Although his mind was till foggy, he was cognizant enough to redlize he had crawled in the bed of a
virgin, under the protection of hisbest friend, and nearly raped her, while on the way to atryst with
another woman. He was as embarrassed and ashamed as he' d ever been.

It was no wonder she had cried last night. Blake had stared into her eyes, swimming with unshed tears
and afedling of unworthiness. Had she thought he wanted to go? Could he have? Certainly not when
Blake had wrapped his arms around her and pulled her atop him. She had lifted her lashes and stared at
him in wonder, her gaze traveling into his soul. Blake took ashaky bregth as he redized he could have no
more broken that connection than the physical one that they had. Whatever bond had been between
them was stronger and more satisfying than anything he had ever experienced. Had she not fdt it? Inthe
depths he had reached as he stroked her, to their shells of skin that had touched with sparks and swest.
To her mind and to her heart. To the elusive place beyond the reaches of mere release that tied them,
bound them together.

Blake knew he would have never appreciated Gertrude as arandy youth. Age had brought him
appreciation for awoman with no coy looks or practiced seduction. Just complete and unfettered
passion. A wrong turn a an incorrect portrait had spoiled him to any other woman.



But now, Blake'smind was a muddle, as the sunlight streamed in the windows. He needed to ask
questions but was unsure of how to begin. The door opened afew inches and Blake struggled to pull the
coverlet over himself. No one camein. Just along arm stretched in to drop a pile of clean clothes.
Benson.

“My vaet surely has had a stroke by now. I’ ve never ever not dept in my own bed.”

Gertrude eyed him as she folded a gown. “Dynamite wouldn’t have moved you. Y ou were snoring o
loud I thought the whole house would be awake.”

“I do not snore,” Blake said.
“Louder than afreight train coming by,” she replied.
“I fell adeep then,” Blake said and looked at her.

Gertrude smiled a soft amile. “Yes.” She bustled around the room, gathering her things and stowing them
away. Shewas staring into her trunk when she continued. “ Afterwards, after ... after it was over you
went out in an ingtant. On top of me.”

Blake' s eyes closed. He had bedded many women in hisday. They aways nodded off first. Then he
would dink about and dressto return to his own bed. But thiswasn't just any woman. Thiswas Gertrude
Finch. Anthony and Elizabeth’ sguest. A virgin.

“MissFinch, | find again | must gpolo....”

Gertrude straightened in ahurry. “Whatever you do or say, | don't care. But please, by God don't
gpologize. | have nothing to regret, nor would | want to, Sanders. Last night was beautiful and specid.
Don't dismissit withan ‘I’'m sorry’ asif you dropped avase.” Her head dropped. “Evenif itwasa
common occurrence for you, something to forget about by tomorrow, don’t cheapen my fedingswith an
apology. Please”

Gertrude' s head was bowed and her handsfolded at her waist. He was clearly out of hisdepths. There
she stood begging him to et her hang on to her memories. She would not sully them with any regrets.
And it had been specid and wonderful. More satisfying than any in hislife. He pictured her above him,
gtaring, reaching to connect with him. Would there ever be awoman again to compare to the marvel he
had just discovered? She would never know hewould always be in her debt.

“I'll never be sorry it happened, Gertrude. It was wondrous.”
She nodded and swiped away atear. “| refuseto cry, Sanders.” Gertrude said with a shaky smile.

Blake pulled a sheet around hiswaist and went to her. He touched her cheek with hishand. “Areyou all
right?Did | hurt you?’

Gertrude shook her head and smiled as she looked up at him. “Not at al.”
Blake took adeep breath and looked at her. She wastruly beautiful. Smart. Lively and eveniif it pained

him to admit it, good for his children. Honest. Passionate. They would pass dong together admirably.
And he must set thiswhole incident to rightsimmediatdly.



“We can be married quietly,” he said.
“Married? Who said anything about marriage?’ Gertrude asked.

Blake trotted away to a stack of clean clothes near the door. He shrugged into his shirt. “ There’ sasmal
chape on my grounds. It's beautiful.”

“I'm sailing for Americathe day after tomorrow,” Gertrude said in ahuff.

“WEe |l send your uncle the announcement.”

“No need to send my uncle an announcement. I’ll be seeing him in amonth.” She reached up and
draightened his cravat. “I hope Benson'salifetimeretainer. Y ou never look this doppy when he's
around.” Shetouched his cheek shyly. “Sloppy, but handsometo afault.”

A commotion outside the door brought their heads around. Blake could hear Anthony shouting and
Elizabeth’ s voice begging for quiet. Blake opened the door. “No need to make such afussin the halway,
Burroughs. Just knock.”

Gertrude hurried to pull on her flannd robe. “I'm nearly done packing, Elizabeth,” she said.

Anthony flew through the door and punched Blake in the nose. “I should call you out. But Elizabeth
won't let me so I'll satisfy myself by begating the hdll out of you. Stand up, Sanders.”

Blake steadied himsdlf against the bed and tried to catch the trickle of blood running out of hisnose. “Do
you redly want to shoot your best friend? The father of your godson?”

Elizabeth closed the door and begged for quiet. “Please. Lower your voices.”

Anthony was shaking and red-faced. “I told you, by God,” he hissed. “1 warned you not to climb under
Gertrude' s skirts and send her merrily away at the docks.” Anthony picked up Blake by the shirt. “You
deserve no lessthan agun at dawn.”

“MissFinch and | will be married as soon asmy divorceisfind. I’ ve aready told her, Burroughs.”

Tony’ s shoulders dropped. “When will that be?’

“I won't marry you, Sanders,” Gertrude said. “1 sail day after tomorrow. My plans have not changed.
Elizabeth, did | bring my white shawl hereor did | leaveit at your house?’

“MissFinch,” Blake shouted.
“Cousin Gertrude,” Anthony said in shock.
“Gert,” Elizabeth whispered. “Y ou must.”

Gertrude continued folding clothes. “I find it interesting that the man | found naked in my bed continues
to addressme as Miss Finch.” Shelooked away. “1’m not marrying him.”

Tony blustered. “Asyour guardian | must insst.” He glanced at the bed. “The deed has been done.”



“Like cloging the stable door oncethe horseisout, isn't it Anthony? | intend to sail as scheduled. There
will be no further discussion,” Gertrude said. “Out with you all. | have to get dressed.”

Elizabeth tugged Anthony out of the room. Blake stood in amazement.

“Madam, we must marry. It ismy duty as a gentleman and anoble. Things may be awkward for awhile
| grant you. But we must marry.”

“Youthink I’ll marry you and watch you hurry away to find amistress. Sorry, Sanders, you' re wrong,”
Gertrude said.

“I ... lwon't haveamistress,” Blake said.

“Oh, redlly. | thought it arequirement of every English lord. And you,” Gertrude said and poked himin
the chest, * have repeated time and again your commitment to the English aristocracy.”

“Anthony doesn’'t have amigtress. | won't either. Thistime.”

“That' s not the only reason | won't marry you.” Gertrude said in ahuff. “ Y ou are arrogant and high
handed. You livein England. I'm an American. I’ ll not give up everything | love, everything | cherish, for
aman who not only does’t love me but declared me his duty.”

Blake stared at her as she ranted. She stepped close and smiled. “I want aman who will walk the wilds
of thewest or climb amountain. Or eat over an open fire. | want aman who sets his own destiny no
meatter how trivid those dreams may appear to you. | want aman who loves me enough to meet me
hafway. The sex wasincredible, beyond my wildest dreams, Blake. But it’ s not enough.” She dropped
her head. “I’m a hopeless romantic, Sanders.”

Blake was stunned into silence and alowed himself to be escorted out of her room. He stared blankly as
the door closed behind him. The Duke of Wexford had been summarily dismissed.

* * % %

Gert took along ride the morning of her departure from Anthony and Elizabeth’s, fearing Sanders would
arrive and her determination would wilt or desert her. Their intimacy had somehow dissolved Blake's
harsh edges. Or perhaps she just viewed him in asofter light. Their arguments, as she recalled them now,
seemed closer to apirited debate. Those redlizations only served to propel her determination to sail for
home. She may in fact, befaling atiny bit in love with Sanders. What alesson in heartbresk that would
turn out to be, Gert knew. There was without adoubt, a physica attraction. What could be worse, Gert
wondered, than allowing that attraction to grow into anything more, one-sided as it would no doubt be.

“Won't you please reconsider, Gertrude?’ Elizabeth begged even as the servants strapped her luggage
to the carriage.

Elizabeth had asked this same question many times over the last two days. On their ride to Elizabeth’s
home, while Gert packed her trunk and even now as she prepared to leave. Each time Gert had
responded the same. She gpol ogized to Elizabeth for leaving Mdinda s come-out before its completion
and had tried unsuccessfully to return the wardrobe to Anthony. Both were deaf to her words. Gert
stepped up into the Burroughs' carriage. Anthony was mounted waiting for thewomento climb in.



“No, Elizabeth,” Gert repeated again.
“What if thereisachild, Gertrude?’
The thought had never occurred to her until Elizabeth had brought it up the day before. What aninny |

am, Gert thought. Encouraging women to be independent only to possibly tie herself to aman an ocean
away. Thethought had made her last goodbyes to Blake' s children bittersweet.

“I will crossthat bridgeif and when | cometoit,” Gert said.

Elizabeth gave up her quest and fell sillent beside Gert on the ride to the docks. Tony rode longside the
carriage agrim look on hisface. He blamed himsdlf, Gert knew. And she had time and again absolved
him of any wrongdoing. Shetold Elizabeth and Tony both that Blake had, yes, crawled into her bed,
unannounced, but that she had held him there. And she had no regrets. They smply refused to believe
her.

At the dock, Gert kissed Elizabeth while they both cried and hugged, promising each other atrip
someday to meet again. If nothing e se they would remain close through letters. Gert kissed Anthony’s
cheek and thanked him.

Tony pulled her close and whispered hoarsaly. “If you need anything. Money, ahome, anything. You
need do nothing more than ask.”

Gert kissed him again. “I know. And | appreciate everything you' ve done for me. But I'll befine,
Anthony.”

She turned to the gangplank while her trunks were carried up to the ship. Blake Sanders stood there.
Gert turned abrave face. “ Sanders. Y ou needn’t have madethetrip.” Blake walked to her and Gert
could see he was pale. His eyes darted and he reached for her hand.

“Gertrude.”

She struggled to meet his eye and keep her lip from trembling. “Y es?’

Blake looked over her shoulder, out to the sea anywhere but her face. “1 don't fed thereisanyway for
meto convince you to stay.”

“You can't. My mind is made up.” She watched as he began to speak only to stop abruptly and stare
into her eyes.

“I can hardly resgn mysdf to never seeing you again. | havetried. But | fear this ocean and our different
liveswill be between usforever,” Blakefdtered. “If thereisanything you ever need....”

Gert nodded as tears spilled down her face.
“You vex megredtly inthis, Gertrude.”
Gert smiled. “And you vex me aswell. We Il have memories, though, Blake. And they won't talk back.”

Blake rubbed her hand softly. “I fear | will missthe sound of your voice even asyou chastise me asyou
were wont to do often.”



“And | will missthelook of shock on your face when you caught me doing something sincerely
American,” Gert said and smiled. Shelifted her hand to hisface. “Know this. | will never ever forget you.
Even when my memory dims.”

Gert turned from Blake, waked the gangplank and never looked back. Shefdt asif she held up well to
the emotional scene but she wasterrified if shetook one morelook at his face she would drop her bag in
the bay and race to hisarms. Instead, she had stood on deck and watched England fade from view.
Nodding to other passengers and generdly acting the part of the spinster escort. She smiled rigidly and
made polite conversation.

Gert plopped on her bed in her cabin. | am agrown woman. | choseto engagein sex. | refuseto bea
ninny about it al now. Her hand wandered to her somach and she wondered if even now Blake s child
was growing there. Sheforced asmileto her lips envisioning her days and work ahead. It was easy and
true to admit the longing she had for home. Theranch. Therally to vote. Gert turned her head to the
ocean view out the small portal. Maybe she would take some time off from traveling and speech making.
A good couple of months with horses and sunsets would revive her spirits as they dways had.

Darkness had descended on the sea. Her cabin now, had a strange glow of twilight. Soft shadows
bathed in gold tones. Asif the moonlight could roll back time, Gert inhaded deeply and pictured Blake
atop her, loving her. Tears came then and she dropped to the pillow. Harsh tortured cries of amind
setting the right path and the soul and body refusing to be led.

“Why, God? Why him? Why Sanders?’ Gert cried aloud.

“MissFinch? Areyou dl right?’

“Who' sthere?” she shouted. From the corner shadows of her cabin, she saw atal thin figure emerge.
“It sme, Miss Finch. William. William Sanders. Why are you crying?’

“William! What are you doing here?’ she shouted.

He sat down across from Gertrude. “| want to see America, Miss Finch, before father setsmeto
running the edtate.”

“But, William. Y our parents are sick with worry, | am sure,” Gert said.

“I left them anote. After what Melinda said about father making her marry that viscount, | knew he'd
never let me makeatrip.”

“William. Y our father agreed to dlow Mdindato wait.”
The boy’ sfacelifted in astonishment. “He did?’

Gert nodded. She had been amazed aswell a Sanders change of heart. She had sorely migudged him
on their first meeting. Blake stalk with Mdinda had proven that.

“I"'ve made amuck of things now. Haven't 1?7

“Well, there’ s nothing to be done now. When we arrivein New Y ork, I'll arrange passage for you
back,” Gert said.



“But MissFinch, if I'vegonethat far, | truly want to see more of your country,” William said.
“Wewill see. | imagine your father’ son hisway to the States this very minute.”

William shook his head. “No. Hewill send someonefor me. | don’t know who, but he' Il not makethis
trip no matter how angry heis.”

“I don't believethat,” Gert replied.

“Youdon't know himaswell asl,” William said miserably. Thetwo sat slently. “Miss Finch, when you
first found me, what were you asking God about father for?'Y ou were crying.”

Gert blew out abreath. “That I’ d never met theman,” she said.

“My mother used to cry when she didn’t think Mdindaor | were about. | think father hurt her terribly.
Did he hurt you?’

“It isadult business, William,” Gert replied.

“It has something to do with him kissing you al thetime, does't it?” William' s eyes opened wide. “My
father didn’'t useyouill, did he, MissFinch?’

William’ stone begged for confirmation that hisfather was guiltless. “We are adults, William. It servesno
purpose for you to speculate. Whatever happened between usisnone of your affair.” William' s eyes
narrowed and Gert knew he would believe what he wanted. “ Thereisa saying in the States, William. * If
you don't like eggs, stay out of the henhouse.””

* * k* %

Blake stayed aweek in London after Gertrude' s ship sailed but not at histown home where she and
Anthony and Elizabeth had stayed for Mdinda s come-out. It held too many reminders of Gert. The
sheets she had dept on and the plates she had eaten from were dl there seemingly to remind him of the
woman who had just sailed out of hislife. He booked ahotel room. A change of scenery would bethe
thing to rally his spirits, he had told himsdif. Blake ate in the grand dining room and was nearly seduced
by ayoung widow. But at the door of her suites, he begged off. Even thelow cut of her gown, revealing
an acre of bosom had not brought atwinge to his crotch.

* k k %

One evening as he walked home from White' s, he heard his name shouted from behind. It had been a
week since Gertrude left and he now longed for home. Home and its duties. His estates needswould
flush from hismind al other thoughts. It dways had. Heturned in the dark street to see Tony running to
him.

“Burroughs? What are you doing here?’ Blake caled out.

Tony heaved abreath. “I’ ve been looking for you since last week. No on€'s seen you anywhere until |
chanced to stop at White's. Y our staff only said you were staying in town. Where have you been?’

“Taking amuch needed rest at the Savoy. I'm leaving for Wexford House tomorrow.” Anthony’ s eyes



seemed wild. “What' sthe matter, Tony?’
“Let’'stdkindgde” Anthony said asthey entered the hotdl.

Blake ushered Anthony to his suites and poured brandy. “Y ou look like you need this, Burroughs.
Elizabeth’ sdright, isn't she?’

“Fine”
Blake sspinetingled. “What isit then?’

“I don’t know how to tell you, Blake,” Anthony said.

Blake gulped and hisface whitened. “ The children. Arethe children dright?’

Tony’s head didn’t move. “No.”

Blakejumped from his seat and grabbed hisfriend by thearms. “What isit?’
“William”

“What' s happened then? Did hefdl riding? Ishe sck? Tell me, man,” Blake screamed.
“He sgone,” Anthony replied.

Blake blinked. “What do you mean gone?’

Anthony pulled aletter from his pocket. “ He s been gone for aweek. We ve been frantic, searching for
you and for him. Benson found thisin your roomstoday. It had fallen behind the dresser.”

Blake opened the letter and saw his son’ swriting. His hands shook and he roared.

Chapter Ten
Blakerode hell bent for leather with Anthony by his side. When Benson opened the door, Mdinda
threw hersdlf inhisarms.
“Daddy! What did the letter say? Uncle Anthony wouldn’t let us openit.”

When he untangled himsdf he saw the rest of hisguests. All worried and grim faced. Elizabeth, Donald,
Briggs, Mrs. Wickham. To the sde stood Ann, a stout man and Lady Katherine.

Hisex-wife cameforward. “Tell us, Blake. Please,” Ann begged.



“He' ssafe. For now. Let me change and we' Il discussit thelibrary.” Blake eyed Ann and her
tear-stained face. The stout man approached.

“I’'m Angus McDondd. If it means you' re more comfortable and Ann can say, I'll leave. I'll do what
you ask, anything if it meansrdief for Ann and the rescue of your boy.”

Blake heard the soft brogue and met McDondd' s eye. The man didn’'t waver aninch. “Stay. The
children need their mother,” Blake said to Ann’ sred face now buried in the burly man’s shoulder.

McDonald made one quick nod.

Blake returned to the library quickly. Every head turned and conversation stopped when he entered.
“William ison aship bound for America”

There was silence and then atorrent of questions. Had he been kidnapped? What did the | etter say?
Was there aransom note? Why America? Blake held hishand up for silence. “William is a stowaway.
On Gertrude Finch’ sship.”

“My grandson does not need to be astowaway. He could buy the damn boat if he wanted,” Lady
Katherine said. “Oh, don't look at melike that, Ann. | can swear like adocks man whenriled.”

The only onein the room not talking and shouting questions was Melinda. She was stone-faced, rubbing
her handsin her l1ap. Blake went to sit beside her. He picked up her hand, now trembling. “Tell me,
Melinda. What do you know?’

Mdinda s eyes darted to dl those around her. “It ismy fault.” She burst into tears.

Ann sat on the other side of her daughter. “Why do you say that, dear?’

The girl struggled and whimpered. “I was so mad at you, Father, when you told me | had to marry the
Crawford viscount.”

Blake met Ann’s eyes over Melinda s head and saw the censure there. “1 told you, Melinda. You
needn’t hurry with amarriage,” hesad.

“Before you talked to me that night when Miss Finch wasthere, | spoketo William,” Mdindasaid.
Ann brushed hair away from her daughter’ sface. “What did you say?’

Melinda dropped her head. All was quiet in the room. Blake and Ann leaned close to hear her tortured,
whispered words.

“William was so excited about the tales Miss Finch had told of the States. He told me that he was going
to ask to vigt there before going to the university,” Mdindabegan. “ He was furious you made him come
home the night of my come-out. He wanted to stay and listen to Gertrude and Fawcett.”

Blake waited. “Go on.”
Melinda stood and faced her parents. “I told him you would never let him.” Shelooked at Blake. “ That

you would never let your heir out of your sight and control. Thet ... that there was nary a prayer of you
letting him see anything but what you wanted him to see”



Blake looked past and through al in the room. He knew Mdinda’ s predictions were true. He wouldn’t
have let William go and his son knew the truth with his sster’ swords. The only chance William had of
fulfilling this dream was to escape. Exactly what he had done. He heard Lady Kathering' s harrumph.

“I wouldn't have let him,” Blake whispered.

“Treated your children and wife the same, Sanders. Prisonersto what you thought would bring you
gpprova from the crowd of jackalsin London,” Lady Katherine said.

Blake looked at Ann. She did not speak. Her eyes dropped.

“Wel no use squandering time over your bad habits and faults, Sanders. What will you do about
William?" Lady Katherine said and arched abrow.

Ann turned to Elizabeth. “Will thiswoman, Gertrude Finch, watch out for William?* Ann asked.

Elizabeth nodded. “ She' Il be shocked, to be sure, to find him. But Gertrude will guard him asif he were
her own. She' s sensible and smart.”

Anthony sat down besde Ann. “I was't sure | liked her when shefirst arrived. But sheisloya and
true.” Anthony covered Ann’'s hand. “ She'll take care of William. No need to worry on that score.”

“Was she the one that helped with Mdinda' s come-out, Mother?” Ann asked.

Lady Katherine nodded. “Did afine job, too, for being an American. Cut Fitzmontique to the quick at
the Smithly ball.” The old woman chuckled. “ Said she didn’t dance with men who wore women' s hair.”

“I think | like her dready,” Ann replied and grinned shakily to Angus McDondd.

“Oh, you would like her, Mother,” Melindasaid. “ She has odd ideas to be sure but she was kind to me,
listening to me bemoan my problems. And then just as quickly told meto forget what society thinks and
hold my head up.”

Ann |looked at her daughter. Her eyes dropped inworry. “Y ou mean after ... after | went back to stay
with Mother.”

Melindanodded. “I wasfeding sorry for mysdlf the day | met her at Elizabeth’s. But she buoyed my
spiritsadmirably and | invited her to dinner.” Melindalaughed then and leaned forward to spesk a
confidencein aroom full of people. “ Father kissed her and she punched him in the nose. She marched
into the house and drank a glass of whiskey.” Mdinda' s eyes opened wide. “ Oh, dear.”

Ann'seyesreveded her shock. “Pardon?’

Elizabeth moved her skirts. “Kissed her again in the foyer of the London home. | thought poor Mrs.
Wickham would have an gpoplexy.”

“No need to discussthislout’s poor behavior. He slucky he il lives” Anthony said.

Ann looked a Blake. “What el 27’



“Thisisof no consequence. | have no intentions of discussing thiswith any of you,” Blake said ashe
stood.

Ann looked at Elizabeth. “He kissed her in the foyer?’

“And here down by the lake. She was going to climb the ladder to see Dondd’ stree house. We
watched from the window asthey argued. And then, hejust kissed her,” Elizabeth explained with a
grug.

“Anthony. Cometo my study, please,” Blake said siffly and hurried from the room.
“Then helovesher,” Ann said softly.
Elizabeth nodded. “To be certain. And shehim.”
Ann sat back in her chair, eyeswide. “Oh, my.”
* ok Kk
Anthony and McDonad stepped into Blake' s office. They seated themselves across from him.
“Who will you send to fetch William?” Anthony asked.

Heeyed McDondd. “1 don’t know. And I’'m not sure | wish to discussit with my wife sfuture
husband,” Blake said.

“Gaveyou leaveto kick me out earlier, Sanders. But truth be known we' rein thistogether,” the
Scotsman said.

“And how’sthat,” Blake growled.

“Heisyour son and your responsbility, aye. But he s Ann’s son too and | cannot abide her suffering. |
will go for thelad if you wish,” McDonadd said.

“I know aman in London. Completely trustworthy to fetch William. Would keep this quiet, Blake,”
Anthony said.

“Asif | care what anyone knows. He' smy son and I’ ve driven him away. | deserve every censurell
receive,” Blake said wearily.

“There s no chance this American coerced the boy?” McDonald asked. “1 know you would pay
handsomely for hisrecovery.”

Blake stood and |eaned over the desk in afury. “Do not dare besmirch Miss Finch. She'snot but an
innocent inthisaffair. Don't ever imply otherwise.”

McDonad raised his brows and glanced at Anthony. Tony cocked his head and smiled. “ Forgive me,
Sanders. | know her not and should have never questioned your assessment,” McDonald stated.

“Damnright, McDondd.” Blake ran hisfingersthrough his hair and dropped in his seet. “ She'safine
woman.”



“Smart, too. Dumped this dunderhead with no more than a by-your-leave even after he bedded her,”
Anthony continued glibly.

McDondd covered his mouth with his hand.

“Burroughs. Y ou insolent ass. Gertrude and my persond affairs are not to be bandied about,” Blake
shouted. He turned to McDonad. “I' m asking you as a gentleman to not repeet thistae.” Blake's
shoulders dropped. “1 would not want Meindato know | used Miss Finch so poorly. She adoresthe
woman.”

Anthony and McDonad |eft the room quietly. Worry over William filled his mind. Gertrude had told
them of Indian tribes and bandits aswell asthe ever-wonderful sunsets. Should he send Anthony’ s agent
or alow McDondd to go? He had still not decided. Dinner was a somber affair. Blake had relented and
alowed Mdindato ask her mother and McDonad to stay. He heard little of the conversation though.
After dinner he found himsdf facing Angus McDondd.

“My Ann wishesto spesk to you privately,” the man growled.
Blake raised hisbrows. “ Oh?’

McDondd leaned close with asmile on hisface for the guests around. * Dunna hurt that woman. It would
worry me greatly to kill her children’ sfather.”

Blake threw the man a haughty glance. “Y our burr reveals your distress, McDonad. But what do you
think? | would strangle my children’ s mother in the room next to where Mdinda plays the pianoforte?’

McDondd seyeswerelike blue stedl. “Nay, | don't think you'd hurt her physicaly. But your words and
actions have cut her to the bonein the past. | won't have the woman | cherish above all things suffer from
your arrogance.”

Blake knew the man meant every word. McDonald would kill him with those grest burly hands of hisif
he distressed Ann in any way. Hewas't afraid, but in an odd way admirable of the man to threaten a
peer of the realm in his own home over the tender fedings of awoman.

“I will be charming to afault,” Blake said.

“Good then. Just pretend my Annisyour own woman. The American. Be mindful of what you would
want any man to say to her,” McDonad said, straightened his coat and turned to nod a Ann.

Blake fdt the dight pressure of Ann’s hand on hisarm and led her to the morning room. McDondd's
warning whirled in his head. Gertrude? His woman? The Scotsman must be mad indeed. Even after his
offer of marriage, she had steadfastly refused to yield.

Ann smiled a him in away he had not witnessed in years. Without scorn or worry or saf-loathing.
“Angusfdt the need to speak to you. Heisvery protective of me.”

“Asl can see. Asmuch of an assas|’ve been over the years, Ann,” Blake said. “I never really set out
to hurt you.”

“I know, Blake. Nor | you,” Ann said.



“Our concern now must of course be William.”
“| agree. What are you thinking of doing?’ Ann asked.

“Anthony hasaman in London he would trust with Elizabeth’slife. I'll either send him or let McDonald
go. He offered you know,” Blake said.

“Blake.” Ann said and stepped to him. “I’ ve made few requests of you over the years. But | will beg one
now. | think you should go to the Statesto get William.”

“I’vethought of it, Ann. But | can hardly leave the etate for three or more months.” Blake turned to the
window. “Although it bothers me greetly to have William brought home by astranger.”

“Angusisnot astranger to William,” Ann said softly.

“I know but somehow | fed that thismessis of my own doing rather than through any fault of Mdinda's.
Although | fed I’d nearly strangle the boy for the worry he' s caused me. Maybe the time together would

do Williamand | good.”
Ann’'s eyeswidened.
Blakewaved hishand. “Yes, yes| know. I’ ve been rather recalcitrant in the past to admit mistakes.”

“There are few guiddinesfor raising children, Blake. We do as our parents did, minus the mistakes
hopefully.” Ann lifted her chin. “I think our children areturning out quite well for al the bother we' ve

been to them.”
Blake smiled. “I supposeyou'reright.”

“But, Blake, you've never been farther than London. How will you ever fare dlone? Being aduke will
count for naught in America,” Annsad.

“I am not completely usdless, Ann. | imagine!’ll find my way to Miss Finch’sand be ableto bring
William home,” Blakereplied.

“What will you say to her?” Ann said hands folded at her waist.

Blake turned from the window he' d been staring out of. “ Say to whom?”

“Because we are no longer married, do not discount the seventeen yearswe were. | know you well,
Blake Sanders. Miss Finch has set you in atizzy. Why kissing the woman in front of everyoneisso unlike
you | can hardly imagineit. But Elizabeth tells meit’ strue. As does Anthony and Melinda. And Mrs.
Wickham and Benson. And even Donald,” Ann said with awave of her hand.

“Must you recount my gross mortification with every witnessto my folly?” Blake asked.

Ann stepped close to Blake. “Look mein the eye, Blake. Tell meyou fed nothing for Miss Finch.
Y ou'velied to me many times over the years. Some | recognized. Some | choseto ignore. Butinthis|
don't believe you can hide your fedings.”



Blake stared out the window. He had been convincing himself al week with some limited success that
Gertrude' sleave taking was for the best by rdiving their arguments and recounting her odd manner of
dress and manners. He hardly wanted awife. But then her stern protection of Mdindaand how she had
charmed William and Donad crept back through hismind. And the night of their lovemaking that haunted
his thoughts every waking minute.

“I just don’t understand mysdlf. She drove me nearly mad with her dismissd of things | have believed in
my whole life. She'san American, for God' s sakes, Ann. Sherefused to ride Sdesaddle. She wearsthe
oddest clothes. And that accent of hers, dear Lord. As she prattles along endlessdy over women'’ sright to
vote. But dill, even with dl of this....” Blaketraled avay.

“You love her then,” Ann said softly.

Blaketurned dismissvely. “Hardly love. One night hardly credits....”

Annraised her brows.

“1 suppose Elizabeth could not wait to gpprise you of that unfortunate scene,” Blake said.

“The picture Elizabeth painted was one | could hardly imagine. She was quite mortified actualy to find
you standing there with just your handsto, well....”

“| did ask Miss Finch to marry me,” Blake said.
“I' know,” Ann admitted with anod.
Blake plopped down in achair. “ She brushed me aside asif | werelint on her dress”

“Gertrude Finch hardly sounds the kind of woman to dismissyou out of hand. But knowing you aswell
as| do | can only imagine your choice of words,” Ann said.

“It'snot in meto wax poeticaly. | waswilling to do the right thing. Do my duty. She' sa stubborn, willful
woman,” Blakesaid.

Annwalked to the chair Blake was seated in and laid her hand on his shoulder. “Go to America. Fetch
William home.” She went to the door. With her hand on the knob, she turned. “ And Blake. Don't be
such afool with Miss Finch as you were with me. It does the Duke of Wexford little credit to repeet his
mistakes”

* * * %

Blake decided to take Ann’ s advice, forgo Tony’ s offer and go for William himself. His preparationsfor
the trip to the States were made easier with Angus McDona d' s help. Ann planned to marry below her
gatusin society but well her equa in fortune. McDondd' s ample wed th was apparently made shipping
goods across the ocean. Hisfleet of ships attested to his success. Mdinda had insisted on postponing her
come-out. Although Blake knew she was disappointed, he could hardly say he was. It would ease his
worries, an ocean away, about what mischief his beautiful daughter would get into. She and Dondd
would stay with their mother & McDonad' s Scotland home.

Mdindawas excited to make thetrip after Ann told her stories of McDonadd' sfamily and the people
she would meet. Society there offered many parties and entertainment that would keep ayoung, single



girl amused for months. McDonad eased hisworries by declaring to guard Mdindawith hislife.

“Our rulesaren't as drict and silly asEngland’s, but afool I'm not. Many young lads will take one look
at the girl and be besotted from the start. | have a daughter one year younger than Mdindaand it will
take every bit of my time and energy to keep up with them. But doiit, | will. My daughter Clairewill
benefit from Ann’singtruction aswdll. | want leave from you to do as| think proper for Mdinda. I'll
guard her asif shewere my own but | cannot do it if she appealsto you onawhim,” McDonald said as
he drank whiskey with Anthony and Blake.

Blake studied McDonald. It irked him to no end to give up control of his children. The future of his
family. But he knew the man’ s requests were reasonable. Mdinda could certainly make life miserable on
occasion if shedidn’t get her own way. He didn't think McDonald would let afew tears or apouting lip
sway him to acquiesce.

“I'll make Mdindaaware that you arein chargewhile I’ m gone. If the rules are set before she arrives|
think thingswill befine” Blake said.

“Good. Theré'll be no mischief on my watch,” McDonad replied.

“When do you leave, Blake?” Anthony asked.

“Intwo days.”

“I'm 4till willing to go, if you' ve changed your mind,” Anthony offered.

“And have you whine and worry about Elizabeth the wholetime? | think not,” Blake replied.
“Y ou're set on taking the entourage as well, Angus hasinformed me,” Tony said.

“Hardly an entourage,” Blake said.

“I’ve been to the States. Tried to tell the man, | did, leave the trappings of England behind. Will make
him gtick out like a Scotsman in Paris,” Angus replied, flat lipped.

“I'm only taking Benson,” Blake added.

“And the carriage,” Tony said.

“How dsewill | get to MissFinch's?’

“I told you man, take therails or stagecoach,” Angus replied shaking his head.

“Remarkable.” Tony stared at Blake, afinger on hislip. “A foray to thewildernesswill include a
groomsman, three footmen and avaet. In ashining black barouche with the Wexford sedl certainly

taunting every blackguard for miles. Have you updated your will?’

Blake did not smile. “Y es, asamatter of fact | have. But not for the reason you think. | will return
carrying William by the scruff of hisshirt in one piece, | assureyou.”

“Anniswdl provided for.” Angus said and leaned back in hischair. “I assume you took her portion out
of your will.”



“No, | didn’t,” Blake said.

Anthony turned in hischair. “ Surely your man of business advised you to settle any of Ann’ s entitlements
on the children since sheisto marry.”

Blake tapped his cheek. “Truth betold | hadn’t thought of it.”

Anthony looked at him strangely and stood to refill his glass. He turned back clearly puzzled. “ Granted |
was goading you when | remarked on your will but snce you’ ve admitted you changed it and Ann's
portion wasn't the cause, | am baffled.”

Blake straightened his pants and stared out the window. He mumbled words under his hand.

“Pardon, Blake,” Anthony said. “I can’t hear you.”

“Isit necessary for everyone, including my wife' s new husband to know of my folly?” Blake whined.
“I'll leave, Sanders, if you have something to discuss with Burroughs,” McDonad said over hisdrink.
“No, no, McDonald. We still have things to confirm about the crossing.” Blake sat dlent then. His brow
lifted and he occasionally shook hishead or nodded to himsalf. Waging awar of consciencein hismind.
Tony should know. And if McDonad were his children’ s guardian with Tony he should know aswell.

“I'veincluded a clause to settle money on any heirs| am currently unaware of.”

Anthony Burroughs sat speechless. “Then you' reworried Gertrude is expecting your child,” he
whispered.

Blake shrugged.
“‘Twas only onetime, from what | understand,” McDonad said.

“Elizabeth said Gertrude told her you passed out cold afterwards,” Tony added and scowled. “1 admit |
ill would like to kill you with my bare hands.”

“If each of you would check the date of my marriage and the date of my daughter’ s birth, you would
notice exactly nine months between the two events.”

McDonad pursed hislipsand stared at his drink. Tony fidgeted and frowned.

“If thereisany chance ason or daughter of mine was conceived | must ensure their well-being,” Blake
added.

Tony’s head nodded with asnap. “ Y es, considering their mother will be aone and defenseless.
Unmarried and at the mercy of gossip and censure. Y es, quite the gentlemanly thing to do.”

McDondd raised red bushy brows. “Tis exactly this conversation | pray would never include Meindaor
Clairé sname,” the Scotsman said weskly.

The thought of Mdindain this same Stuation made Blake' s sscomach roll. “I did offer to marry Miss
Finch,” Blakesad.



“Maybethe answer will be different if thereisababe,” McDonad offered.
“I have no intentions of humiliating mysdlf further by offering again,” Blake said.

Tony sat forward in hischair. “Loving awoman isno humiliation, Blake.” He waited for areply. When
none came he sat back. “Perhaps I’ ve been mistaken. If you truly loved her you would ask with your
dying breath and still pray for her response.”

“Love, love, you prattle on about. Love is messy and makes men act thefool. Like you, too,
McDonad.” Blake said as he stood. “Whimpering and cowering to some skirt' s request. Makes men
forget what their duty is”

“Bugger England, then, | say,” Tony said.

“Y ou are a perfect example. Y ou would not besmirch our homeland otherwise,” Blake said.

“Ah, but what is country and duty without love? They are meaningless without it,” McDondd said.
“And even from the brawny Scotsman. Y ou’ ve both been addled,” Blake said.

“Y ou mistake my meaning, Blake,” Tony said. “ Y our duty asyou cal it has been to marry, keep a
mistress and worry prodigioudy over the knot in your tie. Y ou will die knowing nothing ese.”

Blake blustered now, angry at hisfriend’ swords. “ Thisis twice now you have seen fit to reduce my
existence to naught but apile of nonsense.”

“Yesand what of it, Blake?’ Tony shouted. “Y ou il refuse to find anything more worthwhile than your
bloody title. Take achance, Blake. Take a chance that thereis more for you. A woman you love and
who loves you and might, just might, mean more to you than your horses and what the town gossips say.
London and itsworrieswill be but aspeck in history when you rot in your grave.”

Blake' s mouth twitched as he watched Tony storm from the room shaking windows as he dammed the
door. McDondd followed. Blake was shaken to the core. Anthony had known him hisentirelife. They
had stood at each other’ swedding. Tony was godfather to his heir. The thought that the man closest to
him hiswhole life thought so little of him left him rattled. When had things changed? Blake harrumphed.
When Tony had grown up and |eft me behind unable to fathom life' s purpose? Most likely the day he met
Elizabeth. And what of the chances Tony spoke of ? The chance to find something that meant more. What
if he gambled his heart on awoman and found she did not return hisregard? What then?

His one night with Gertrude, even drunk, had frightened him sorely. Even now it was hard to admit to
himself it had not been the vessdl that haunted him and left him aching. Not the body that had received
his. It had been the woman. Pure and smple. The whole woman, body, soul, heart and mind. But
Gertrude had made clear she was not interested. Not in him. What if helaid hisfedings, whatever they
may be, out for her perusa? She would regject him as she had done time and again. But what of that
chance Tony spoke of ? What of the chance, however dim, that she would not rebuff him? What would
lay ahead of him then?

An hour later, Blake rodeto Tony’ s home. He found hisfriend near his stables, mucking out stdls, of all
things. “The smdl from you will keep Elizabeth away for days.”



Tony turned around with astart. He leaned on the handle of the pitchfork he held. “When | get angry
and say stupid things, the best remedy for meiswork. An unpleasant chore preferably.”

“I will remember that in the future,” Blake replied as he ambled into the barn.

Tony ran his hand through hishair. “I'm sorry, Blake. | spoke out of turn. As Elizabeth pointed out | am
hardly the oneto point fingers.”

Blake shrugged and looked away. “1 know not who | am, Tony. Other than my father’sson. I've
managed to bungle my last twenty years. | haven't aclue how to avoid past mistakes.”

Tony sat down on baled hay. “Not true. Y ou’ ve been agood father to your children. | am fairly petrified
I’ll not do aswell.”

“I’ve been afair father to the children, Tony.” Blake heaved asigh. “But for the wrong reasons. And as
they grow older | hope they know how to be something other than my child.”

“I would hate for usto part on bad terms. Especidly with William’ swelfare on your mind. Do you
accept my apology, Sanders?” Anthony asked.

“1 do.” Blake wandered the stable. Touching the soft nose of amare and the cool leather of saddles. His
back wasto Tony when he asked, “ The chance you spoke of . Isthere any hope of a chance for mewith
Miss Finch?’ Blake turned then to face hisfriend. “ And is she the chance | should take?’

“Don’t saddle me with that puzzle, Sanders.” Tony picked up his discarded pitchfork and began to turn
graw. “You'll figureit out on your own, | dare say.”

“Keep your eye on things for mewhile!l’m gone.”

“I'll have your back, Sanders. Safe passage to you.”

Chapter Eleven

Six weeks on aship with William Sanders had proved trying. The young man had charmed the toughest
sailor and succeeded in scaring Gert half to death. Climbing mastsin bare feet and charging about the
ship asif hewas on agrand adventure. Of course the small amount of things he had packed, were ruined
thefirst week. A cabin boy near his age gave him ragged shirts and tight pants. He wore them with pride.
His skin had gone from sun red to golden brown. He answered only to Will.

The captain of the ship had been quite unhappy to discover the ssowaway. William, Will now, had
handed over adiamond stickpin and the man’ s mouth dropped. Typica mae, Gert thought, one change
of underclothesin hisleather bag and a piece of jewdry that Gert was sure would pay his passage three
times. She complained to him handing apiece of hisinheritance avay on awhim.



“Got it for my last birthday, Miss Finch. | didn’t mean to bring it. Must have been stuck in my bag.” Will
grinned. “But | am most happy it wasthere.”

“Isthere another cabin William can Say in, Captain?’ Gert asked.

“We'redl full, Miss Finch. He either stays here or with the crew. There' saspare cot in the hold,” the
man sad.

William’ s eyes widened. “With the crew. Yes, Sir.” But he sobered quickly enough. “1 don't like the idea
of MissFinch being aonethough.”

The captain turned astern face. “ Are you implying, boy, an unescorted woman is unsafe on my ship?’

Gert knew Will was unaccustomed to but few telling him what to do or questioning hiswords. He
surprised her with his response.

“No, I'mnot, sir. But I'll bloody the nose of any man who bothers her. Just want to be clear on that
point,” Will sad, dtretching to his near six foot.

The captain’slook was astonishment. He chuckled and dapped Will on the back. “Come on then, son,
I’1l show you where to bed. Now some of the crew are rough men, boy. Best not expect any specia
treatment. And | would respond with ayessir or no sir regardless of who asks. Y ou may beaduke's
sonin England but if you' re staying with them the only rank that counts are years on the sea.”

William was smiling broadly as he hurried to gather histhings.

Three weeksinto their crossing they had run into aterrible slorm. Gert had |ooked everywhere for
William, swaying and bumping into walls as the ship pitched. She ran into a soaked, worried looking
sailor and asked if he'd seen Will. “Yes,” the man had replied. “He' s on deck doing what he' stold.”

Gert could have fainted. William Sanders, the son of aduke, would have no ideawhat to do. He could
be swept overboard. Gert paced her room and fell adeep before dawn as the sea smoothed. She came
awake to aknock.

Gert pulled the door open. Will stood there. Bedraggled, tired and soaked. Grinning asif he'd just won
ahorse race. She wrapped her arms around him. “William, | was so worried. | didn’t know what to
think.” He untangled himsdlf from her embrace and Gert noticed the cabin boy, Bart, sanding behind
Will.

“I'm fine, Miss Finch. I'm sorry | worried you but the captain put Bart and | to atask.” William puffed
up mightily. “Every able hand was needed last night.”

Gert heard the pridein hisvoice. Her lip trembled as it had been doing more often than not of late and
tearsfilled her eyes. “1f anything would have happened to you, Will, | could have never faced your
father,” shesad.

“I’'mfine. The captain told usto go below deck and deep. Bart and | aretired to the bone. I'll check on
you later,” Will sad.

Gert plopped down wearily and pulled the chamber pot out from under her bunk. With little fanfare she
threw up as she had been doing every morning for the last week. She was hardly sea sick, she knew. She



had sailed the whole way to England without even aflinch of nausea. And she felt fine otherwise. Gert
prayed every night for her monthly to come. It did not. Plenty of time, she consoled hersdlf. Just atouch
of illnessshe'd picked up. That would explainit al. But what would explain the tightening of the skin
across her belly? Or her enlarged and tender breasts? She was pregnant.

Gert was sure Will knew something was amiss. He had found her on deck, at therall, tearsfaling hard
and fast. Will had touched her arm and looked worried. The same worried expression she' d seen on his
father. That had made her cry harder ill.

“What isit, Miss Finch? Pray tell me,” William had asked.

Before Gert could fathom her words and how silly they sounded she blurted out the cause of her tears.
“That bird just swooped down from nowhere and plucked afish from the ocean. Just killed it.”

Will was confused. “‘ Twas just afish, Miss Finch. The birds have to est aswell.”

Gert blubbered and ran to her cabin.

She had become a crying, emotional wreck. One day determined to never alow Blake near her child.
By evening, she was sure she would hurl hersdlf in the ocean if she never saw him again. Gert tried to
focus on the ranch. It would be her solace, her retreat and by the end of her trip she knew she must let
Will escort her home. She was so exhausted that evening she had fallen adeep at the captain’ stable
shortly after soup was served. Some days she barely got out of bed. And she must get William’s oath to
not reved his connection to Blake. Uncle Fred would question Will when he found out her condition and
surely Will would repest the tales of her and Blake' s kisses. Uncle Fred would board the next ship,
shotgun in hand and shoot Blake through the heart. Gert burst into tears as the scenario played out in her

head.

Gert asked William to come to her cabin one day out of the New Y ork harbor. She paced the room,
trying to come up with away to explainit al to afourteen year-old boy. Will watched her. “Ah, William,
ah, I've decided you should go with meto my uncl€ sranch.”

Will jumped from his seat and whirled around. “How grand. A ranch.”
“Now William....”
“Will, please.”

“Will then. Thereisareason | need escorted. Otherwise I’d put you on the next boat back to England,”
Gert sad.

“What reason, Miss Finch?’

Gert hed her hands at her somach and willed hersdlf not to itch the tightened skin. 1’ ve been fedling
poorly.”

Will’ sface sobered and he ran to the door. “I'll get the ship’ s doctor, right away.”

“Sit down,” Gert screamed. Her moods swung from tears, to near hysteriato unholy, unaccountable
wrath. “I’'m sorry, Will. | didn’t mean to shout.”



Will sat. “Do you know what’ s the matter?” he asked quietly.

She nodded. “Y ou remember Lady Burroughs?’

“Uncle Anthony’ swife? Of course. What about her?’

“ She' sbeen feding poorly too.”

Will smiled and blushed. “That’ s because she’ s going to have ababy, Miss Finch.”

“Uhhuh.”

Will’ s heed tilted and then his eyes widened. “ Are you saying you' refedling poorly like Aunt Elizabeth?’
“Uhhuh.”

“But you' re not married, Miss Finch,” William whispered.

Gert closed her eyes. To hear it said so baldly undid her. “1 know that.”

Will sat a the samdl tablein the cabin, drumming hisfingers. He was nearly bursting with questions, Gert
knew. She watched him, so like hisfather trying to work through to answers. She knew he had figured it
al out when hefaced her.

“Father,” Will bresthed.

Gert swallowed. “It isof great importance you do not reved to my Uncle Fred whom you suspect.”
Will’ sface was a hard mask. “Would he wish to kill the son of a bitch, too?’

“William, your language.” Gert camed hersdf and sat down. “Y our father asked meto marry him. | said
no.”

“WI,1y?1
“Y our father doesn’t love me. We're not suited,” Gert replied.
“Suited enough, I'd say,” William said.

“Bevery careful, William. There are reasons and circumstances you don't understand. I’ll not have you
judgemeor him.”

“I’ll not judge you. But my father, well,” William trailed away.

“Inany case, | will need your help. I'm not feding well enough to make the journey done. Y ou will
promise me not to tell anyone of this.” William looked at her. “Promise me, William.”

“I promise, Miss Finch. And I'll seeyou safdly home,” William turned hishead. “But I'll never say |
won't bloody Father’ snosewhen | seehim.”

William trailed close to Gert from that moment on.



* k *x %

Blake strip with Benson across the Atlantic was cam. The seas were still and blue and McDondd had
seen to ther every need. Blake could barely drag himself to the cabin every night for watching the sunset
and smdlling the sdlt in the air. He had not traveled much as ayouth and once married, confined himself to
London’ sdiversions. Benson inssted on being butler aswell asvalet and served teaiin his cabin every
day a three. Thewiry man’s pained confession that his much coveted tin of English cakeswas near
empty set asmileto Blake sface. Seemed silly to St in the smdl but well-decorated cabin in the middle
of the day to sp teaand crunch stale cookies with Benson standing rigidly near the door.

“We can forgo afternoon tea, my good man,” Blake said magnanimoudly.

“Oh, but, Your Grace, | promised Mrs. Wickham and Briggs | would keep every thing the samefor
you,” Benson said. “Asyou' re accustomed to.”

“Why’sthat?’ Blake asked and sat back to stretch hislegs.

“Wadl, well,” Benson stuttered, “’tis commonly known you didike change of any sort, Sir. Thistrip alone
must be grestly taxing to you asit is”

“Don't like change, Benson?1’m hardly rigid,” Blake said withasmile.
Benson did not reply.
“Out with it man. Why do you say that? | give you leave to spesk fredy,” Blake said.

“Wall, Your Grace, your shirts have been made to the same specifications at the sametailor for aslong
as|’ve been with you. Nearly eighteen years now. Cook serves oatmed every morning, lamb on
Thursday, chicken on Wednesday and well you know the menu, sir. The duchess wanted to redecorate
rooms but you shook your head that day. The concession being she would order new carpets and settees
aslong asthey were exactly the same pattern and style as the worn ones. When Wilson, the old butler,
took sick you pensioned him off but insisted he sit by the door if he could. He died there.”

Blake tapped the table. “Hated the thought of coming home and not seeing his craggy old face.”

Benson smiled haf-heartedly. “ So you see Briggs and Mrs. Wickham inssted | continue the traditions
you' re accustomed to.”

Was he as set in hisways as Benson described? Of course. But then what explained the thrill he felt
watching the sailsrise? Or pictured the city, anew city that was his destination. Why did the dread he' d
been fedling prior to sailing been replaced with anticipation? Why did the wind on his face make his heart
skip ashetrilled dong merrily to the sailor’ swhistling tunes? Maybe it wastime. Indeed, it wastimeto
gretch hiswingsin thisway. He was not even forty. Not too old to shed the cloistering baggage of
peerage for the windswept cloak of wanderer. At least for the three monthsit would take to bring
William home.

“Benson. Have you ever been on atrip like this?” Blake asked.

“No, sr,” thevdet replied.



“Neither havel. And | have agreat desire to enjoy thistrip. Even the difficult changes we may be forced
to endure. | think we should set our caps to see as much as possible, do as much as possible before we
lay for home again.” Blakelooked at his servant’s shocked face. “ Twill be quite astory to tell to your
grandchildren, would it not?’

“| suppose o, Sir,” Benson said.

“Come on then, man,” Blake said as he curled ahand around Benson' s neck. Blake pulled him to the
small portal of hiscabin. “Let the seastake usto explore.”

* * * %

A week later, Benson and Blake departed the ship at the busy New Y ork harbor. There was a massive
crush of bodies and the permeating odor of cooked cabbage. He looked back to the ship he'd arrived
on and the gately picture it made even with its massive sails wound tight to their holdings. He would miss
the smdll of sdt air and the brassfittings and the polished wood. His heart pounded and he redlized it was
from excitement. He had sailed the sea and arrived in an unknown land. Blake had Benson seeto the
unloading of the trunkswhile he made hisway through the mass of humanity to the shipping office.

“My good man. | need to inquire about my horses and carriage. They were shipped on board the
McDonad ship, Isabelle. They should have arrived aweek ago,” Blake said to the harried clerk.

“TheIsabelleran into astorm at sea. She was damaged and off course. We had word today she
docked in South Caralina.”

“South Carolina?’ Blake asked.
“Yes, sr. Now if you'll excuse me, I’ ve got much to get done.”

“How do | get word to my groomsman? Will someone see to getting them here properly?’ Blake
continued.

“The Isabelleis severely damaged. | imaginethey’ll be busy for now. Thetelegram said they’ d arrive
hereing de the month.”

“But that’ sthree weeks!” Blake shouted.

The clerk lifted his hands and motioned to the man behind Blake to step forward. Blake wasjostled
asdeinto the blinding sun. He shaded his eyeswith his hand and looked for Benson. The valet sat atop
one of the trunks watching the coming and goings like agreen boy.

“We'rein abit of amess, Benson,” Blake said as he gpproached.

The valet looked at Blake, sartled, and then hurried to stand. “Why isthat, Y our Grace?’

“The Isabellawas caught in astorm. The carriage and the groomsmen arein some town called South
Cardlina”

“Whereisthat, Y our Grace?’

“I confess | haven't aclue. The shipping agent said it would be three weekstill the boat getsto New



York.” Blake shielded his eyes from the sun.
“What will we do, Your Grace?’ Benson asked.
“Let usget acarriagefor hireand find ahotd. | admit I'm famished.”

Benson hailed asmall carriage. The driver and he talked. The valet turned and walked back to Blake
amiling. “I’ll get thetrunks, sr. HE |l take usto the finest hotel intown.”

Blake clapped Benson on the back. “There you see, old man. We will solve our problems onething a a
time”

Benson heaved atrunk on his shoulder and Blake picked up hisvalise. They turned to the carriage only
to seetwo young men climbing in.

“Hey, there,” Benson shouted. “ That carriage istaken.”

Neither driver nor passengers wasted a glance back. Benson went in search of another carriage while
Blake sat down on histrunks and surveyed the dock. Sailors, businessmen, families and loose women al
merged together. Men hawked wares to travel ers and mother’ s wiped children’ s runny noses. Dogs ran
between legs, gowned women dit from shipswhiletal, hard looking men weaved among them, guns
dung low on their hips. He recognized Itdian and French and heard his mother English spoken with a
wide variety of accents. Blake was fascinated with the scene before him. 1t was asif he had stepped into
acanvas portrait mid-stroke and he wondered what tales each character would tell and what language he
would hear their sory in. Hisvalet cleared histhroat, a sheepish look on hisface.

“Well, Benson. Have you secured acarriage?’ Blake asked.
“In amanner of speaking, Y our Grace.”
“Goon,” Blakesaid.

“I’ve been having aterrible time getting adriver’ s attention. Just as | begin to guide one to where you sit,
someone jumps aboard and they’ re gone. But aMr. Delassandro has gracioudy agreed to help us.”

Blake stood up. “Lead on, my good man.”

Blake and Benson' s six-block trip through the teeming city was of an hour duration. Blake was seated,
as befitted his station Benson had assured him, on the bench of the hay wagon between Mr. and Mrs.
Delassandro. The short, dark haired man clucked to hismuleswhile hiswife tried ineffectualy to keep
her five children from tying poor Benson to his seat. Six children, actudly, Blake thought and smiled at
the petite scarfed woman holding an infant. She smiled back as she opened her blouse and pulled out a
huge tan breast. The infant sucked and calmed. Blake however did not. Helooked everywhere but to his
sde until he felt the woman shift the child to her shoulder. He glanced to the child, now inches away, as
the babe contentedly shoved afist in hismouth.

Benson had awild-eyed look as Blake produced agold coin for the Delassandro’ stroubles in front of
the Astor Hotel. A doorman loaded their trunks on adolly while Benson picked hay from his clothes.
Blake approached the front desk after inssting to Benson he could handle the task.

“I'll be needing two rooms, adjoining preferably for afew nights,” Blake said.



“Did you have areservation, Sr?’

Blake smiled. “No.”

“Mr. ah....” thedesk clerk said then.

“Blake Sanders. The Duke of Wexford,” Blake said.
“Mr. Wexford....”

“That ismy title, young man, not my name.”

“Mr. Sanders?’ the young clerk queried.

Blake nodded.

“Mr. Sanders, | have only one room left. With the banking association meeting and MissHubley to
appear on stage nearly everything in town is booked up,” the clerk said.

“MissHubley?’ Blake asked.

The clerk leaned forward and smiled. “ Sheis staying here aswell. Her shows are sold out. There she
comesright now.”

Blake turned to thetittering in the large, domed lobby. A woman in ablack and white striped dress
above daggered hedls stood in the middle of the throng, asmoking stick in her hand. Her hat was nearly
three feet across only accentuating the ungodly tight fit of her dress. A thin, furry black stolelay over her
arms and shetilted her head becomingly as lights flashed and Blake smelled the aromaof sulfur. A
growing crowd was milling about and pushing to get closer. Blake was watching the sway of her hips
when he saw Benson caught up in the ever-swelling mob.

“Your Grace,” Benson cried pitifully.

Blake turned to the clerk. “We' Il take that room.”

The desk clerk set the bellboysto histrunks and Blake made hisway through the throng. He nearly had
his hand on Benson’ s elbow when agreat oaf of aman in rough clothes, alook of longing in hiseye,
lurched forward, plunging Benson to within inches of Miss Hubley. The vaet straightened to hisfull five

foot and was eye level with amassive set of breasts, ahair’ s breadth away from his nose. Blake caught
Benson’sarm and dragged him back through the crowd. The man was shaking and clutched Blake's

deeves.
“Dear God, gr,” Benson said as he clung to Blake' sdeeve.

“I’ve secured us aroom, Benson. They’ ve dready taken our trunks. Let’s get out of this mayhem,”
Blake said and guided his valet toward the sairs.

Blake rang for dinner for Benson asthe vaet wrung his hands. There was but one bed in the small room.

“I'll ask for extra blankets and deep on thefloor, Y our Grace.”



“Eat your dinner and lie down, Benson. I’'m going to the dining rooms. We |l worry about the degping
arrangements later,” Blake said, surprised at his own words. The man sat down gingerly on the edge of
the bed and jumped with a start when awaiter knocked with histray. Blake worried hisvaet would
never leave the room after the day’ s events.

Blake was seated a the one smdll table gtill available near the entrance of the dining rooms. A far cry
from his reserved private space a hisclub in London. But it did dlow him to seeand takein dl around in
the vast room. Blake watched a short, well-dressed man rise to leave. The man’s companion wastdl and
large-built, exuding confidence. Thetdl man’stiewasablack string affair with alarge slver meddlion
holding it closed at his neck. He placed a black hat, not unlike the one Gertrude had worn at the
Morgan's country estate, on his head. Asthey passed Blake' stable, he heard the short man remark to
the other, “Y ou dready own the largest spread in Montana. With our help you'll beitsfirst governor.”

Thewedthy and powerful mingled in thisroom. No defining linesasto style. A palitical position such as
governor to aterritory apparently in the grasp of aman who wore abit of string around his neck.

Blake watched the maitre d’ fill the table as quickly asthe linen was replaced. Blake had ordered the
house speciaty on the waiter’ s recommendation. He was enjoying arare steak, duchess potatoes and
stewed tomatoes when quiet humming and nods from the rest of the patrons to some activity at the door
drew his attention.

“I'mterribly sorry, Miss Hubley. Had | known you were dining with usthis evening, | would have....”
themaitred’ said miserably.

“I had noideal’ d be dining now. Don’t concern yoursdlf. I’ll have supper in my suite”

Miss Hubley wore aburgundy velvet dress that reminded Blake of awine decanter she' d been poured
into. Curvaceous and brimming to overflow. Not aman in the dining room was paying attention to
anything but this desk woman. Blakerose.

“I'll befinishing soon. Miss Hubley can take my table,” Blake offered.

The stunning brunette turned her head Blake sway. “ An Englishman. No one can fault your manners or
that intriguing accent of yours. But | couldn’t interrupt, Sr. Thank you.”

Blake summoned the charm that many a conquest had taught him. “But | ing<t. Pleasejoin me,” Blake
said with asweep of hisarm.

MissHubley tilted her head and smiled. She turned to her entourage and spoke. Blake assisted her into
the seat across from him and waiters hurried to do her bidding.

“Thank you ... ah,” MissHubley inquired.
“Blake Sanders, madam. The Duke of Wexford at your service.”

Miss Hubley pursed her lips coquettishly. “1 imagine there are many women in England at your service,
Mr. Sanders. Women there, I’'m sure, scurry to any request you might have.”

“Hardly. But I'm sure men in the States, or any you meet | dare say, would be thrilled to fulfill yours,”
Blake said with apracticed grin.



She laughed softly and then raised penciled brows. “But none |’ d care to see more than once.”
Blake smiled. “ That explainsthe ‘Miss' | suppose.”

Miss Hubley nodded in response as her dinner was served.

“No hushand then to handle your business affairs?’ Blake asked.

“I’ve no need of ahusband to handle my business affairs. | employ some of the best attorneysto explain
the finer nuances of contracts but I’ ve built my own empire and have no intentions of turning itsdirection
over toaman,” Miss Hubley answered.

The woman seated across from Blake was breathtaking. Oddly, he felt no need to figure away into her
bed. But she was another American curiogity, so like Gertrude and he was interested dl the same.

“Do dl American women fed asyou?’ Blake asked.

“I'm very lucky. Financidly I’ ve no need of aman. Not al American women are so fortunate. But if my
mother and sigters are any testament, we al have a stubborn streak amile wide,” MissHubley said.
“What brings you to the States, Mr. Sanders? A stubborn American woman?’

Blake sface colored. “Hardly, Miss Hubley. Proper English gentleman don’t chase woman across an
ocean. My son, William, though, decided to do some exploring without my permission and stowed away
on aship bound for here.”

Miss Hubley laughed doud. “I like the boy dready. Do you have any ideawhereto look for him?’
“Yes. On aranch near Chicago,” Blakereplied.
“How did you know where he went? Did he leave anote? Y ou must be terribly worried.”

Blake spped his coffee and pushed his chair back to cross hislegs. “William boarded the ship my
neighbor’ s houseguest was sailing on. They arewel acquainted and I’ m sure William has been well cared
for.”

Miss Hubley looked up from her wine shewas spping. “What is her name?’
“Whose name?’ Blake asked.

“The house guedt. It isawoman, isn't it? Men in my experience rarely blush unlessawoman is
involved,” MissHubley said and met hiseye, unwavering.

Blake looked at his hand holding the delicate china of the cup. “Miss Finch. Miss Gertrude Finch.”

Was hethat clear even to a stranger? Were his thoughts surrounding Gertrude so obvious? He had been
thinking of her. On the way across the ocean. At the dock where he had first seen her beloved home.
While shaving. While egting. While riding with the Delassandro’s. Nearly every waking minute. Could this
be why he had no interest in bedding the stunning woman across from him? Not that he hadn’t taken a
subtle but thorough perusa of the magnificent body at histable. He had. But the breasts, tiny waist and
lush mouth just feet away did not dicit the same response as the ever-present picture of Gert that sSwvam



through his head.

Suddenly he felt the need to exit the room. Allow his mind to concentrate on the night of he and
Gertrude slove making. Away from Miss Hubley and her insghtful questions. Away from this gilded
dining room that did not hold Gertrude

“Please excuse me, Miss Hubley. Enjoy your dinner,” Blake said as he stood.
She nodded her thanks and touched his hand as he walked by.

“Miss Finch must be quite the woman to make a proper English lord leave his home and pursue her
across an ocean,” MissHubley said.

Blake hurried from the dining room and the hotel aswell. He stood under the canvas canopy, handsin
his pockets. He was, by God, on thistrip to rescue William. But if he were honest with himsdlf, he would
admit the sight of Gertrude' s face was the reason he' d not sent McDonad or Anthony’s man. There was
aplace, degp within himsef twisting and contorting for want of the Sght of her. Like aman who craves
drink or snuff or even opium, hapless and hel plesstill the glassisrefilled. Blake imagined her laughing and
shouting and with tears pouring from her face as he' d seen at their parting. No vision, regardless of the
pain it invoked, dimmed the ever present longing to see her in theflesh. To let her merriment and
arguments surround him. There would be no peace for him he supposed until she stood within his grasp.
Till he smelled the migt of lemon that surrounded her.

But would the mere sight of her be enough? Blake shook his head and mumbled to himsdlf.1t would
never be enough. It would be the supreme torture in actudity. Like astarving man staring at aloaf of
bread through awindow, its aroma seeping past him. Living in asdf-induced prison able to see and not
touch or taste. Blake dunk back through the lobby and up the staircase to hisroom. He would learn to
livewithout her. He must.

Chapter Twelve

Nothing in Gert’s memory compared to the vision, now forcing tearsto her eyes, of home. The ranch.
Shelet hersdf view each detail without hurry. Men milling about. The sound of Cooki€'s clang on the
meta caling them to their medl. The neighing and pawing of the horsesin their corrd. William' sfacewas
sueezed next to hers, both looking out the small window. Thislast leg of their journey had seemed never
ending. Gert was longing for home and William had been curious and impatient to arrive. Uncle Fred
hobbled onto the porch, a hand shading his eyes pointing at the approaching stagecoach.

Gert nearly threw herself out the door and ran to the comfort of Uncle Fred' sarms.

“There, there, Missy. No crying to see thisworthless uncle of yours,” Fred Billings said as he wrapped
hisarms around his niece.

Gert smiled and her lip trembled. Uncle Fred' s clear blue eyes were misted as well.



“1 missed you something fierce, too. Now come on in outa the sun. Pokey’ || seeto your bag and dll.
Cookiejust put dinner on the table. Come on. The boys are near dying to hear stories,” Uncle Fred said
as heturned his head to a cowboy and nodded at her bags, now lying behind the stagecoach. Fred
spotted the next Duke of Wexford. “Who' sthat skinny drink of moonshine?’

William stood &t the bottom of the porch steps. “William Sanders, sir. But Will will do fine.”

Eight men, dl dear to Gert in their dirt and mud, stared a William. Eight confused expressions on their
faces. Clem leaned forward asif narrowing the distance would make William’ swords more distinct.

“Suretaksfunny,” Clem said. A spark of recognition lit hisface. “ This here boy’ sfrom England.”

“Yes, heis. Hell be staying with usawhile” Gert said. “ Let uswash our hands and we' |l tell you the
wholething over dinner.”

Gert led William into the house and her shoulders dropped asif the weight of her problems had suddenly
lifted. The parlor held the same flowered sofaand chair Gert and Aunt Mavis had bought years ago. The
mantd gill held the blue pitcher and Mavis s precious candlesticks. The staircase till glowed with layers
of beeswax polish and the huge kitchen’ sfragrant smellsdrew her. Seemed like alifetime sinceshe'd
been here. But yet as though she had never left. It was good to be home.

* k k %

Cookie squeezed William between Clyde, Clem’ s brother, and Slim. Gert sat at the head of the table
with Uncle Fred at the other end. Uncle Fred said the blessing and the procession of bowls and platters
made their way from hand to hand. Plates, piled high, now sat in front of each man. Cookie passed hot
biscuits from behind and sat down. The meal was eaten in slence. These men, Gert knew, were hungry.
Conversation was unexpected. Food, the filling of empty bellies, was the main concern. Gert picked at
her meal and pushed food around on her plate. Cooki€' s mealswere always tempting but combined with
the four-hour ride in astagecoach and the eventua need to confessto Uncle Fred, left her with no

appetite.

“Sumpun amatter, missy?’ Cookie asked Gert.

“No, it'sddlicious. But that ride in the stagecoach seems to have upset my stomach,” Gert replied.
“Héll, I seen you ride a bucking bronco for hours and you ate your fill then,” Slim said.

The men at the table laughed and hee-hawed. Gert shrugged her shoulders and forced down a biscuit.
William was staring at her. She told them then of her trip across the ocean. Of the fine horses she had
ridden, and her new wardrobe. Of the balls and formal dinners and of her hosts' best friend and his
family. And of how William had cometo et at their table. They sat back and stared at William when
they redlized he was the son of a duke and set to inherit a great estate.

“Don’t want nothin’ to do with them grand houses and such, boy. Mebbe your Pawill let me be his
son,” Pokey said, laughing.

“No, gr. | lovemy home. But my father,” William threw Gert aglance, “my father would have never let
metrave thisfar I'm sure”



“Set in hisways, huh?’” Uncle Fred said.

“Whad yer Magoin' asay?’ Cookie asked. “I’ll be betting her and yer Pa shavin’ apickle of afight
about now.”

William looked at his plate. “My mother and father don't reside together.”

“That will have no bearing on how worried your mother or father are,” Gert said and eyed William over
her coffee cup.

Sim dapped William on the back. “ So yabe wantin’ to break some broncos. Bell rings at four-o-clock.
I’ll find yaajob, | spect.”

William’ seyesglowed. “Thank you, Sr.”
Uncle Fred looked up. “ Slim here' sthe foreman. If you want to seetheworkins of areal honest to
goodness ranch, he'syour man. We don't abide dackers. Do your job, mind yer own business, and I'll

be guessing,” Uncle Fred continued with asmile, “you’' || have thetime of yer life”

Gert watched William. He could bardly st till. But she was sure hewas astired as she. “1’ll make up
one of the beds upstairsfor you, William.” Hisfacefell.

“| stayed with the sailor’ s below deck on the ship, Miss Finch.” He turned pleading eyesto Sim and
Uncle Fred.

“We got aspare bunk, Gert. Let the boy stay with us,” Sim said.

Gert tilted her head. She knew what sort of talk went on in the bunkhouse. “I don't think that’ sa good
idea”

Uncle Fred stared at her from acrossthetable. “Ah, hell, Gert. He' d be missing haf the fun. Y ou know
that. Wouldn't bethefirst youngin' guided into manhood from there.”

The men snickered. William pleaded, “Please, MissFinch.”

“Y our father would dieif he heard you’ d been bunking with this crew,” Gert said.

Uncle Fred narrowed his eyes. * England make you better than us, Missy?’

“No, no,” Gert said. “I didn’t meanit like that.”

“What it sounded like,” Clem added.

“William’ s been raised differently. Very forma,” Gert said, now embarrassed.

“Boy’saboy, Gert,” Pokey said.

Gert tapped the table, refusing to imagine Blake' sreaction to his son’s companions. But his son’seyes

now fairly begging to stay with the hands reminded her of hisfather. “ Alright. But none of your crazy
stories meant to scare aboy hdf to death. And not aword about the Golden Slipper.”



The men nodded solemnly except for afew dy smirks.
“I can take care of mysdlf, MissFinch,” William replied obviousy wondering what he' d be missing.

“Y ou'reayoung man, William. And still need guidance. For now I’ll be the one deciding of what
nature,” Gert said.

William blew a bresth. “I got you herejugt fine, Miss Finch. Even with you sck hdf the....” William
trailed off and dropped his shoulders.

Eight heads snapped Gert’ sway.

Uncle Fred stared hard at her even as he spoke to William and the hands. “Mind your mannerswith
Gert, Will. And you boys keep the stories clean.”

“Fedin’ poorly, MissGert?’ Luke Matson asked.

Luke Matson was atal, rangy cowboy who sad little. He was blond and suntanned and one of Uncle
Fred' sbest hands. Gert had dways felt he was interested in her. She had given him no encouragement
thusfar. Luke was kind, handsome and a hard worker but Gert had never thought much of menin that
ventill lately.

“I think dl the traveling wore me down,” Gert said.

L uke nodded and sipped his coffee. The others stared at her quizzically. Cookie began to clear dishes
and the men began to file out of the kitchen. They nodded and told her they were glad she was home and
hed William firmly entrenched among them. Shewas|eft one &t the table with Uncle Fred.

“I think I’ll put my things away,” Gert said as she pushed back her chair.
“Pokey aready carried ‘em up,” Uncle Fred said.

Gert excused hersdlf and went upstairs. She unpacked and sat on the edge of the bed. Thinking of how
shewould tell Uncle Fred. He was the closest thing she' d ever had to afather. She knew he dready
suspected something. Hewouldn’t push her but Gert knew it best to be told sooner rather than later.
Where was the resolve she' d carried as ashield al these years? She was never oneto fret. Always
solving. Women' s plights. Hand' s disputes. Even her cousin’ sworry about crossing the ocean. Gert had
said without hesitation that day that she would escort the young girl. Never been oneto sit and watch and
wait and worry. And here now, she sat twisting her quilt in her hands.

* * % %

Uncle Fred sat in the parlor, sipping whiskey and reading a newspaper Gert was sure was aweek old.
Hedidn’t hear her comein. The craggy, weather-beaten face was abam to her soul. Fred Billings had
built afine horse ranch with his own two hands and the loving help of hiswife Mavis. Skinny asarail
regardless of how much he ate, with a huge handle bar, gray mustache, completely covering his mouth.
His hair was thinning, Gert noticed. She redized sherarely saw him without ahat. His opinion of her, she
supposed, mattered more than anyone else’s. He looked up at her and smiled, lay down the paper and
curled his hand to her to St down. Fred watched her settle into the chair and sat in silence.

“Uncle Fred. There' ssomething | haveto discusswith you,” Gert said and swallowed.



“I kindafigured.”

Her uncle would not prompt or push. Just settle himself to wait until she gathered the courage to talk.
Gert wrung her hands. “I don’'t know where to begin,” Gert said.

“The beginning, | spect.”

Gert nodded and wobbled asmile. Shetold along, rambling story about Anthony and Elizabeth and the
Sandersfamily. “And so | redly enjoyed my time spent with them,” Gert concluded.

Fred nodded. “Uh huh.”

“Thefact of the matter....” Gert trailed off. She sat Slently and stared out the window. Thefact of the
matter was she carried a child whose father she loved and would probably never see again. She did love
Blake. An ocean apart and further till inideas and upbringing. It was the only explanation for the vast
emptiness she felt. Her home and family had filled alonging in her, yes, but had |eft her heart void. Was
the only reasonable explanation for the odd pining shefdt. And for the vison of Blake' sface that plagued
her mind from morning till night. That vision, ever etched in her brain of Blake above her in the misty
moonlight. Gert’ sfingerstouched her somach. The night they conceived this child.

“Why yafeding poorly, Missy?| haven't known you to be sck aday inyour life,” Uncle Fred asked
oftly.

Gert jumped from her thoughts to the worried face of her uncle. Her eyesfilled with tears. “I'm
pregnant.” Uncle Fred' s bushy brows lifted and one finger tapped a beat on hislips. “Uncle Fred,” Gert
wailed and dissolved into tears.

Fred sat down beside her and held her. “Now, now, Missy. Uncle Fred won't let anything bad happen.”
Gert nodded on his shoulder. “I’'m aguessing you didn’t get yourself hitched over in England.” Fred lifted
her shoulders and looked her square in the eyes. “Me and the boys will take care of you and the baby,
Gert. Don't you worry about nothing.”

Gert sobbed harder now. “1 know, Uncle Fred. But ... but I'm so well,” Gert swallowed, “ashamed.”

Fred picked up Gert’shand and held it tightly in his. “Y ou think you' re the first girl ever had these
troubles?’

“That’ sthe problem. I’'m no girl. | should have known better,” Gert said.
“The daddy’ sthe one should aknown better,” Fred said. “Who ishe?’
Gert shook her head dowly. “1 won't say.”

“No good son of ahbitch. I'd liketo kill himwith my bare hands,” Fred hissed. “ Or turn him over to
White Cloud. He s got ways of making the hardest men beg for their lives.”

“Thisiswhy | can’'t tell you. | don’t want anyone hurt.”

“Why don’t you let me decide, Gert?’ Uncle Fred said and stood to run his hands through his hair. “He
don't deserve your shilding him.”



“He asked meto marry him,” Gert whispered.
Fred spun around. “Why didn’'t ya?’
Gert’slip trembled wildly. “He doesn't love me, Uncle Fred.”

“Must be stupid. Not to love a beautiful, wonderful girl likeyou.” Fred lifted Gert’s chin with hisfinger.
“And you love him something avful?’

Gert shrugged.
“Dangfoal.”
Gert composed hersdf and straightened in her seat. “What will wetell the hands?’

“Don’t spose there' s much use telling them anything but the truth. Not a man here, jack won't want to
haul off and kill the bastard,” Fred replied.

“I know,” Gert said.

“Yaknow, Missy, Luke Matson would marry you in a heartbeat. Boy’ s not said aword since you |eft.
Knowing him like | do, he' d take that baby of yourslikeit washis.”

“But | don't love him, Uncle Fred,” Gert whispered.

“I' know but it'd be amite easier for you with ahusband. If yamarried him, I'd give him the ranch to run
when | died. Y ou' d dways have ahome, missy,” Fred said.

Gert shrugged. “1 don't know what to think, Uncle Fred.”

“Waell, nothin’ has to be done right now. Y ou take your time. Couple aweeks home may set yata
thinking differently.”

Gert stayed in bed dl of the next morning. Shefdt terrible. Cookie and Uncle Fred brought her soup
and fussed. By mid-afternoon she felt better and dressed and walked down to the corra. William was
leaning idly on the fence watching the men break horsesin apair of denimsand aplaid shirt. She knew
immediately the hands knew her troubles. They brought a bench round and inssted she st in the shade of
the tree. Cookie made lemonade and carried it to her. Clem brought alog for her to rest her legs on.
They all, every one looked at her and dropped their eyes as they spoke whiletelling her how pretty she
looked and glad they were to have her home. She could only nod for fear of crying.

Luke Matson dropped to one knee beside her. “1f you need anything, Miss Gert. Anything a al. Just

Thetal cowboy |eft her thenin her misery.

* * * %

Later in the day, Uncle Fred put ahand on William’ s shoulder. “Yamust be plum tuckered out. Yadid
finetoday, Will.”



“Thank you, Sr.”

The two were sllent while William stowed away tack in the cool barn.
“I spect you know why Gert isfeding poorly?” Uncle Fred asked.
William dropped hishead. “Yes, | do, sir.”

“I’'mthinking | owe you adebt of gratitude for getting my Gert home. L ottaresponsbility for aboy as
young asyou,” Uncle Fred said as he stuck a blade of straw between histeeth.

“I’d do anything for Miss Finch. She need do no more than ask,” William said softly.

“She hasthat effect on most men folk.” Fred looked at William from the corner of hiseye. *’ Cepting a
course the one who got her in thisfix inthefirst place.”

William’ sface was amask of confuson and worry. “1 wouldn’t know about that.”
“Wouldn't know or won't say?’ Uncle Fred said.
William stuttered and mumbled. Finally he looked Fred in the face. “I don’t know anything about it.”

“Uh huh.” Fred watched Will hurry away.

* k *x %

Blake had decided to not wait amonth for the coach. Was nearly June already and

his carriage may not arrivein New Y ork until July. The morning after his dinner with MissHubley he
hailed a coach to take him to Grand Central Station to purchase train tickets. During the days before their
departure, Blake wandered New Y ork. Thevast financia district and the shops selling everything from
saddlesto gowns. Thesatres and eateries amidst amass of humanity. In that respect it was like London.
People everywhere. But Blake admitted thiswas different. A different feding or energy asif a any given
moment something miraculous may happen. Although some dressed fashionably and there was amass of
poor, Blake would not venture a guess who would serve him his evening medl at the Ritz or who would
gt at thetable besde him.

Blake roamed the streets of New Y ork, staring into the faces of the strangers he passed. This mass of
descendants from murderers and the insane had somehow congealed with immigrants, cresting anew
breed on this earth. One might see failures; Blake was sure, as he peered down a street with laundry
hanging from tiers of bal conies. But disappointments did not seem to stop them. No twist of fate seemed
to tamper the enthusasm he felt dl around him. Bobbing heads and shouts to children and men boldly
pinching blushing young girls. This crush of people, some descended from royaty, some running shy of
the law, were living and hoping and setting their own destiny. Something he would never do.

Blake had heard the wilds of this land were as beautiful and plentiful as any on the earth. He wanted to
seeit. With his eyes see the inspiration and promiseit certainly took to leave alife behind to make anew
oneadl of their own. He envied them. These wanderers and ranchers and clerks. Hislife, hishomein
London was steady from centuries of routine. Blake lived in comfort, wanting for naught. Money,
prestige, agrand table, fashionable clotheswere at his disposal and would be guarded for his children



and their heirs. But what the throng surrounding him had, Blake decided that he never would, was that
success or falurelay within their own will.

Gertrude was never far from his thoughts and seeing this city made him miss her more. Shewas
American to the core. Like so many here, she was independent and forthright. But cloaked with a
softness that drifted to those lacking. No wonder she viewed his servants and his children with the same
eye. To her they wereinfinitely equa. Each capable of great heights and withering failures, regardless of
the sphere from which they’ d been born.

Benson, however, had refused to enter the dining rooms at the hotel. His station in Blake' s household
would not alow it, he had said. The valet acquiesced finally to eat breskfast with Blake on the morning
they wereto depart New Y ork City. Benson sat nervoudy and adjusted his jacket.

“Eat your eggs, Benson. Will bealong trainride,” Blake said. He pulled amap from hisjacket. “Let me
show you where we re going.”

Benson followed Blake sfinger to the city of Philadel phia. “ And whereisthis Chicago, Sr? Wherewe' |l
find William.”

Benson's eyeswidened as he trailed Blake' sfinger dong the creased paper.

“Now don’'t worry, Benson. W€ Il befine. Two grown men we are, certainly capable of making this
trip,” Blake said.

“| fear, Sir, | have nothing to recommend for thisventure. I” ve spent my life making sureyour cravat is
tied correctly and thereisno lint on your pants. I'll be of no use,” Benson added.

Blake quoted a dapper man he' d heard on the streets that day. “Hells bells, Benson. Y ou have asfinea
taste as any gentleman with impeccable manners aswell. Who'sto say you aren't just as savvy or
adventuresome as any man in thisroom?’

Benson |ooked around the now crowded dining room. He sat straighter. He held hishead high. “ That

man by thewindow, sir.” Benson nodded and Blake followed. “His jacket iswithout question the most
garish spectacle I’ ve ever behdd.”

“There sthe spirit, old chap. We' re British, by God. Fought off Romans and Turks. We can make our

way to Chicago. William did at fourteen,” Blake said bravely. He refused to think about his degpest
fears. That William and Gert had been set upon by natives or henchmen. That he may never seethem

again.

“I’ve sent word to the groomsmen to stay in South Carolinaand board the next boat back home. I've
bought you amoney bdt. | have oneaswdll.” Blakelaid astack of crigp billsand coins on the table.

Benson stared. “I’ ve no need of money, air. I'll be with you.”

“Yes, of course, you'll bewith me. But what if by chance we were separated. I’ 1l not countenance you
here with no resources,” Blake said.

Benson' s shoulders dropped and he deftly covered the billswith his hands.

“I've split the money | deemed necessary for thistrip, so that if one pouch werelost or stolen we' d have



the other’ sshareto rely on,” Blake said.

Benson sat up straight. “Quite clever of you, Sir.”

* * * %

Thetwo-day train ride from New Y ork to Philadel phia was dreadful. There were no first class
accommodations. Blake and Benson sat rigidly while babes wailed and children ranintheaide. The noise
was deafening combined with the roar of thetrain. The dust and dirt flew in the open windows on grest
gusts of wind. A fight broke out on the crowded train till atall mustached man in along tan codt,
physicaly pulled the two men gpart. He motioned to Blake to hold one man while ayoung man in avest
and aflat cap held the other. The marshd, the tall man had declared himsdlf, pulled the warring men’s
head inches from each other. He growled in their ears. When the lawman et the men loose they shrugged
and blustered but seated themselves atrain car apart.

“Wedl done, Your Grace,” Benson said.

“I hardly had anything to do with it, Benson. The constable, the onein the long coat stopped it,” Blake
said as he straightened his jacket.

Benson leaned forward to stare around heads seated beyond him. “ Although the man’ sdressis quite
unusud, | find it correct dl the same. The jaunty hat, Sir. Thelong coat and vest. Yes, eventhoughit's
unusud | find it remarkably clever.”

Benson was absorbed most of the trip in what everyone was wearing. He commented on the lack of
bustles and the drab dresses the women wore. They were asturdy bunch dl in dl, Benson mentioned
earlier, and heimagined their clothes were appropriate for what ever they did.

Blake was less captivated by what hisfellow riders wore than the snippets of conversation he was able
to pick up. *Going to Cousin Erudisfarm.” *How about them stage coach bandits? * Got me two
hundred acresin lowa.” *My brother’ s panning for gold in Alaska.” Listening occupied histime while
trying to keep bugs from flying up hisnose. His greatest disappointment was that the train traveled far too
fast to really see anything of the countryside. Blake stared at his map. Pennsylvania.

Benson and Blake pulled in to the Philadel phia station, tired, sore, and dirty. Asthe door opened the
two men nearly threw themselves out. A ragged young boy offered to seeto their trunks. Blake went into

the sunlight to find a carriage to the nearest hotel and abath. A short time later, Benson hailed him,
waving wildly through the crowd and dragging auniformed man aong.

“Y our Grace, we' ve been robbed!” Benson shouted.
“What?’ Blakereplied, wide-eyed.

The policeman nodded grimly. “Y oung punks prey on new arrivals. Y ou' rewelcometo fill out a
complaint at the station but I’ d be guessing your things and your trunks have dready been sold.”

“Our clothes,” Benson said.
“Well buy new,” Blakereplied.

“Ohdear, gr. Your talor’sin London.”



Blake nodded to the departing officer. “I’'m sure someone in this city knows how to make ashirt.”
“Yes, Your Grace,” Benson said, “I suppose they do. But I'll never find fabric here asfine.”

Blake patted the man’ s back and guided him to the coach, assuring him he would find something
suitable. The coachman took them to a hotdl, not as elegant as the Savoy, but in the middle of many busy
shops. Without luggage, Blake bathed with Benson’ shelp and pulled on histravel worn clothes. Blake
waited in the smoking room while Benson bathed and the two of them set out on the street.

“Doyou ride, Benson?’ Blake asked.
“Sr?’
“Horses, Benson. Do you ride?’

“A bit when | wasyoung, Your Grace. | was the al-about-boy when your father was duke. Sometimes
| helped the groomsman,” Benson said.

“I’ve been thinking | hate to embark on another train,” Blake said as he looked up and down the busy
Sreet.

“I quite agree, gir. | feared we' d never arrive,” Benson said.

“What do say then, | purchase horses and we make the rest of the trip on horseback?’ Blake said. The
vaet’slook of utter despair and fear was comica. “Never mind, Benson. I'll seeto train tickets
tomorrow.”

Blake turned to the shops and Benson hurried to catch up. “Whatever you think isbest, Y our Grace,”
Benson sad.

Blake stood hands on his hips on the busy sdewalk. “1t' sjust that | imagine thiswill be my only trip here
and onthetrain | seelittle of the countryside.”

Benson cocked his head and looked at his master from under his brows. “Would be quite the story for
our grandchildren, Y our Grace.” Sanders stared at him. “The Duke of Wexford and his valet traveling on
horseback through the wilderness, sir.” Benson amiled. “We re on an adventure, are we not?’

Blake rubbed his hands together. “ Precisdly, Benson. And | admit, one of the few skillsI’m sure of is
riding.”

“And afine seat you keep. Indeed, Sir.”

Blake found amen’ s shop with clothing hanging in the gold edged window. He and Benson entered and
found it not unlike what they were accustomed to in London. In fact better. Ready-made clothes hung on
racks and fine lawn shirtslay in neat piles. It would be only ameatter of finding the closest size and
alowing the short man sporting a measuring cloth around his neck to make adjustments. Blaketried to
convince Benson to choose what he needed. The vaet would have none of it. Bowing gracefully and
assuring Blake he would find aless decorous establishment for his own clothes. Blake harrumphed and
imagined Benson meant expensive, not decorous. The vaet guarded the money around hiswaist like a
sentry.



Blakewasin hishotd stretched out on the bed when he heard rattling from the adjoining room. He
knocked.

“Benson. Whatever took you so long?’ Blake said as Benson opened the door. A stack of brown paper
wrapped packages lay on the bed. “1’d like to go purchase some mounts before sunset.”

“Yes, Your Grace. Terribly sorry. I'll be changed in athrice.”

To Blake s shock the vaet dammed the door in hisfacein ahurry. Blake' s new clothes arrived and he
changed while waiting for Benson. The black cutaway coat would be perfect for riding, Blake thought.
Hestruggled to tie hisred silk tiein afour in hand asthe tailor had shown him. No cravat. The matching
pants were rich fabric and heavy enough to take daysin asaddle.

The man who emerged from his valet’ s room was unlike any Blake had ever seen. Black bootswith
lethal pointy toes and hedls covered hisfeet. Navy blue pants met awildly plaid shirt with ablack leather
vest atop it. On Benson' s head, Blake was sure he recognized him now; the valet wore atall white hat
with alarge crown. A white stovepipe without the flat top. A shoestring tie hung around his neck. Blake
bit his cheeks.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Y our Grace. Had aterrible time with these pants. Levi’ sthey’re caled.”

“Set for riding, arewe, Benson?’ Blake asked with awry smile.

“Yes, Your Grace. The man at Woolworth’'s assured methisisjust the thing for atrip of this nature.”

“Asl’ve sad before, you have an uncanny eye for fashion,” Blake added.

* * k* %

Gert and William sat on the stonewdll fencing in asmall garden in the back of the house. The stars shone
brightly, the air was cool and humid and Gert heard the low hum of crickets and the howl of adistant
animd. Summer had comein with aheavy hand mid June.

“Who do you think your father will send for you, William?* Gert asked.

“I don't know. Maybe his man of business from London.”

“Could be soon. It’sbeen six weeks snce we got here.” She felt William’s shrug. “ Seemslike you' ve
been enjoying yoursef here”

“I have been having agrand time,” William said quietly.
13 Bljt?,
“I misshome, Miss Finch. I missmy mother and sister and brother.”

“I would have been surprised if you didn’t, William. For al the formdity, | think your family isvery
cdose” Gert said. “I’'m sure they missyou aswell. All of them.”

They sat in companionable silence and Gert was nearly ready to get her weary bonesin bed when



William spoke.

“I don't know what to make of things, Miss Finch.”

Gert settled back on the cold stone. “What do you mean, William?’

“Father had mistresses, dl of my friends fathers have mistresses. But now | wonder.” William paused.
“Any of those women could have been Mdlinda. | hate to think about that. But they may not have been
from good families, | suppose. Maybe don’t know any better or like what they do.” William was silent
sorting out histhoughts. “ And then there' syou, Miss Finch. Y ou do come from afine family. Mr. Billings
and dl the hands are honorable men.”

Gert Sghed. “Ah, William. | don’t know how to explain dl of thisto you. Many of those women,
misiresses, have no other way to support themselves. Some | imaginewant to do it. Although | find it
hard to understand. But yet there are circumstances beyond the control of women that drive them to do
things they may not want. | pray Melindawould never face those decisons. And dthough | may be
drawing afineline, | would never, evenin my current predicament cal mysdf amisress”

“It sfather’ sfault. | know that,” William said.

Gert stared up a the sars. “1 can not find it in mysdlf to find fault with what happened, William. | may
have been weak but not guilty.”

“What do you mean weak, Miss Finch? Y ou are avery strong person. Y ou stood up to father on many
occasions. And al the men here think you are generous and kind,” William said. “ Those are not
weaknesses, arethey?’

“I’ve been stewing over dl of thissince | came home, William. And the only explanation | can giveisthat
thereisapull beyond what | understand between your father and |. Something past my ability to sort out
and name. But for dl that, | won't deny its existence. Unfortunately, he has his own obligationsand | for
the mogt part can't bear to be in the same room with him.”

“What doesfather say?” William asked.

“He asked meto marry him, William. Y our father was honorable to the end. But he doesn’'t love me and
| could not bear ending up likewell, like....” Gert trailed away.

“Like my mother,” William finished.

Gert nodded in the darkness. “Nor could | give up my home here.”
“And father would never leave England.”

“So, dl indl, I will raise achild, maybe even marry Luke Matson.”

“I heard the men talking. He wantsto marry you, | think,” William said.
“I’vemade no decison just yet.”

William roseto leave and turned to Gert. “1’ll escort you to the house, Miss Finch.”



Gert smiled. “ Thank you. I'll befine.”

Although she would miss William desperately, one part of her could hardly wait till he left. He reminded
her so much of hisfather. His voice, dthough cracking on occasion was settling in to abaritone so like
Blake. His manners were fine and he was well liked by the men. She knew the hands had taken William
to the Golden Slipper. She heard their whispers and knew they werein no need of supplies as Sim had
said. So William had of course seen the dancing girls and afight. Sipped a sarsaparillawhile Clem lost a
week’ swages at a poker table. Gert purposefully rang the bell a daybreak, through the window of the
bunkhouse the next morning. She remained deef to their moans.

Gert received aletter from Esmerelda Bunchley, one of her traveling companionsfor the cause. The
woman wondered when and where she would rgjoin her sisters. They needed her voice. Needed her
savvy. The cause would benefit greetly by Gert’s quick return.

Gert blew awry breath, as she sat in the parlor that morning and read the | etter. They would not need
her ballooning stomach to teach young woman independence. Gert calculated she was dmost three
months gone and her dresses didn’t fit any longer. Her feet swelled and ached in the humid summer air.
She dternatdly cried and screamed and knew she was driving Uncle Fred and the rest near crazy. But
then Clem and Clyde built a cradle and Cooki€' s Sster sent a crate of infant’ s clothes. And William, God
blesshim, stayed silent but ingsted she hold hisarm on the walk from the porch to the corra.

Gert railed against God at her troublesfor one brief shining moment of joy. Then fell to her kneesand
thanked the same God for the wigps of movement in her belly. She sat back, pen in hand from writing
Esmerelda, to let her mind conjure up the face of Blake Sanders. Her son or daughter would be the child
of atitled family and the most rigid, unbending man in that kingdom. Would he be broad shouldered like
William or alovdy girl like Mdinda? They would be neither. This child would grow up onaranchinthe
States and learn to love this raw land. She would not imagine and plan alife as Blake had done, but alow
this child the freedom to choose. Gert would stand at the dock with this namel ess faceless child when he
or she was eighteen. She would pack him off on aship to England to find hisor her other family. And
Gert would cry and be donetill shedied.

Gert wrote Esmerelda that she would continue writing some of their literature and speeches as she had
done before her travels to England. But she would no longer be ableto travel. Physically, shewould be
unableto do it, but she dso found her heart was not init. Her own problems and fears seemed to
overshadow any other concerns she might fedl. Raising this child alone would be enough. She sanded the
letter, addressed it and propped it againgt the oil lamp.

Gert dill consdered Luke Matson. She would need do no more than tell Uncle Fred and Luke would
take her hand. But her heart was not ready. One thing at time, Gert, she said to hersdlf. Have this child,

start contributing to the ranch and to the cause again and maybe, just maybe she would be ready to
consider marrying Luke Matson. Maybe not.

Chapter Thirteen

Blake followed his map asthey |eft Philadd phia but soon found himsalf wandering through hillsto seethe



view from the other side. Adjusting to awestern saddle was more difficult than Blake had imagined. After
two nights spent under atree, Blake knew they’ d made the trip unprepared. His box of matches from the
hotel had run out without ever having a proper fire. Although Benson had managed to set asmall dead
tree aflame. The vaet beat it out with Blake' s new coat. Blake' s shirt was dirty and he had only one
morein that unique leather contraption that sat across the rump of hishorse. The July sun beat down on
them asthey rode and hisface was burnt and itched as much asit hurt. What he would have donefor a
good English fog. Their dinner that night had consisted of chocolate bars Benson had purchased. And
water from a canteen. That had run dry when Benson tried to wash Blake' s shirt. He had stood
bare-chested and starved while Benson had scrubbed his white lawn shirt with pilfered hotel sogp and
thelast of their water.

Benson' s clothing purchases seemed more suited. Hisface was till white asthe cliffs of Dover under his
hat and hisunsightly, yellow gloves kept his hands unmarked. The blisters on Blake' s handswere
breaking and filled with dirt. Thewool pants, Blake had admired so when hefirst wore them were hot,
itchy and giving him arash of unheraded proportions. He was without question more physicaly miserable
than he'd ever beenin hislife. But each ache from hisrump or rub on the tender skin of his hands and
bottom was reduced to a nuisance as he viewed avistafrom the top of mountain. Or avast valey
blooming with wildflowers as deer scampered by. The sky’sbrilliant blue in the morning or deep reds
and oranges at twilight made Blake forget his discomfort. The air was clean and warm in the morning,
sultry by mid-day and held no stale stench of smoke or packed bodies. He refused to give into the wish
that loomed in his heart at the crest of each new vison thisland held. The fervent wish that Gertrude were
besdehim.

A farm cameinto view and Blake praised God above. They were out of al but teadleaves. A man
pushing aplow behind oxen stood straight as they came into view. The man tipped back his hat and
raised ashotgun level with Blake' s chest.

Blake raised hishands. “No need for that, sir. My companion and | need to buy supplies. | was
wondering how close we are to atown called Somerset and if you would be so kind asto allow us
water.”

“Whereyou from?’ the farmer asked.

“London,” Benson replied regdly. He turned to Blake. “ Somerset, you say, Y our Grace. | have family in
Somerset.”

Blake shook his head. “Not the same. But I’ ve found many towns on this map with names of English
villagesor Lords”

“Redlly, Your Grace. Quitethe thing.” Benson smiled and sat up straighter. “ These folk must be more
British than we thought. Not withstanding their odd manner of dress.”

“I find it interesting as well, Benson.” Blake replied as he unfolded the map. The sound of avoice
clearing brought Blake' shead around. “ Terribly sorry, chap. We ve been lost in our own conversation.
Do you have awel of sorts, that we might have adrink?’

The farmer looked from the one to the other and shook his head. “ There sa creek right beyond them
trees where we fetch our water.” Helooked up at the two men and unhitched himsdlf from his harness.
“Comeon. I'll show you. Nearing time for the noonday meal.”

Benson dapped hislips and Blake' s somach growled. They followed the man walking.



The farmer stopped them asthey began acrossthefidd. “If’nyadon’t mind, | just plowed thisfor fall
crops. Walk your horses between the rows.”

Blakelooked around at the freshly turned soil. “Right. Yes, of course. We |l follow thisrow and meet
you there.” The farmer nodded, shook his head and lifted a booted foot over plowed ground.

Benson and Blake trotted along at astraight line and turned their mounts to the man disappearing
through aline of trees. They emerged to asparkling creek, running crisp over rocks. Blake heard birds
chirping and saw the sun glinting off of a damp moss covered ledge. It was a spectacular sight. No one
had forced this flow of water to one field or another. The water was S0 clear; Blake could seefish
swimming in schools. Helifted his head and saw the headwater cregping between the hills, bumping and
flowing to where he stood and beyond. He redlized then they had been riding pardlée to the creek for
most of the morning. Blake bent to scoop water with his hand.

“Not there, fella. The cows drink there and leave their waste. Up here.” The farmer motioned for them
to join him and Blake turned to Benson asthe vaet lifted his pointy boot from asteaming pile.

They let the horses drink their fill and walked to the man now scooping water into awooden bucket.
“Go on. Get your drink here. I'mfilling abucket for usto wash in before Néll puts the food on the table.”

Benson lifted his brows to Blake wondering as he was whether or not they’ d receive an invitation to
dine. “How many miles do you imagine lies between us and Somerset?’ Blake asked.

“If you two were aiming for Somerset, well | don't rightly understand it. Somerset’ sin Pennsylvania, if
my memory servesme,” the farmer said and stood.

“Yes, itisin Pennsylvania” Blake turned and eyed the unkempt farmer. He hated to correct the man as
to the location of his own home s0 settled on introducing himself. “ Blake Sanders, Sir,” he said and
bowed. “Thisismy vaet, my ... my...."” Blake stuttered asthe farmer looked at him curioudy. “Thisis
Benson.”

The farmer raised one brow. “One name. Kind alike an outlaw or gundinger, huh?’

Benson bent at the wai . “ Geoffrey Edmund Benson. Vaet to the Duke of Wexford.”

The farmer sat down the bucket and raised his handsto hiships. “Where sthis Duke fellow? Hiding in
the hillsor something?

“No, no, my good man. The Duke of Wexford and Blake Sanders are one and the same,” Benson
laughed cheerily.

The farmer eyed Blake. “Y ou aduke, hun?’
“Yes, | am,” Blake said and smiled.

The man pulled aworn felt hat from his head and scratched behind hisear. “ Sposin’ you can read,
then?’

Benson smiled thinly as he responded for Blake. “ Generdly graduates of Oxford and peers of therealm
can indeed read.”



The man stuck out hishand. “I’m Tom Biddle. My Néll isfixing stew and biscuitsfor dinner. Don't
spose you' d want to join me?’

Blake smiled broadly. “ Asyou can see, | have no fixed engagements. Benson and | would loveto join
you and your wife.”

Asthey approached the small cabin, awoman stepped out of the door. She was pregnant, far along,
with asmall child balanced on her hip. A curl of smoke rose from achimney and aplot of ground held a
variety of plants, not aweed marring their straight rows. Clothes hung from arope, flapping and dryingin
the breeze.

“We got company, Nell,” Tom Biddle said as he kissed hiswife' s cheek. “I told you, I’ d help with the
wash. Getting to be too much for you.”

The woman nodded shyly to Blake and he followed the pair into the dim, cool dampness of the cabin.
The aromaof food nearly fell him where he stood. Blake and Benson followed Tom as he motioned back
outsde. The farmer dumped the water he carried from the creek into ameta bowl. He wet hishands and
face and reached to aledge for soap. A thin rag hung on anail and Tom wiped himsef dry.

“Go on ahead, fellas. Clean up. I'll meet yainsde a thetable.”

Benson inssted Blake wash firgt and then stared grimly at the cloth he was to use to dry with. “Y our
scullery maids have finer ragsthan this, Sir,” Benson said and dabbed hisface lightly.

“I imagine they do, Benson. But I'll eat that damned rag if | don’t soon get insdeto Mrs. Biddle's
table”

Once all were seated, Tom and Nell Biddle dropped their head in prayer. Blake wanted to scream
Amen. Thewife ladled large portions of stew into chipped bowls and uncovered a platter hegped with
steaming biscuits. A crock of butter and ajar of jam were the only other things on the table. No
concoction his chef had ever graced the table with smelled as wonderful asthe med infront of him. Blake
waited until his host began to eat and then concentrated intently on cleaning hisbowl to reveal apattern
of rosesin the crockery. One of Mrs. Biddl€'s biscuits sopped the gravy from the bottom and Blake
licked hisfingers clean, not knowing what to do without a starched napkin.

“My dear, that meal was ddicious. | hope we didn’t inconvenience you with our arriva,” Blake said.

“I'm glad you liked it. We don’t git many visitors. Tom and | are right happy for the company,” Néll
Biddle said shyly. She shoveled mashed potato from the stew into the infants' open mouth.

“I'd like to compensate you, regardless.” Blake reached through the dit of hismoney belt and pulled out
abill. “Will thisdo?’

Tom Biddle scowled. “Them that | ask to eat a my table don’t pay.”

“But | indst, my good man. Certainly this money could be used to buy your wife some trinket or seed for
your farm. | am amply able to share. Asyou have so kindly done,” Blake said.

“Got me some of thefinest farmland in Maryland. We do just fine here” Biddle said with ahitch to his
shoulders.



Benson squinted. “Maryland, you say. Isthat atown close by?’

“No. The state of Maryland. Closest town is Cumberland. Tried to tell you boys, Somerset wasin
Pennsylvania,” Tom Biddle said and leaned back to rub his ssomach.

Blake pulled the map from his pocket and spread it out on the table. His head shook as his finger found
Cumberland. “1 believe I’ ve taken us quite out of our way, Benson. Terribly sorry.”

“No apology necessary, Your Grace. Y ou are till becoming adjusted to your new role. We will have
smdl mishaps, I'm sure” Benson said smiling. “ And another English name. After the Duke of
Cumberland would be my guess.”

Blake stared at his map and tried to decide where exactly they werein relationship to the city of
Cumberland. Tom Biddle stood and pulled a stone from thewall. He lifted aworn leather case from
within.

“Here sthe map of my land from the surveyor,” he said and spread out alarge paper.

Blake pored over the two maps when he realized Tom Biddle stood expectantly to hisside. The farmer
held papersin his hand.

“| was wondering since you can read and dl if you' d take alook at these?’

Blake nodded and took the papers. He studied them, wishing he had his quizzing glasses from hislibrary.
“Thislooks like aproposal to buy part of your property,” Blake said.

“Water rights,” Tom Biddle said. “My ciphering isn't too good and | wanted to make sure before |
make my mark that | know what it al says.”

Blake studied the papers and the maps laid out before him. “1 believe thisisabill of sale for the creek
and the property on both sides.”

Tom Biddl€ sface went white. Hiswife cameto hisside. “ Thank God | didn’t Sgnthisyet,” he said.

“Glad to help, Mr. Biddle,” Blake said. “I’ d take thisto a barrister. Let him make sure you get paid
farly each year for these water rights.”

“Thank you, Mr. Sanders. | can’t see how my dinner measures up to what you' ve done for us but
you' rewelcometo stay til supper. Hardly seems payment enough though,” Nell Biddle said.

Blake amiled. “Thank you but | wish to arrive in Cumberland by nightfall. We need to purchase
supplies”

Nell Biddle packed abag with beef jerky and biscuits while her husband brushed their horses. Benson
and Blake mounted and tipped their hats.

“Sanders,” Biddlecaled. “I’ d see @bout trading for different horsesin Cumberland. I’ n your journey’s
aslong asyou say these aren’t suited.”

“Redlly,” Blake said and patted the neck of hishorse. “How s0?’



“They're bred for speed. Y ou need something for the long haul just in case yaget off course again.”

Blake nodded and set out at a steady trot. The most amazing thing had just happened to the fifteenth
Duke of Wexford. He had been paid for services rendered. Granted, not gold or notes, but he had
received payment al the same. Beef stew and biscuits. Blake could not stop himsalf from preening. It
was a heady fedling indeed to provide what someone el se needed and be paid for those Kills.

Cumberland, Maryland proved to be interesting. Not as sophisticated or glib asNew Y ork or
Philadelphia. Fewer men in business suits, morein farm clothes and many with outfits Smilar to Benson.
Mogt of the latter, less garish, Blake reflected as he leaned against the brassrail of atavern called
Madam Tilly’s. Men were gathered around tables, playing cards, others stood and conversed with the
man next to them. Benson was off, scouting stables. Blake was convinced Tom Biddle wasright. He had
purchased their horses with an eye for horseflesh only considerate of the landscape of the next hunt.
Theserocky hills and rolling acres needed staminafrom both horse and rider.

Blake had spent most of the day in a cluttered shop caled Green's Generd Store. What he had failed to
congder at the beginning of the excursion was that Americawas vastly different than England. It was
enormous. And there were few Innsto rely on at sunset. Granted when they’ d stayed on the main roads,
they passed taverns with roomsto rent, but so far Blake had been unable to confine himself to the wide
dirt paths through the countryside.

Blake succumbed to the comfort of denim pants such as Benson wore, purchased from Mr. Green. The
shopkeeper had advised him to take the pants to the Chinese laundry before he wore them. Blake's
three, new, white, cotton shirts were sturdy and collarless. An unlined jacket made of softened suedein
camd completed hisensemble. A flat rimmed, low felt hat made by someone named Stetson was
adorned with black braiding. But thepiece de resistancewas the gun belt that hung below hiswaistband.
A Mr. Colt provided two six shooters, the shopkeeper had explained. Nothing like his hunting rifles back
home. Blake supposed he' d best do some target practice. He and Benson may have to shoot their
supper, dthough he was quite unsure what he would do if he actudly hit something. Mr. Green inssted he
buy alethd looking knife with aleather scabbard. Blake' s concern wavered from cutting off histhumb to
actualy having to ped skin from adead animal as Mr. Green had described. A very pregnant Mrs.
Green had showed him how to roll his new blanketsto fit behind his saddle. Blakefilled one entire
pocket of his saddlebag with matches.

All indl Blake fdt more comfortable. His skin had tanned on hisface and his behind wasfinaly growing
accustomed to the saddle. The fingers of black leather gloves spilled from his pocket. He had clung firmly
to hislow-hedled English boots, refusing to squash histoesinto points. Blake did not stand out in the
tavern he surveyed. He was dressed much the same as many of the men there. Blake sipped his drink
and shuddered. He had yet to find a decent scotch whiskey.

Thetrip to the bathhouse had proved most interesting after Benson and he had purchased their new
mounts. A large gray haired woman smoking a pipe wandered about the row of tubs handing out thin
towes. Benson cowered and insisted the woman turn her head while he dried. For himsdlf, Blake sat in
the steaming water and wondered what Gertrude was doing. What would she think of hisnew clothes?
What would she think of his decision to ride on horseback for the trip? He admitted to himsdlf that
Williamin al hisyouth waswiser. His son knew the world held more than London and society. And if
that boy, right or wrong hadn’t snuck on Gertrude' s ship, Blake would have never seen the beauty of this
wild country. Never have understood the apped of thisland and its people. Let donefeast hiseyeson
Gertrude Finch once more. He wasindeed indebted to his heir.



* * % %

“So, Will. When do you suppose someone will be here to fetch you? Been nearly two months,” Uncle
Fred said as he hel ped the boy handle anew colt.

“Can't say, ar.” William turned to Fred, stricken. “If you think it sbest that | go, | shdl do s0.”
“No, boy,” Uncle Fred said. “ Y ou' re welcome to stay aslong asyou want.”

William rubbed the horse' s coat with arag. “I’ ve been thinking of going anyway. | miss my mother and
gster and brother.”

“Spect you do, son. How bout your father? Miss him too?’ Fred asked as he checked the hooves of the
horse. Fred looked up from the corner of his eye to watch Will. “Maybe you argued with your father
over thistrip, Will, but that’ s no reason to keep your feathers ruffled thislong. Y ou got to see your ranch
intheend,” Fred continued asif unaware of the angry tilt of Will’smouth. “I’m sure your father isafine
man and won't be angry anymore. He' Il be wanting to see hiseldest son ....”

“Heisnot afine man.” Will brushed the colt asif hoping to leaveit bald.

“Easy son,” Fred said ashelaid hishand on Will’ s, stilling the brush. “Why would you say your father’s
not afine man? Everything about you points otherwise.”

Will met Fred' seyes. “There are things | am unable to divulge without bresking aconfidence. I'm sure,
though, my mother prays!’m nothing like my father.”

“Gert thinks the sun rises and sets on you, boy. She'sas good ajudge of character as| know,” Fred
sad.

Will’ s eyes dropped and his cheeks thinned. “Miss Finch isafinewoman. | hold her in high regard. But
sheis capable of making errorsin judgment. Of that I’ m quite sure.”

Fred nodded and | eft the corral. It wasjust as he suspected. William' s father was al so the father of
Gert’ sbaby. As much as he admired the boy he would find great satisfaction in beating the tar out of his

pa.

* * k* %

“I think a compass should be our next purchase, Y our Grace,” Benson said asthey wearily rode into the
town of Cleveland, Ohio one hot August night.

“I imagine you' reright, Benson,” Blake said. “1 can’'t fathom how | got so far off of track. | fear Sir
Anthony and Lady Annewereright. | have no idea how to do anything but be aduke.”

“Oh, but you're quite mistaken, Sir. The rabbit we roasted last night was atriumph. A dedlicacy.”

Blake raised his brows. He had shot the poor thing seven times before killing it. He gagged at the
thought even now. Something much different about shooting abird in the sky for the houndsto retrieve
than killing arabbit and taking the skin off while the animd was till warm. Thankfully Benson flirted in his
youth with the old cook and had a vague recollection of how it wasto be done.



“Let usto Cleveland to find abed and abath,” Blake said.

Blake lay on the worn bed in the smal hotel. They watched their money prodigiously now. Blake could
have gone to a bank and gotten atransfer of funds but he wasn't fond of theidea of carrying large
amounts of cash. Two nights ago they’ d come dangeroudy closeto being killed. Ugly, filthy men had
crept in to their camp in the dead of night and bound them back-to-back against atree. Benson was
convinced they wereto die therein the wilderness. Blake consoled himself and kept fear at bay by
envisoning Gertrude' s face when he kissed her. Her shock under the tree by the lake. Her own innocent
brand of sensudity on display that day in the foyer. And anticipation, Blake was sure, when he kissed her
on the stepsin his London home. There was some solace in knowing Gert was the last one he had kissed
and made loveto, if indeed these outlaws meant to end hislife.

But to their good fortune, the men had drunk prodigious amounts of acohol and fallen adeep around the
campfire. Blake was able to reach his knife and cut the rope tying him and Benson together. Blake
gathered their horses and belongings and dapped the rumps of the outlaws mounts. He smiled ashe
recaled hissing to Benson to hurry. Blake asked Benson later what he’ d been doing.

“Twenty years asavaet proved hepful in stealing those commoners boots as they snored. | threw them
into the ravine wejust passed,” Benson said haughtily.

Blakelooked at hisvaet. “How many times have you removed my boots without my knowledge,
Benson?’

“A good valet, gr, never reveals private matters concerning his employer,” Benson responded.

Blake slaughter rang out in the cool night.

* k% k %

Gert received aletter from Elizabeth near the end of August. She had fdlt guilty not writing her cousin as
she promised that morning at the docks. But Gert couldn’t bring herself to ask what she wanted to know
most. How was Blake? Was he still a pompous ass? Still the handsomest man in London? Who was his
newest mistress? Gert turned at the desk in the sitting room and held Elizabeth’ s unopened letter. Thefine
cream-colored stationary held the words she feared or hoped for. Uncle Fred had been thrilled that
morning when aneighbor dropped off the mail. He ran asfast as his bowlegs could take him, holding it
out to her.

“Here saletter, Gert. From your cousinin England,” Fred said and waved it in front of her nose as she
stood on the lowest dat of the fence.

“What' sthe matter with you, Clem?’ Gert shrieked from her post. “Y ou’ ve got that pony in atizzy.”

Fred knew Clem didn’t have the nearly broke horse so riled that he bucked. Just as he’ d known
yesterday Gert did like blackberry jam, was her favorite in fact, in contrast to what she’ d shouted at
Cookie. Knew the flowers Clyde had picked weren't meant for Gert’ s grave after along lingering iliness
but rather to brighten her day. And knew that Gert’ s shouts and balling fits had every horse, dog and man
scurrying away from her.

“Come on, Gert. It s hot out here. Take your letter and go on inthe house,” Fred said and held the letter
out to hisniece.



Gert looked down at the | etter. Her lip trembled and she bit it. “1 don't want anything to remind me of
that horrible country.”

Uncle Fred stared at her.
“Fine)” Gert cried. “Fine. I'll go St and be useless.” She grabbed the letter and marched to the house.

But now, asshe sat at Aunt Mavis desk, absently scratching her belly, tearsrolled off her cheeksand
landed on the letter. She was curious, though, of news about who would come for William. She read the
first page. Elizabeth’s baby had been born. A girl. Sarah Louise. Everyone was fine except for the
husband. Apparently Tony had not laid the child in its cradle since the midwife had handed her to him. Sir
Anthony Burroughs had met his match in the form of atiny baby he could not bear to part from for more
than aminute at atime. The thought of that father and his daughter made Gert think of her own child. No
father would cuddle him or her or show him off asif he or she were the most precious thing in the world.
They would have amother, though, that would go to the ends of the earth for her child.

Ann Sanders McDonad had taken Meinda and Donad to Scotland where Meinda had managed to
tempt every digible man for miles. Ann had written Elizabeth that one dark haired chieftain had set
Méelinda sthoughtsto marriage again. Dondd ran congtantly with boys his same age, svimming, fishing
and growing like aweed. Gert’slip trembled. Shelaid the letter in her Iap. That was the thing with
children, shethought. They grow up. And they leave.

Gert pulled the second page from behind the first and continued. The paper shook wildly in her hand.
Blake Sanders had set sail to Americafor William, two weeks after she did. Her trembling hand cameto
her mouth. He was coming here. But why hadn’t he arrived? He was surely coming only to rescue his
heir. But where was he? Gert’ s thoughts flew a thousand ways. He was dead on the side of theroad. His
carriage had careened from amountainsde. And it was certainly no less than he deserved. To dlow her
and hisunborn child to sail across an ocean aone. Wedl, William had been there with her but Blake didn’t
know that. He didn’t even know she was pregnant. Although he should have. He did ask her to marry
him. But he didn’t love her. Gert had hersdlf in fury of tears, fears and accusations.

“William,” Gert shrieked as she stuck her head out the window. “William!”

Chapter Fourteen

Blake had planned on traveling due west from Cleveland. Somehow he and Benson found themselvesin
southern Indiana. They had spent their last evening in abarn owned by avery pregnant woman. Mrs.
Hetcher’ s husband had died a month prior and the woman was running the smal farm done. To Blake's
regret, the Fletcher child had chosen that night to arrive in thisworld. Blake had ridden for aneighbor
while Benson cooked and straightened the woman’ s home. A girl, certainly not much older than his
Melinda came running down the porch steps of the home Blake was sent to.

“How close arethe pains?’ she asked as she waddled quickly to a cart and hitched amule.



“I don’'t know for sure, miss.” Blakelooked at the girl, pregnant hersdlf. “Isn’t there someone else who
could attend Mrs. Fletcher? Someone with, pray more experience.”

“Youandl isit, migter.” Thegirl shouted yaw to the mule and set off at furious pace.

Blake hurried to his horse and followed. Dear God. Did the chit think he' d be hel ping with the birth?
While Ann had ddivered Mdindaand William hewasin his study, drinking brandy and choosing his
children’ s school. Hewasin London during Donad’ s birth. But TessWilliams did not care. She shouted
directionsto Benson for water and boiled Blake sknife. She directed Blake to hold Mrs. Fletcher's
back while the woman pushed the child from her body. The crying, shouting and sweating Mrs. Fletcher
succeeded near midnight in giving birth. Benson had hurried from the house at the first scream. Tess
Williams shoved the infant in Blake' sarms, unceremonioudy, while she attended Mrs. Hetcher.

Blake found himsalf seeted in arocker, dowly moving, watching the child in the moonlight from the bare
window. He cooed when she fussed and wrapped the blanket tight around her smal body. He could not
remember, for hislife, hischildren ever being thissmal. And poor Mrs. Hetcher, soon doneto raisethis
child. Blake swallowed. What if it weretrue? What if his deepest fear and surety wasredity? Gertrude
could be pregnant. With his son or daughter. Would someone hold her hand as he had done for Mrs.
Fetcher? Would someone murmur reassuring words? Of course, Blake chastised himsdlf. She would
have Uncle Fred. But would he hold her and tell her she’ d done fine? What if she and William had yet to
arrive and were stranded? \Who would hold his child in hisfirst moments on earth?

Not too terribly long ago Blake was sure he had lived hislife with no regrets. Lately, he wondered if any
decison he' d ever made wasright. So much he' d missed, so much helet willingly go unseen. Hewas
very near as usaless as Tony had described him. The child in his arms dept peacefully. Blake touched the
smdl hand with hisfinger. Thetiny fist opened and closed around it and her veined eydidsfluttered.
Suddenly and with a desperation Blake had never known, he craved his children. Wanted to see
Melinda' s sweet, smiling face and hear her laughter. Touch William'’ s shoulder and tell him how proud he
was of his son. Wished he had climbed to see that damn tree house Donad loved. Blake' svision blurred
until the tiny pink bundlein hisarmswas but a shadow.

And Blake knew without a doubt, at that moment and not before, what Ann, Tony, his servants and
Lady Katherine had known al adong. What Gertrude had seen in his children the first instant they’ d met.
No horse, home or club, no rule or shapely body held a candle to his sons and daughter. What had
appeared as gold was not but a cheap imitation compared to the treasure God had foolishly bestowed
upon him. He was glad then Ann was their mother. The dear Lord had been merciful indeed. While he
roamed haunts, chasing pleasures, hiswife had been raisng those children. He no longer felt angry or
cheated. But indebted rather, to awoman he' d not loved and treated poorly. Pray McDonad will make

her happy.

And above dl this, knowing al this, one face loomed before him. Unbeknownst to her, Gertrude had
changed Blake slife. He had been lured here because of William' sfascination with her heartfelt tales.
Blake would have goneto his grave never seeing thisland’ s bounty or the pride and resourcefulness of its
people. Meindawould have been married to some young fob planning alifefilled with women and titles
while Blake' s daughter stayed behind to raise her children. And Donad, he cringed to admit was a
stranger.

Sometimesin the past, Blake had reved ed something persona to someone. Most timesto Tony. But he
had no inclination to share histhoughts with hisfriend at this moment. There was only one person on this
earth he' d admit hisfolly to. The same one he' d wronged and cursed. Thetall, green-eyed woman not
afraid for an ingtant of his displeasure. She' d curse him and tell him she' d known al dong hewas an ass.



Blake smiled at the thought of her censure. They would argue and trade barbs and he would kiss her.

* * * %

“What isit, Miss Finch?’ William said asheran in the house. “Y ou're as white asaghost.”
“Y our father is coming here to get you. He left England two weeks after us.”

William dropped in achair. “Where is he then? Shouldn’t he have arrived by now?’

Gert’slip trembled. “Yes. He should have.”
William' seyes darted. “1 am happy and frightened and angry heis coming.”

Gert stood and wandered about the room. Finally stopping to touch Aunt Mavis candlesticks, her back
to thedoor. “I don't know what to do, William. | don’t want him to know of my condition.”

Gert had as many mixed emotions as William. To see Blake again would ease apain that lingered. But
seeing hisface, hearing his voice would be torture, knowing he was not the man for her. She had cometo
that conclusion painfully. Admitted to hersdf she' d succumbed to aphysicd attraction with aman intent
on leading amerry life. One of wealth and indulgence and pleasures. A man wholly unable from centuries
of tradition, to view awoman as anything but a necessity for heirs and gratification.

Gert had agood life here, on the ranch. One that allowed her viewsto be listened to, her opinions
vaued. Esmerelda had written and said the speech Gert composed brought a standing ovation from a
crowd who had heard it. She had respect and a place in the order of things. Gert would not have love,
not for every star she wished on. It was not meant to be. As she had told countless young women, find
yourself, your vaues and talents and make agood life. Never wait on aman to fulfill your dreams. Much
more difficult to live those words than to say them. Gert would never again scoff at awoman believing
her prince or knight or pirate would solve dl life swoes.

“When your father finds out I'm expecting his child, | can’'t imagine hisreaction,” Gert said softly.

“I won't let him hurt you. In any way, MissFinch,” William replied.

“Neither will I,” avoice came from the door. Gert spun around to see Uncle Fred and al the hands.
“Don’'t you worry none, Gert,” Cookie said.

“Nodukeisgoin’ to bother you,” Clyde said. Clem nodded.

“1 won't | et the bastard break your heart again,” Luke whispered.

* k% k %

Benson and Blake plodded along north to Chicago. The trees were a magnificent combination of
ydlows, oranges and scarlet. They passed farms with baled hay hegped in mountains dotting the
countryside. By sundown the air had a.cool nip and the odor of turned earth and drying leaves. They had
falen into acomfortable routine. Benson tended the horses and started afire while Blake hunted for their
dinner. Some nightsthey didn’t eat well. The only thing Blake was positive of was that Benson would
hand him a steaming cup of teafirst thing. That morning they had come upon asmall weterfall. The water



crashed over rocks and puddled in alazy pool as clear asthe sky. Blake could smell himsdlf and was not
passing up the opportunity to bathe. Benson gathered their dirty clothes and stripped to apair of
full-length red drawers and waded into the water to do the laundry. Blake, bare bottom naked, ran at the
water full tilt. It was glorioudy cold. He stood under thefall of water after scrubbing his body and hair.

Blake stood in the water waist deep and shaved away two days worth of stubble. He caught his
reflection in the till water around him. Days back he had found a barber and was glad his collar-length
curlswere gone. Blake sported atightly cropped haircut and if theripplesin hismirror didn’'t deceive him
his skin had mellowed into atan. There was not an ounce of fat on hischest or arms. Theriding and lifting
and waking and hunting had pushed the years on his body back to youth. He felt more fit than he had
snce hewas aboy.

Blake peered at the water’ simage. WWomen in London would swoon at his new physique. Trim and now
reasonably fast with his Colt. He pulled an imaginary gun from hisnaked hip in adraw. But London
ladies would not gppreciate his newly honed body or skill with asix-shooter. Proper English women
would find nothing appealing about the tan color of his skin or the roughened calluses of hishands. To
them he' d look like a savage or a servant. Maybe Gertrude would think he looked more American.

Blake waited, unsuccessfully, for hislonging for Gertrude to lessen. Hoping, on some level, adance hall
girl would arouse hislust. In the past, atempting view of abreast or a pale ankle would have been
enough to drop hiseydidsin want, bringing atwitch to hislips and atwinge to his crotch. Not so
anymore. Barely clothed bar wenches, even on hislap as had happened in the last town they’ d cometo,
did little for him. But every night, regardiess of stonesdigging into his back while he dept, he awoke rock
hard with Gertrude' s face swimming before him. There was no oneto discussthis strange changein his
body with. He could hardly imaginewhat he' d say.l’m limp as a dead daisy while conscious and stiff
as a board while aslegp. And whom would he admit that bit of nonsenseto. Not Tony for certain. His
best friend would laugh and say hewasin love.

Currently the cold water had him shriveled and wrinkled. Benson had strung the cord from his
saddlebags and was draping their clean clothes over it for the sun to dry. Blake pulled on clean haf
drawers and stretched out on aflat rock to dry. His eyes opened to the blue sky as he lay there. He had
the strangest fedling he and Benson weren't aone. Blake peered through trees and wandered around.
Nothing. No one. He il could not shake the feding. Their clothes dried quickly and soon Benson and
he were saddled and riding north. Closer with each step of the horses' hooves to Gert and his son.
Benson had taken to whistling atune while they rode and Blake had to smile a hisvaet. The iff, sarchy
servant had changed. As he had, he supposed.

The besting of the sun’srayson his black hat and the steady clip of his mount’ s canter had nearly lulled
him to deep. Suddenly and to his and Benson' s surprise, they were surrounded by red-skinned men
wesaring nothing but strips of hide to cover them. His horse ground to ahat in the closing circle. Benson's
facewaswide-eyed in fear. Their leader, Blake surmised by the number of colored feathersin his
headdress, walked his spotted horse close to Blake.

The man grunted and signed.

Blake shook his head and lifted his shoulders hoping to indicate he hadn’t a clue what the man said.
The leader turned and shouted gibberish. The other men laughed and raised their lances to the sky.
Blake knew redl fear at thismoment. He' d listened to stories of the savagesin the towns he passed

through. From the look on Benson' s face he remembered the talesaswell. He' d never get the chanceto
tell Gertrude heloved her. Wasthe only explanation he d been able to fathom for the strange things



happening to his mind and his body. He understood Tony’ s words now. He' d beg Gertrude' s
forgivenesswith his dying breath. The words of the fierce warrior before him brought his head up.

“Y ou pass through the land of the Cheyenne. Y ou will die now.”

A whimper escaped Benson'slips.

Blake was surprised to hear English, athough stilted from the lips of savage before him. “We meant no
harm,” Blake said.

“Y our bodies staked out in the sun will send amessage to other wanderers.”

Blake blew out a breath and dropped his shoulders thinking how close he' d cometo hisfind destination.
“Before you do, can you tell me how far away we are from Chicago?’

Thewarrior blinked and trand ated the words. Braves pulled their horsesin tight. “ Strange talk you have.
What white city did you come from?’

“London, England.” Blake' shome. The one he' d never see again.

The chief’ s eyes widened and he spoke quickly to hisband of men. “Why this Chicago?’
“My son’ sthere. And awoman,” Blake said.

“Thewoman’sname. What isit?’ the chief asked.

Blake toyed with the idea of not responding for fear of putting Gertrude and William in danger. But some
part of him begged to hear her name said aloud. To go to his death with her name on hislips.

“Gertrude Finch,” Blake said softly.

The chief’ s eyes widened and the braves ponies danced and neighed asthey clamored. The man held
his hand up for silence. When the chief spoke, Blake could tell his men were angry. But the tiff
command brooked no argument. Six braves jumped from their barebacked horses and pulled Blake and
Benson from their mounts. Blake shouted to Benson his gpology as abrave sfist plunged into his
stomach. Blake sair left on awhoosh. He could not defend himsdlf from the battering of punchesastwo
men held his hands behind hisback. All at once it was dark.

* k k %

Blake s eye opened dowly. He fdt the plodding of his mount underneath him. He was not staked out to
diein the prairie but trussed to his horse with ropes. Herisked alook to hisside. Benson wastied to his
horse aswell. There was nary a scraich on him.

“Your Grace,” Benson whispered. “| feared you’ d never wake up.”
“WE re not dead, are we?’

“No gr, werenot. But | haven't aclue where they’ retaking us.” Benson shouted to one of the sentries.
“You there. My master needs water.”



“Don't get killed on my account, Benson.” But hisvaet vaiantly would not shut his mouth. Finaly the
chief held his hand up and every horse behind him stopped. A path opened up to Blake and Benson.

“Y ou’ ve beaten the Duke of Wexford to apulp. | demand you give him water,” Benson said.
The chief’ s eyes opened wide. Y ou have nothing to bargain with.”

“I'mwell aware of that but | still ingst you give him something to drink. If you meant to kill usyou would
have done it two hours ago,” Benson shouted bravely.

The chief dmost smiled and nodded to Blake. “True. But the desth of this one belongsto my old friend.”
Benson bristled. “Friend? No friend of yours could possibly know my master.”

Blake' s mouth cracked as he spoke and he tasted blood. “Who? Who isyour friend?’

“Y our thirst for water will be nothing compared to what Hastings will do.”

“Hastings? The duke knows no one named Hastings,” Benson said.

Blake brought his bowed head up dowly. “How do | know this Hastings?’

The chief smiled mdicioudy. “Heisfather in his heart to Gertrude Finch.” The chief threw back his heed
and laughed. “1t ishisright to kill that man thet |eft her.”

“Miss Finch?’ Benson said. “Are we closeto her ranch? Y our Grace, we may be saved yet. But why
would ardative of Miss Finch’ swish to kill you, Sr?’

The chief smiled. “'Y ou will know soon enough, English.”

The braves undid their ropes and pulled Blake and Benson from their saddles. Blake landed on his butt
with athud. Until that moment it was the only part of hisbody not bruised. Dimly he heard Benson
shouting at the departing Indians.

“Stand up, Y our Grace. We must get to Miss Finch’sranch.” Benson said as he pulled Blake to hisfeet.
“We are going to continue in the direction the savages were taking us. Lean on me, sir.”

Blake had no choice. His legs were as mushy as cook’ s pudding. He grimaced when he touched his
hand to his jaw. It clicked as he closed his mouth. It was not broken as far as Blake could tell. Although
his nose surdly was. He tried to straighten and grimaced from apainin hisside.

“We' renot far, | imagine, Benson. | think that Indian wanted to make sure | met Miss Finch’suncle,”
Blake said.

“Dotry and hurry gr. | have no inclination to run into another band of Indians. | thought we were done
for back there, sir.” Benson said as he helped Blake aong. “1 admit I’ ve been shaken to the core.”

“Y ou did admirably, Benson.” The two of them trudged up asmall grade. At the top they saw smoke
coming from ahouse. A barn and corrd toitsside.

“Look, your grace. Civilization.”



Blake squinted hisgood eye. “I’'m afraid, Benson, | must rest amoment. Let me Sit. Y ou go ahead.”

“Areyou sure, Your Grace?’ Benson asked. Blake nodded. “1’ [l hurry then and try and bring back a
conveyance.”

Benson started out and Blake watched him. When the man was ahundred feet away he turned to give
Blake athumb up. Blake nodded and watched the expression on hisvaet’ s face change from
encouragement to terror. Benson ran then, tripping and screaming towards the farm. Blake looked over
his shoulder to see what had given Benson such agtart. A long silent line of Indians stood on the ridge not
thirty feet to hisback. Not that there was athing Blake could do about it. He didn’t think he could stand,
much lessfight. Their chief in the middle looked at him smugly. If what Blake thought were true, his best
chance of survival would be a an Indian village. Far away from Gertrude' srelatives.

* k k %

William Sanders looked out on the range as the other hands were doing. White Cloud, Uncle Fred's
Indian friend, stood on the ridgein aline. Then he noticed aman running willy nill, down the dope, faling
and shouting for help. Fred Hastings stood beside Will.

“What' s White Cloud up to now? He hasn't chased a settler for ten years,” Fred said.

The prick of recognition cameto Will in that ingtant. The cowboy running to himin abright plaid shirt
had an English accent and sounded suspicioudy like hisfather’ s vaet. The man was closer now and Will
let out aheld breath. “Dear God. That's Benson.”

“Y ou know him, son?’ Fred asked.

“He smy father’ svaet.” Will began walking to Benson.

“What'savdet, Will?" Clem asked from the crowd of work hands now following behind William asthe
screaming man tumbled over arock.

“English gentlemen have aservant to see to their bath and getting them dressed everyday.”

“Y er Daddy needs someoneto pull his pants on him?’ Cookie asked.

Will looked at Benson and saw thewild look in the valet’ s eyes. “Benson,” Will shouted.

The man stopped. “Masgter William. Thank God.” Benson ran then asfast as hislegswould carry him.
“Hurry. Y our father’ ssitting not,” Benson stopped to breathe. “Y our father’ s sitting not twenty feet from

those savages.” Benson puffed abreath. “We must rescue him.”

Fred Hagtings lifted his brows. “White Cloud hasn't hurt awhite man in ten years. Likesto scare‘em
some on occasion.”

Benson straightened and buttoned hisleather vest. “1 beg to differ, sir. That savage nearly beat The
Duke of Wexford to desth.”

Uncle Fred’ s mouth ticked. “He talking about the same duke that’ s your daddy?’



“Yes, dr. Heis,” Will replied.
“Please gr. Hurry. They’ reamost upon him,” Benson pleaded.

The men looked where Benson was pointing to aman stting, holding hisknees. “Take apony to him,
Will. Helooks plum tuckered out,” Fred said.

Will pulled himsalf up on ahorse and strung a saddled mount behind him. He stopped to talk to Benson.
“I'll get him, Benson. Don't worry.”

Thevalet grabbed Will’sleg. “I hardly recognized you, Master William. But you' Il save him, | know.”

Will nodded and set out at atrot.

Blake watched alone rider approach with ahorse in tow from his saddle. Blake drew a breath deep
enough to double him over as he recognized the cowboy. “William,” he whispered. The boy sat the horse
asif born to these western plains. Confident and dusty, with awide leather covering over hislegs. His
heir had not only survived thiswild country. He had thrived.

“Dear God, William. | am glad to seeyou,” Blake said as William came to a stop. His son threw oneleg
over the neck of the horse and did down. Blake wanted desperately and, within the same thought, to hug
him tightly and shout till the boy cowered. Blake swallowed. He settled to afierce ache of pridefor his

first-born son.
William said nothing as he approached. Just stared hard at hisfather. “I am glad to see you unhurt.”

Blake blustered. Did the boy not notice the rearrangement of hisface?“Isthat al you can say, William?
I’ve chased you for months. Y our mother isworried sick and your sigter....” Blake didn't complete his
sentence before he found himself face down on the prairie. He shook his head and looked up to William.

“That' sfor Miss Finch.” William unhooked the second horse' sreins and dropped them in the dirt beside
hisfather. William mounted his own horse and rode away.

Blake stood dowly. He turned and gave the Indians ajaunty salute. He didn’t think he could get himsdlf
in the saddle. He would walk the short distance to hisfate, he thought, as he looked up to scan the
activity surrounding the house. The screen door dammed on the porch of the cabin and there stood his

Gertrude.

“Magter William. Y ou planted your father afacer!” Benson said to William asthe boy approached the
growing crowd.

“Benson,” Gertrude shrieked from the porch.
The valet hurried to her but stopped mid-gtride. “MissFinch!” He stared at her belly.

Gertrude looked over Benson's head and her hand covered her mouth for abrief instant. “Blakel” she
shouted.

Blake stood till. Hisname on her lips was his undoing. His mind flashed scenes of histravels. He knew
he' d crawl across this bloody country to hear her voice again. Then he noticed her hands clenching a
round, protruding belly. He was certainly not going to blubber like afishwifein front of her relativesand



his son. He hurried to her. His path was blocked by rough cowboys. “ Stand aside,” Blake shouted.
A tall blond cowboy stepped forward and tilted his hat far back on his head. “Not likely.”
An older man elbowed hisway through the men. “Y ou and meis going to have along talk.”

Blake was at the end of his patience. He was not going to wait another second to touch Gertrude. He' d
dreamed too long of this moment to be denied. He was not aduke for any small reason, ether. “Not

right this moment we' re not.” The men guffawed. “I’ m going to talk to Miss Finch.” Thecircle closed
tightly.

Blakerarely raised hisvoice. It was unnecessary. But histemper had the best of him thistime. He
screamed his commands. “Get out of my way thisingant. I’ ve been traveling for monthsand it’sunlikely
I"ll be leaving without speaking to her. If | haveto fight every man to my last breath, | will.” Heturned his
head dowly from one man to another. “Now get out of my way.”

The old man stared hard at Blake Sanders and took one step back. The other men followed hislead.
“Wall, done, sir,” Benson called from the porch steps. “Well done, indeed.”

Blake nodded to hisvaet and focused on the woman before him. Gert’ s eyes were shimmering with
tears and Blake thought she was the most beautiful sight he’ d ever seen. Her lip trembled under one hand
while the other clenched her ssomach. His child grew there. Inside this stunning, smart woman capable of
bringing a peer of therealm to hisknees.

“I say, Sr,” Benson said from Blake' ssde. “Mogt proliferate country this America. Nearly every woman
we' ve encountered isincreasng.”

“Fortunately thisisthe only onel’m responsible for,” Blake said.
Benson's eyes widened. He looked from Gertrude back to his master and stcumbled away. “ Oh dear.”

“I was so worried. Elizabeth wrote and said you left London months ago. | thought you were dead. I'm
pregnant.” Gertrude' slip trembled. “And I’'m awreck. | shout and cry and don’'t know what to do,” she
stammered and wept. “1 was worried about you and me and about William.” Her head sprang straight
and she shouted. “And | came here al aone and you' re never taking this baby, Blake Sanders. | hate
you.” Shedapped him.

Blake touched his cheek and winced. Hefdt aloose tooth with histongue. Gertrude huffed and turned
to the housein aflurry, damming the door on her way insde. Blake turned to the assembled behind him.
The old man stepped forward and spoke.

“I was going to beat the tar out you.” The old man said as he took off his hat and scratched his head.
“But I'm thinking that won't be hdf the punishment my Gert’ll giveyou.” He laughed sharply. “Hell, ought
to be fun to watch, too. Huh, boys?’

The men around him leaned back in unison and crossed their arms across their chests. One spit and then
answered. “* Sposin’ you' reright, Fred. Might be fun at that.”

“William. What have they doneto Miss Finch?’ Blake asked.



“What have we doneto her? Y ou' re the one’' s gone and got her in thismess.” Two men, nearly
identica, held thetall, blond cowboy back from charging Blake.

“If I may besobold, sir,” Benson said hesitantly to him from the sde.

“Speak your mind, Benson. Y ou met MissFinch in London. She’ saraving lunatic now. What isthe
matter with her?” Blake shouted.

“As| began amoment ago, sir. Miss Finch reminds me of my dear sster. Had ten children and drove
her family near insane with her moods while she was expecting. Screaming, shouting, weeping & the

strangest things. We shied away from Mildred nine months of the year, | dare say. And her husband,
well. He never learned hislesson.” Benson sighed. “God rest his soul.”

Blake backed up. “ Shekilled him?’

Benson shook his head. “ Got thrown from a horse and broke his neck, sir. Why do you ask?’
“I don’t remember Lady Ann acting like this when she was having my heirs”

Benson shrugged and looked away.

“Do you remember the duchessin such astate?’ Blake asked.

“I dare say, Y our Grace, not all women react to this condition in the same manner. Lady Ann did keep
to her roomsthough, if | remember correctly.” Benson swallowed. “I believe you spent most of that time
in London, Sr. The season at full swing, you know.”

Blaketurned to look at the men. Hisintroduction to Gertrude' s family and friends was not going well.
Blake seyesmet William'sin the crowd of men. The boy raced to the barn. “William.”

“Leave himbe” the old man said. He looked around at his men. “Back to work now. I' [l handlethis
from here”

Blake stepped down from the porch step he stood on. “1 would gather you are Mr. Hastings. Gertrude's
unde”

“And | sposeyou' re Blake Sanders? Will’ s daddy and the man who ruined my Gert.” Fred stuck out his
hand. “ Been waiting awhile to meet you.”

Blake shook Fred Hastings hand. Aswith regrets, guilt was an emotion Blake had little experience with.
But now he struggled to look at the short gray haired man with bowlegs and amustache that nearly

covered hisface.
“Come on in the kitchen, Sanders. You and | need to talk.”

Blake followed Fred Hastings to the kitchen. A large man in ahuge apron held acast iron skillet over
Benson'shead.

“What' s going on, Cookie?’ Fred asked.

“This here ferener isaplanning on taking over my kitchen.”



“I have no intentions of taking over your kitchen, my good man. But | believe my master, the Duke of
Wexford could use aspot of teaand | intend to brew it,” Benson bellowed hisfinish.

“Let the man make histea, Cookie. Come on Sanders.”

Hagtingsled Blake into asmdl stting areaand motioned for him to sit down in awing chair. Fred
Hastings sat directly opposite of him in another. “I don’t mince words, Sanders. I'm goin’ to tell you
draight out.”

The man's hardened face reminded Blake of an image he’ d seen on aWanted poster outside the
Cleveland sheriff’ s office. Hagting' slip twitched in asnarl as he spoke. “1’ve amind to put ashotgun to
yer and yer friend, Burroughs belly about now. My Gert was an innocent when she stepped on that boat
inNew York and | expected her to arrive back here the same way.”

“Yes, Mr. Hastings, | can understand that.”

“Well, shedidn't.” Hastings sat back in hischair. “ Did you ask her to marry you?’

“Y%"

“That' swhat shetold me. It was apuzzle to me especialy after getting to know Will. HE safine young
man. Hard to imagine him having afather lower than cow shit.”

“Miss Finch declined my protection,” Blake said. Benson arrived and sat a chipped cup holding histea
on the Sdetable. The valet bowed asif he weren't dressed in an orange plaid shirt and hisface wasn't
covered indirt. “Thank you, Benson.”

“Gert’ s having ahard time with this child coming. Screaming and yelling and then crying to best the
band,” Hastings said, hisforehead wrinkled in worry. “ Sad part of it dl isher loving you.”

Blake blinked. “ Shetold me very plainly what she thought of me amoment ago. Love was not theword
sheused.”

“Ah hell, Sanders. Gert don’t know what she thinksright now.”

Blake smiled grimly. “She madeit clear in London. Shethinks very little of me.” Blake sat back and
cros=d hislegs. “Knowing dl I'veredlized on thistrip, it isof little surprise”

“You ain't good enough for her, Sanders. | know that. Not with your title and your money and al.” Fred
Hastings stood and poured himsalf ashot of whiskey. He stared out the window after throwing the drink
back. “But I’'m thinking she wants ya anyway, Sanders.”

“I have asked her to marry me. She refused.”

“Wll, I've been trying to talk her into marrying Luke Matson,” Uncle Fred said asheturned. “The tall
blond near ready to tear your head off. Spect | might’ ve convinced her if you hadn’t wandered by.”

Theideaof Gertrude marrying anyone but him made Blake shands bal into fists. It would not happen.
Could not. He growled hisresponse. “1 will not stand for it.”



Fred' s bushy browsrose. “Won't stand for it, huh? Y ou don’t know Gert aswell as| thought then.”
Blake stood and faced Gertrude' suncle. “And you sir, know nothing about me.”

Fred crossed hisarms over his chest. “I was going to have you bunk with the hands but I’ m thinking
you' d be dead by morning. Y ou can deep upstairs but if | catch your ass near Gert’sroom I’ ll hand ya
over to my Indian friend mysdlf.”

It was on thetip of Blake stongue to remind this man that he wasin fact the Duke of Wexford. His
ancestors had gone to their graves defending their honor and that of their women. Theirony of thislittle
man protecting Gert from aWexford heir did not escape him.

“I would like to spesk to MissFinch, if | may,” Blake said.

“I'll go an see what she says. Sometimes she napsin the afternoon.” Fred went to the stairs. “But I'm
thinking she' snot degping now.”

* k *x %

Gert could no longer roll around on her bed. Tossing from one cheek and decision to another. Her
middle held her firmly anchored on her back. She knew now, to say she missed Blake Sanders greetly
fell short of the mark. A gresat big holein her heart, covered with the excuse of pregnancy she' d tread on,
was the only way to describe how she felt. An empty vast opening ignored, while shetiptoed acrossa
wesk bridge. Aslong as she looked straight ahead, not down, she had been able to forge ahead. That
was no longer possible. The huge vacant space loomed before her, ahead of her and surrounded her. All
because he'd arrived.

Gert dapped her clenched fists on the coverlet. Why did he have to be so damn handsome? She thought
he wasfairly gorgeousin London. But now in Levisand ablack hat he took her breath away. Why did
she want him so much? Gert had nearly talked hersdlf into marrying Luke Matson. Hewaskind. He
would defend her with his dying breath. He would be agood father aswell. And he knew horses, knew
the ranch and dl itsworkings. Gert sighed. Therelay the problem. That was all he knew or ever wanted
to. A man couldn’'t be stupid, Gert conceded, to handle stock the way he did. But her attempts at
conversation about politics or books left the man dumbfounded. His conclusion that books were for
schools and no, he hadn’t afavorite author and hisfirm belief that Congress referred to mating, left Gert
with abad taste in her mouth. What would they talk about in yearsto come? How would they argueif he
hadn’t an opinion? Her mind would turn to gravy from lack of use.

And then down the gentle dope of the field came Blake Sanders. Looking at her and fighting hisway
through Uncle Fred, William and the work hands to be near her. Looking every bit the rugged pirate or
cowboy. Taking amoment to feast his eyes on her, Gert was convinced. With the tenderest caress from
his eyes ever imaginable. Then she screamed and dapped him. Gert drifted off to deep with Blake sface
before her.

* * k* %

While Gertrude dept, Blake went in search of William and found him inside the corrd attempting to
mount a pawing and neighing horse. Not one of the men watching William so much asaglanced to
Blake. He swallowed his shout when the horse threw his son to the ground. The boy stood, dusted his
hat on hisleg and climbed aboard the crazed anima again. Blake didn’t redize Fred Hastings stood
besdehim.



“Will knowswhat he' sdoing. | wouldn’t let him break that mareif hedidn’t.”

“Hehasgrown up in your care, Mr. Hastings.” Blake turned to look at thewiry man. “1 amin your
debt.”

“Hewas agood boy when he got here, Sanders. Brought Gert home safe and sound. Might confused
about becoming aman though.”

“He snot had much to mode himself by,” Blake admitted. Fred Hastings did not insult Blake with a
denid. Just stared straight ahead.

“I"'m thinking he' s about ready to go home. Misses his mother and al. When will you be takin® him?’
Fred asked.

Blake had pondered that subject while Benson tended to his cuts and bruises. “I’'m going to have
Benson escort him home shortly.” Or would William be leading the vaet? Blake wondered.

“Where sthat |leave you, Sanders?’

Blake faced the man. Gert’ sfather in hisheart the chief had called him. “Y our niece will be having my
son or daughter. | have no intention of leaving her.”

“WEe |l seewhat Gert hasto say about that.”

Blake resurrected hisducd airr. It will make no matter Gertrude' swishesin this. | will camp under the
darsif need be. | am staying.”

“Staking your claim, huh?’ Fred asked. Blake nodded. “For the child or for Gert?’

Blake amiled. “Both.”

“White Cloud give yaand yer man ascaretoday?’ Hastings asked.

“To somedegree,” Blakesaid dryly.

Hastings laughed. “ Aw, come on. When | told him about Gert and you and to keep alook out for ya, he
was mighty pissed off. White Cloud’ sknown her since shewasagirl. | knew hewouldn't kill ya. We're
friends. He' d save that for me. But you sure as hdll didn’t know that. OI' Benson looked likehe'd seena
ghogt”

“Benson was petrified and for good reason.”

“And you weren't?’ Fred said with alaugh.

Blake turned from watching Will to lean againgt the dat of thefence. “ There arethingsin thislife more
frightening than dying. | assureyou.” Like facing the fact he' d been afailure as ahusband and father.
Peading with God for a second chance he did not deserve. Wondering if he was able to do better if his
prayers were answvered. But the most frightening thought of al wasthat of leaving Gert if he were denied.

Fred Hastings listened to Sanders confess more than he' d realized. When aman had regrets that made



death seem mild it was because hel d made amountain of mistakes dong the way. Hard for aman, any
man to admit.

“Will’ s done with that pony. We don't need him no more this afternoon,” Fred said.

* * % %

Blakefound his son in the barn, rubbing polish on asaddle. “William.”
William’ s head came up with asnap. “ Everyone cdls me Will now, Sr.”

Blake sat down on an overturned bucket. He had much to say but had no idea where to begin. Hewas
glad thefirst wordsin hismind dipped from his mouth before he' d stopped them. “1’m proud of you.”
Will faced him in disbelief. “1 was angry to be sure when | read the note you left, but | supposel
understand your reasoning now.”

Will hung his head. “Miss Finch told me you dlowed Mdindato wait to marry. If I'd talked to you
about thistrip ingtead of stowing away things might have been different.”

“Perhaps,” Blakereplied. “ Although | wished you would have cometo me, | can’t deny I’ ve enjoyed
thisjourney immensdly.”

“Redlly, Father?| was certain you' d be quite annoyed at having to leave town. With Meinda's
come-out and the season just Sarting.”

“Hmm,” Blake murmured. The season. With any luck he wouldn’t need to go to London till next year.
Will swalowed and hisfacelit with ablush. “How, how is mother?’

Blake nodded agreeably. “Fine. Y our mother, Sster and brother are staying at Mc Donald’ shomein
Scotland while I’'m abroad.”

“They are?” Will asked.

“Yes. McDonadd planned my passages on one of hisships. | should have heeded his advice on other
meattersaswell.”

Will’s mouth dropped. “Y ou spoke to him?”

“They dined with me while planning your rescue. | did, indeed spesk to him but would have been far
wiser to listen.” Will’s mouth had dropped further. “McDonad makes your mother very happy and
worries prodigioudy about her and her children.” Blake waited for his son to comment. “ Close your

mouth, William. Y ou're bound to swalow flies”
Will’seyesdarted. “It'sjust | can barely believe you ate dinner with them.”

Blake leaned back againgt the post behind him. “1 don't suppose there is any way to explain thisto you
without admitting | was aterrible husband to your mother. She and you children were but one more
heirloom in the Wexford collection.” Blake looked straight and unwavering a William. “I have since
discovered | was quite wrong.”



The young man returned the stare with the same intengity. “What are we then, Father?’

Blakebit hislip to stop itstrembling. Here before him was one of the moments he' d been dreading.
Where the fear took his breath away and spurned the beat of his heart to racing. Was hetoo late to
make amends?*“Y ou and your sister and brother are extraordinary. The depth of pride and love | fed for
each of you isoverwhelming. Y ou aredl aprecious, unique gift | failed to accept. | am hoping to change
that.”

“Weared| most fortunate to have you for our father,” Will said.

Blake could do no more than nod. His composure returned with adeep bresth. “1 am hoping you will
assist Benson back to London very shortly.”

“Y ou're not returning?’

“I would like to set things straight with Donald and Melinda, post haste. Y our sister especidly, but there
isamatter of grave importance | must attend to here. | can not return until then.”

“MissFinch?’ Will ventured.

Blake dapped his hands on hisknees and stood. “ Y es, William. Miss Finch. There is the delicate matter
of convincing her to marry me and the upcoming birth of your brother or sster. | would very much liketo
bein atendance that day.” Will stared a him. “I didn’t tell you | helped awoman, aMrs. Fletcher,
deliver adaughter on my trip here. Was quite extraordinary. | have adl intentions of being the first person
my child seesinthisworld.”

“Y ou helped ddliver ababy? Was there no midwife?’

“No. You see, just aneighbor. Tesswas her name and expecting aswell,” Blake said. He continued
then to tell William of everything he' d encountered. Of their lost luggage and carriage. Of Benson'swild
manner of dress. Of the sores on his bottom from riding. Until Will howled with laughter.

A bell clanged and William stood. “ Tis supper, Father. Would be rude to be late.”

Blake chuckled as hefollowed his son, sorely concerned for hisfather’s manners. When he stepped in
the kitchen another fight brewed between the round cook and Benson. The cowboys milled around
exchanging odds on who would win. Apparently al over where Blake wasto be seated.

“Benson. No need to worry. | will be happy at any place,” Blake said.
“But Your Grace,” Benson wailed.

The kitchen quieted and Blake turned to the doorway. Gertrude stood there asif she were adeer caught
inthefull light of the moon. Looking pae and fragile till for her wide girth. He swept around the table
and faced her to clip off abow. “Allow me,” Blake said as he escorted her the three feet to her chair. He
heard dy comments and laughter from the men.

Will bristled, walked to Gert’ s chair and stood across from hisfather. “Miss Finch. | am glad to see
you'vejoined us. You look lovely today.” Will took one short step back and seated himsdlf between
Clydeand Clem.



Uncle Fred eyed the goings on and said a short prayer.
“Mr. Hastings. Tell me about the horse William broke today,” Blake said.

Uncle Fred looked up, clearly surprised at the question, and set his spoon in the bowl. “What do you
want to know?’

“The markings, Father, indicate the sire or dame may have been apaint. A native American horse. She'll
be afine mount,” William said and turned to Slim. “Wouldn’t you say 07" Will asked.

“I reckon,” Sim replied, hismouth full of food.

“I’m not so sure. Sometimes those ones never do take to the bit,” Fred replied.

The talk then was loud and raucous with each hand shouting his opinion. Benson and Cookie began to
remove plates while the men sat back in their chairs till debating. Benson served Blake and William tea
and they nodded their thanks.

“Oh, MissFinch. | did forget to ask if you'd carefor any.” Benson smiled broadly.

“Yes, | bedievel will have tea, Benson. Thank you,” Gertrude replied.

Cooki€e' shandsflew to hiships. “Missy, you ain't never wanted teabefore or I'd amadeit.”

“It just sounds good right now,” Gertrude said.

Cookie shook his head. “English nonsense. Aint’ nothin’ the matter with good old American coffee.”

“Speaking of England,” Luke Matson said as he stared at Blake. “\When you going back? Will’ s been
missng hisfamily.”

Silencereigned in the small kitchen. Blake leaned forward to fold hishandsin front of him and stake his
claim as Fred Hagtings had mentioned. “Benson and William will travel soon to England.” Blake would
make the cowboy lay down the gauntlet. Luke Matson did in the next instant.

“What about you?’ the cowboy growled.

“I"'m not going anywhere.” Blake' seyesdid not blink with his announcement. Just met Matson's stare
head on.

Clyde crossed his arms across his chest and shook his head. Clem whistled and leaned his chair back on
two legs. Soon the table erupted in odds.

“Matson’ syounger by ten years, I’d say. My two bucksare on him,” Clem said.
Pokey shook his head. “ The Englander haslonger arms. | match that money on reach.”

Gertrude' s hands hit the table with a thud and every head turned. “Stop it right now. I’'m going to St on
the porch. | had better not hear one more word about betting.”

Blake grinned. His sassy Gertrude had stopped the chatter. What a duchess she would make.



Luke Matson leaned forward and whispered, “Will says you English boys duel about whose pants have
atighter crease. Didn't expect you to hide behind skirts.”

Blake' sgrin dropped. “ Those skirts belong to me. Make no mistake about it. | don't hide behind them.
They'remine”

Luke Matson glared. “We' |l see about that.”

Chapter Sixteen

Gertrude was watching the sun set in abal of orange fire from the rocker on the porch when Blake
approached. “Gertrude. Are you up to taking astroll?” he asked.

She nodded and stood to accept his hand. He tucked it in the crook of hisarm and set aleisurely pace
away from the house.

Finaly he was close enough to Gertrude to smell the tantalizing scent of lemons. And hewasrandy asa
bull. Hard asarock asthey strolled arm in arm. Her figure had changed. Her aams were till dender.
Gertrude s face was the same other than an elusive quality he' d yet to name. But her breastswere larger.

Blake groaned. Her stomach stuck out asif amassive pumpkin were under her skirts. She was
magnificent.

“Y ou told Luke Matson you' re staying. Why?" she asked.

“Why did | tell him?” Blake countered.

Gertrude cocked her head. “No. Why are you staying?’

“Y ou are expecting my child, Gertrude. Thereis unfinished business between us,” Blake said findlly.

“I told you before you needn’t fedl obligated.” Sheturned her head to the prairie. “| waswell aware of
what | was doing. | accept the consequences.”

“Sowill I,” Blake said. He stole alook a Gertrude. Tearsrolled down her face. “Why are you crying?’
“I won't let you take this baby from me,” she said as she shook her hand free of hisarm.

“Do you think o little of methat | would rip achild from its mother’ sarms? Have | been so crud ?’
Blake asked.

“No,” Gertrude said. “But | do know you are arrogant and high handed and used to getting your own
way.”

“True enough,” Blake replied. She had made the comment asif he wasn't supposed to be. Hewas



actualy feding much better. More himself. The Duke of Wexford. After scares and births, near death
and honor grudges hefelt asif he were ayoung man again. Blake stak with William had gonewdl. He
told McDonad he' d not ask for Gertrude' s hand again because his pride had been sorely wounded. But
now, here, after al he' d faced with her beside him his confidence soared.

“Why did you come yoursdlf for William?' she asked. “He was sure you would send someone else.”
“William and | needed timeto sort thingsout,” Blake said. “ And | very much wished to see you again.”
“I can hardly believethat,” she said.

Blake turned Gertrude to face him. He' d best proceed dowly in her state of mind yet he wished to make
clear hisfedings. “I have thought of you constantly since we parted at the dock. | kept thinking it would
cease. But it has't.” Hiseyesdropped to her lips. “I can not for my lifeforget how you feltin my arms.
Or under me.” Blake awkwardly bent over her ssomach and touched hislipsto hers.

* * % %

Gert’ s shoulders dropped with asigh. He dropped his hand to her ssomach and spread hislong fingers
wide. The kisswas tender and sweet. When she opened her eyes hislips wereinchesfrom hersand his
eyeswere till closed.

“We can be married here with your uncle and Will in attendance,” Blake murmured as he stroked her
cheek.

Gert stepped away from the circle of hisarms and propped her fists on her missng waist. “What did you
sy’

“Y ou heard me, Gertrude. We will marry here before we return to London.” Blake straightened his
back. “Y ou are the perfect duchessfor me and | long to start afresh with our child.”

Blake Sanders was till handsome, even more so in his American clothes. He il took her bresth away
when he kissed her. Hewas ill ahorse' sass. “1 am not marrying you. | am not going to London. | have
no intentions of playing second fiddle to any woman named Helena”

“I'll have no migtress, Gertrude. | have done afair amount of thinking while being robbed, playing
midwife and being besaten to desth. | waswrong in my marriage. | told Ann as much. | never gave my
union with her areal chance.” Blake dropped his head with the confession. “Regardless of society’s
opinions | see now those accepted practices are wrong.”

“It took you thislong to figure thisout?” Gert asked.

“Your lack of respect is astounding. Have you no understanding the crisis of consciencel’ve
experienced to reach this concluson?’ Blake asked.

“Your sonfigured it al out at the ripe old age of fourteen.”

Blake grabbed Gertrude’ sarms and pulled her as close as her somach would alow, claiming her mouth
with an intengity that shocked her. Her pirate had returned. Come back to claim her and drop her
senghbilitieslike acoat she' d shrugged off. The smell of horse and leather met her nose. Demanding lips
met her mouth. He angled hisface to plunge deeper. Gert’ sfingers wandered soft fabric around armstoo



wideto circle. This pirate was solid muscle from climbing masts and felling foes. Her pirate. Blake
Sanders. She shuddered to redlize the depths she' d missed this. How easy it would beto fall under his
charms. Gert kicked at him awkwardly, desperate to put space between them.

Blake caught her leg and caressed the back of her thigh with his hand. “Have acare, Gertrude. My
reactions are faster now than when we stood by the lake.”

She stilled when he released her and bit out her reply. “Women dl over London would thank meif |
gelded you.”

“Let ushaveno discussionin that vein, Gertrude,” Blake said. “It isover and will not be repested as|
have said. ‘ Tisprivate, in any case.”

“From what I’ ve heard there' s been nothing private about that,” Gert said evenly as she dropped her
eyesto the buttons of his pants, “in the last twenty years. Probably so common, London ladies sketch
them from memory when they’ re done with their needlepoint.”

“If they viewed them now, ther paintings would make the lowliest whore blush,” Blake shouted. “I have
fought Indians, blackguards and delivered a child with arod as fiff asboard. | fear if your blow had
landed it would have exploded in a thousand pieces like a vase that had been dropped to atile floor.”

Gert’ seyeswidened. “Oh.”

Blaketilted his head and looked out over the range. “I’ ve had no woman since you, Gertrude. Tavern
wenchesin lace and no bodice make mewilt briefly. Other than that I ve had not a second’ s peace from

my urgings”

Gert’ sthoughts passed her lips before she could stop them. “ Sometimes a stallion must be put down if
he' sunableto well, find amare.”

“On occasion | beieved abullet to the head would be kinder than the torture I’ ve endured.” Blake
dared & Gert intensaly. “But, thankfully this old horse hasfound hismate.”

Gert watched Blake retreat to the house as a shiver trailed down her arms. She could not decide what to
do. She had a powerful hankering to beat him sensaless. Or strip naked in front of him. For her life she
could not decide which.

* * % %

Gert lay in bed and counted starsin the clear black sky. Blake Sanders was the most infuriating,
confusing man she' d ever met. He camly announced their marriage asif she hadn’t refused him aready.
And in the next breeth, told her he wouldn’'t have a migtress; contrary to everything she knew of his past.
Through some miraculous crisis of consciousness the Duke of Wexford had concluded that he' d
wronged Lady Ann and the habit of keeping a mistress was unacceptable. That in itsalf was shocking.

But what brought alittle smile to her face was not Blake' s change of heart. What forced her mouth from
grinto frown and back was Blake s claim he’ d been with no woman since her. And that he was highly
uncomfortable. Serves him right, she thought to hersdlf, with atilt to her head. Lade, as Elizabeth would
say, and no bar girl hanging out of her dress had eased him. And even with a ssomach that stuck out a
yard, he' d kissed her. Passonately. Gert closed her eyeswith asmile on her face.



* * % %

Thefollowing morning, she awoke to abeautiful fal day feding better than she had in months. Gert
dressed quickly determined to get caught up with al the chores she' d left behind when she went to
London. A cup of teain her hand she seated herself at the desk in Uncle Fred' s small study. The stack of
mail took Gert till noon to open. She opened the account books just as Blake found her.

“What are you doing? I’ ve been wondering where you' ve been,” Blake announced from the door.

Get’ sfingertips were covered in ink and she rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand as he spoke.
“Catching up on correspondence and the books. Very little' s been done since | left for England.”

“You look tired. Have you eaten? Surely there' s someone el se that can seeto this,” Blake asked.

Gert shook her head and her unbound hair swayed. “No. Aunt Mavis taught me how to do it al before
shedied. Uncle Fred has ahead for horses but not business.”

Fred walked in and up to the desk. “Want to sart fencing in the south range before winter, Gert. I'll
need supplies”

“Not until | figure out al that you' ve spent since I’ ve been gone. How much will you need?” Gert asked.
“Mr. Hagtings. | fear you' re overtaxing Miss Finch,” Blake said.

Gert smiled up at them both. “ Actudly | fed better than I’ ve felt in months. Good to be back in the
saddle again.”

Blake' smouth dropped. “ Y ou'll do no such thing. Riding these wild beastsin your fragile condition. |
won't stand for it.”

Fred turned to Blake exasperated. “ She don’t mean the saddle of a horse, ya nitwit. She means doling
out the money two penniesat atime.”

“If Aunt Mavisand | didn’t dole out the money, we' d beliving in ashack eating beans,” Gert said.
“What do you think you' Il get for thisnew string of ponies?’ she asked Uncle Fred.

* * k* %

Blake watched their haggling in astonishment. Gertrude quoted bank accounts, mortgage payments and
interest percentages. Fred shouted there' d be no bank accountsif they didn’t start breaking more horses,
competition wasfierce he'd said. Ann Sanders had no ideaif her new dress cost two pence or five
hundred pounds. No lady he knew of did. Gertrude did not back down, not an inch. Conceding only to
consder the expenditure after the sale of their latest stock. Fred harrumphed and growled but did not
argue any longer.

Blake stood near shelves|oaded with books. Gertrude had apparently forgotten his presence. Her head
dropped back to her scribbling. “ Seems you keep your uncle on ashort leash.”

Gertrude looked up and she smiled. “Thisranchis profitable. | have no intentions of allowing al our hard
work to befor nothing. Uncle Fred will get his supplies. But not without remembering who' sin charge of
themoney.”



“So thiswas merdly negotiation?’

“| suppose s0. WE Il come to an agreement. But my tight fist will make Uncle Fred get every penny
those ponies are worth. He' |l be smug and smile and think he' swon when | draft acheck for that
fencing.”

Watching her smilein triumph was unsettling. His Gertrude was formidable. He may have been
approaching her thewrong way al along. She was smart and capable of out-maneuvering her uncle. If he
weren't careful, she' d sdestep him aswall.

“Y our eyeslook tired. And you must be hungry aswell,” Blake said.

Gertrude sat back and stretched with ayawn. “1 am tired and hungry. | have one more column to finish
before | see what Cooki€' s made up. I’ ve come up with three different figures so far.”

Blake dropped his hands from across his chest and stepped forward. “Would you like meto teke a
crack at it?’

“Have you ever donethisbefore?’ she asked.

“My dear. | handle an estate ten times the sSize of thisranch. Wexford wedlth isinvested in adiversified
manner,” Blake said gonily. “And after dl, | am agraduate of Oxford. We can add.”

“Please do. My eyes are nearly crossed.” She stood and allowed Blake to sit at the desk. She sat down

in the chair across the desk from him. When his hand moved down the column twice and he entered a
figure she asked, “How are you diversified? | assume you mean your holdings?’

Blake looked up, clearly surprised with the question. “ Traditionaly, peers of the realm have maintained
their moniesin their estate only. | handled mine the same way much of my life. Friends of mine,
acquaintancesredlly, logt their family homes, asland played itsdf out and tenants moved to the cities for
work. Asaresult of that I ve invested in awide range of companies. And the market aswell.”

“From what Anthony says, anything other than traditiond investmentsin etates is unacceptable.”

“Y ou had this conversation with Tony?’

She shrugged. “1 was curious. | didn’t understand how these huge mansions supported themselves. No
one makes anything to sall asfar as| could see. Excepting afuss.”

Benson delivered atray with smal sandwiches. They aein companionable silence. Gertrude licked her
lipsand pulled atablet of paper from the corner of her desk to her lap. She tapped a pencil on her
tongue and wrote.

“What are you busy with now?’ he asked.

“I writing aspeech,” she said. “ The Suffragettes have been invited to spesk at alarge women’sclubin
Chicago.”

“A speech, you say,” hereplied.



“Would you liketo hear it?’

Blake listened to her fiery prose. He was not convinced, of course, but she made compelling arguments
and heimagined the crowd would be on their feet, wild with excitement when delivered to sympathetic
ligeners.

“Y ou' re quite passionate about this subject,” Blake said when Gertrude was done reading. “ Y our words
are the better for it even being awdl written piece. | wonder, though, if it will have the same impact when
sad by another.”

“I wonder aswell,” Gert said withasigh. “Maybe’ll go to the Women's Club mysdlf.”
“Absolutely not,” Blake said before he could stop himsdlf.
Gertrude leaned forward in her chair. “Y ou have no say in the matter, Blake.”

“Yes, | do,” hesaid. “You'recarrying my child. I'll not have you cavorting across the wilderness,
exposed to danger and illness.”

“Cavorting acrossthe wilderness?” Gert said with alaugh. “I’ ve been traveling to Chicago since | was
young girl. | think this has more to do with my politicsthan any thing dse”

“Y our palitics are your business, granted. But, you and my son or daughter are very much my domain. If
youinsg, I'll accompany you,” Blake replied. He could not imagine for hislife aless appeding plan but
Gertrude sat back in her chair. “I’ m sure there are others cagpable of delivering this speech.”

“Very capable” Gertrude said.

“Wadl then, itissettled,” Blake replied. The room was slent, notwithstanding the jubilant victory cry in
hishead.

“We ll beinvited again, | imagine. I'll plan on speaking next spring.”

* k *x %

They continued their conversation well into the afternoon. Gertrude had moved to the small settee under
the window to stretch out. As Blake finished rambling about one particular subject, he redized her eyes
had closed. The sun glinted off of the curlsin her hair. She had kicked off her shoeslong ago. Her head
tilted awkwardly and her mouth was open just a bit. Blake' s shoulders dropped as he looked at her. She
was clever and bright. Her chalengesto his opinionswere well thought and Blake found himself
reconsidering afew. They'd argued, discussed, agreed on some and differed on others. Blake tapped his
finger to his mouth. He would never be bored. That wasfor certain.

Blake understood now what Tony had tried to tell him so many years ago. After Tony had married, he
and Blake s outings and long nights over brandy had diminished. Sir Anthony Burroughs had claimed his
wife suited him finefor conversation. He clamed they sat up long hours, planning and discussing or just
slent. Blake had not understood at the time. Now, Blake conceded, he wouldn’'t missthe evenings at his
clubswith his peers. They would be unnecessary except as an occasiona diversion. The person he
wanted to confidein, to convince or to debate with now douched before him in dumber. Blake picked
up awool blanket from the back of the chair and draped it gently over Gertrude. He turned to the door
and saw Fred. Onefinger cameto hismouth, begging quiet.



“She’ san angel when she degps,” Fred whispered. “ And a handful of sasswhen she’ snot.”

The two men walked to the kitchen. Uncle Fred poured himself a cup of coffee and asked Blakeif he'd
join him. Blake readily agreed. There was more, much more to thiswoman than he' d imagined.

“None of the coffee. Thank you. But if you don’'t mind | wish you' d tell me how Gertrude cameto live
here,” Blake asked.

Fred sat down and grimaced. “ Gert never told ya, huh?’ Blake shook hishead. “My Mavis s brother,
the lying piece of shit that hewas, lived in Ohio. Mavistried to talk hiswife Ethel into coming to live with
usand bringing Gert dong.”

Blake raised his browsin question.

“Yeah, | weren't too happy about the notion of getting between aman and hiswife but | went along with
it for Gert’ s sake. And it was Edgar that was Mavis blood kin. Ethel and Mavis wrote each other all
time. Seems Edgar couldn’t keep his peter in his pants, no how. And causeit was usualy hisboss wife
or daughter he' d diddle with, he didn’t keep ajob too long neither. The last couple of times Ethel wrote
she asked Mavisfor money.” Fred lifted hiseyesto Blake's. “ Seems they weren't eating too good.”

“How old was Gertrude when this happened?’

“I"d be guessing eleven or 0. Her ma, Ethdl, died when she was twelve. Consumption got her. Mavis
wasin afinefit when she got the I etter from Gert saying her Madied. She had me off buying train tickets
to go fetch the girl when ole Edgar stopped by the ranch.”

Fred stood to refill his coffee. The water Blake heated for tea was boiling and he brewed the leaves
while Fred continued.

“Put the girl down out of the wagon with abundle of rags he called her clothes. Told Mavishe' d be
back to get her when he struck it rich, out Cdiforniaway. Mavis said he' d just hawed at hisnag and
drove off. Leaving Gert in the middle of the yard balling her eyes out. Probably best dl around | wasin
town that day. I’d ashot the son of abitch.”

“Has Gertrude ever heard from him, the son of abitch?’ Blake asked.

“Not so much asahowdy-do in aletter. Nothing. That girl waited every night for her Pato come. Mavis
made up storiesthat he was busy making anew home for them. That he' d be back soon. My patience
done expired with that nonsense. | sat Gert down one night and told her the truth. Mavis made me deep
in the barn for aweek.”

“Wastelling ayoung girl the facts the right thing to do? Looking back, would you do the samething?’
Blake asked.

Uncle Fred winced. “Can't rightly say. | thought so for along time. No use having this sweet thing Sitting
and watching and waiting for something that’ d never happen.”

“What did you say?’ Blake asked. Hetried to imagine adark haired twelve-year-old Gertrude hanging
on every word her uncle said.



“| told her that her Pawas never coming back. When she was older, | told her that good men don’'t go
around deeping with somebody ese swife. Told her | never strayed from her Aunt Mavisand | never
would.” Fred leaned in to chuckle. “Didn’t tell her Maviswould vekilled meif | did.”

“But you had second thoughts about what you' d told her later?’ Blake asked. No wonder Gertrude
adored thisman. He' d fed her and clothed her and loved her enough to be honest. Even if he knew it
would hurt.

“When Gert was older she decided men in generd didn’t treat women too good. Imagine cause how her
maended up. That'swhat got her wrapped up in *her cause.” Don't think the girl ever wanted to risk
marrying someone like her daddy. So she troops around with the ugliest, fattest group of womenfolk you
ever seen.”

Blake chuckled as he recaled his smilar words. “1 described them the same way. Gertrude took none
tookindly toit.”

“They’reagood bunch, | spect. Met ‘em dl atime or two. Mind ya, | think they’ re right most times,”
Fred said. He sat back and fingered the handle of his coffee cup. “My Gert’ s abeauty and she' s had
men come courting. Just seems scared to court back.”

Other than being too poor to feed hisfamily, Blake redized the smilarities between himsdf and
Gertrude sfather. Slegping with other woman, not redizing the codt to their families. Doing what they
wanted, when they wanted whenever the mood struck them. Whether it be the call of Cdliforniaor town
gossip, Edgar Finch and he had pleased themselves.

“Thisiswhy I’'m thinking my Gert won't have nothing to do with you, even though she' s carrying your
child,” Fred said and stared.

“I imagineyou'reright,” Blake admitted. And knew he' d indeed need to curry thisman’ sfavor if he'd
ever win Gertrude. I’ ve made many mistakesin my life. With my first wife and my children. | don’t
intend to repeat them.” Blake stared at Fred.

“Convincing me don't matter athimblefull of boozeto adrunk. It's Gert that’ Il make up her mind. Been
doing it snce sheredlized her paweren’t coming back. Read books, educating herself. Whatever she
sets her mind to, she does.”

“Sheis stubborn. Evidence enough with your argument this morning. Do you think you'll get your
suppliesfor the fence?” Blake asked with awry smile.

Fred scratched his head. “Hard to say. She'stightfisted al right but | spect that' s cause of her upbringing
too. But | don't argue too much. She' sgot usatidy little sumin the bank.”

Gert walked in yawning and stretching her arms. “What are you two talking about? What' sfor dinner?’

“Gottaask Cookie,” Uncle Fred said as he dammed his hat on his head and headed out the kitchen
door.

“Y our uncle saysyou have ared head for finance. I'minclined to agree,” Blake said.

Gertrude flitted her hands. “ Y es, yes, | know. Women have no need to know of these matters. Uncle
Fred' stold me. But he aso knows we wouldn't have apot to boil water inif | didn't seetoit.”



“Typicaly women aren’t involved with business dedlings. But it didn’t stop you and | think your family
benefits greetly fromit,” Blake said, watching her.

“I’ve met so many women in my travels that wished they had known. Down and out broke from some
spendthrift father or husband. Don’t know they’ re bankrupt till the sheriff calls.” Gertrude dropped her
head. “I vowed along time ago that would never happen to me.”

“Happensin London aswell, Gertrude,” Blake added.
“Proves my point.” She shrugged. “Men are horses asses here and across the ocean as well.”
“Not al men. Your Uncle Fred isafine man. You' d not deny that,” Blake said.

“No. | would never deny that. Hetook mein and raised meand | wasatrid atime or two | imagine.
Treated Aunt Mavisso lovingly,” she said wistfully. Gertrude plopped her chinin her hand and stared out
the window.

Blake did the same in the chair acrossfrom her.
“When areyou leaving?’ she asked.

Blake stared at her. She had alifetime of misplaced trust to get over. He could not erase or change the
past but he could stay steadfast in his promiseto her. “I’mnot. | told you as much.”

Gertrude stood and walked to the door. She stopped and spoke without turning. “What men say and
what they do aren't usually the same.”

Chapter Seventeen

Gert awoke the next morning with energy to spare. Shefdlt like cleaning the house from top to bottom
and did just that. She put on the oldest cdlico dress she had, pulled the waistline up over her somach and
pulled back her hair with abandana. Gert wiped walls and cleaned out drawerstill she sat exhausted on
the top step of the staircase. She heard acommotion in the yard and stood wearily to see what was going
on.

When she pulled the curtain aside beside the front door she saw Esmerelda Bunchley and Mary Alice
Forsyth climbing down from the stage. She watched the cowhands hurry to the barn. Only Will, Blake
and Uncle Fred remained in the yard. Will and Blake each offered an arm and escorted the women to the
door. Gert turned only to stare when they entered too stunned, too embarrassed to greet them. She
heard Esmerelda svoicefirgt.

“You aretoo kind, gr,” Esmerelda said as she blinked up at Blake. Her three chinswere bright pink
againgt the backdrop of yards of black bombazine.



“And what acharming young man you are,” Mary Aliceto Will.
There was no way to hide much longer. “Hello,” Gert said. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

Both women turned from their escorts to the sound of Gert’ s voice. Huge smiles were replaced quick
enough with shocked stares.

“Dear me,” Mary Alicesaid, “Y ou look like awash woman, Gertrude.”

Esmerelda s head snapped to Mary Alice and back to Gert’s. Her voice boomed with the authority of a
generd. “Good God, Mary Alice. It’' s not the ensemble I’ m concerned about but what’ s under it.”

For afew quiet moments, Mary Alicejust stared. “ Y ou' re with child, Gertrude. How did this happen?’
“How inthe hell do you...?’ Fred began. No one was listening.

“Worsethan that, Mary Alice”” Esmerelda slip trembled in time with the fluttering of her hand. * Our
dear Gertrude must be married. I'm sure her husband will never dlow her to continue with the cause.”

Esmerddafirmly believed she was the commander of her smal group of warriors. Ever chastising, rarely
encouraging and right in her every decison. Esmereldahad long complained of not being called to work
in Washington D.C. where the battle for the vote was taking place at the center of government. Gert was
not surprised the ssterhood had not called on Esmerelda Bunchley as a spokeswvoman. She had long
feared that Esmerelda s righteousness was not a concern for women and their plight but rather an
unvarnished hatred of men. She hoped one of Esmerelda’ s sermons was not forthcoming. That hope was
misplaced.

“I’'m sure he sahorrid type. Asal men are we know. Does he begt you, Gertrude?’ Her massive
bosom heaved with each bregth. “ Of course he does.” Esmerelda sarm flew into the air. “Say the
dragon, Gertrude. Y ou will dways find solace with us. Guard your pride and your body in the meantime.
But we will not fail you. Not ever.” Esmereldathrew the outstretched arm out and pulled Gert’shead to
her quivering chest. “We stand with each of our ssters. Totheend.”

“I am not married,” Gert mumbled against black fabric.

Esmerelda stroked her hair and continued asif Gert had not spoken. “We must unite againgt tyranny,
ladies. Unite, | say and send the miscreant ... what did you say, Gertrude?’

Gert wiggled free of Esmerelda’ s hands. Her face was hot from embarrassment when she spoke. “I am
not married.”

Mary Alice'seyeswidened and screamed shrilly. “ Esmerelda, did you hear that? Our Gertrude' sfallen
into the hands of a man who had hiswicked way with her. Dear me. Forced to allow aman libertieswith
your body. Reduced to begging for aquick death.” The woman'slip quivered. “And here bravely facing
humiliation. Onward, Gertrude. Hold your head high. Y ou are not accountable for the violent urgings of
men. No. You arethevictim.”

The situation would have been laughable had Gert not been able to hear her own words from what
seemed alifetime ago. She was not married, nor had she been forced but she wondered if she'd ever
convince Esmerddaor Mary Alice otherwise. She certainly could not begin the explanation in her stained



caico dress. “Let me change, ladies. Uncle Fred will seeto refreshmentsfor you. Will, would you please
get ther trunks?’

“They're staying?” Will asked.

Benson entered the foyer. “I will see to beverages, Miss Finch. Please be seeted, ladies,” he said and
swept ahand to the sitting room.

Gert went to her room and pulled on adress she' d just made roomy enough for a ballooning stomach.
She brushed through her hair and pulled it back in aknot at her neck. Gert hurried, wondering what
Blake or Uncle Fred would say to Esmereldaand Mary Alice s conclusons. She ran to the Sitting room
and stopped short to catch her breath and composure. She pasted asmile on her face.

“I’'m so surprised you' ve made the trip. Mary Alice. Esmerelda. | hope you haven't gone out of your
W@/_”

“Y our letter was S0 vague, dear,” Mary Alice said. “We didn’t understand why you' d given up traveling.
Until now of course.”

“We werein the areaand thought we' d vigt. I’ m certainly glad we did,” Esmerelda said.

“You're obvioudy in need of our guidance now more than ever,” Mary Alice said and sat forward.
“What ever shdl we do?’

Esmereldaboomed the answer. “WE |l find the lowly creature that stole Gertrude sinnocence.” She
narrowed her eyes. “He must be made to pay.”

Mary Alice's mouth turned from arighteous frown to asmilein a second. “ And Gertrude, dear, please
introduce usto these gentlemen. Y our uncle we ve met but this gentleman and the young man and the
fellow that brought tea. Quite an outfit he wears, Gertrude. They al have such wonderful accents.”

Blake had aconniving look in hiseye asif he knew of her discomfort and mocked her. Had she sounded
thisshrill to him? Shewould not give him the advantage of introducing him with histitle. “ Blake Sanders
and his son, William. And Benson.” Gert gestured to the door where Benson stood. “Miss Esmerelda
Bunchley. Miss Mary Alice Forsyth. They are two of my traveling companionsfor the cause.”

Esmerdda primly smiled. “I hear England isin dire need of our voices. Isthat true, Gertrude?’

Therewas no onein dire need of this strident voice, Gert thought. Had she been as consumed as
Esmerelda? Were there no pleasantries? No inquiries about her travels or the sights she' d seen? Was she
as jaded? As single minded? Not quite, but nearly. Or was she just weary? Tired of flouting convention?
Exhausted from holding at bay the things she dearly craved? It was true, she thought to herself. Their
cause even for dl itsrightness, Gert only held asashidd. Againg therisk of finding aman like her father.
Of fdling inlove with him. Gert goleaglance a Blake. It no longer mattered. She' d aready tumbled.

And she admitted to hersdlf fleeting wishesfor home and children and love. For aman, not a pirate. No
daydream or fairy tale she could mold in her fantasies. A redl man, faults and virtues al rolled together.
But she' d dready given hersdf to aman. One exactly like Edgar Finch.

* k kx %



Gertrude looked stricken, Blake thought. As sorrowful and ashamed as he could imagine. Her vivacity,
her exuberance, her laughter were missing. These so-cdled friends of hers prattled on without hearing a
thing that she' d said. She was not married, so they presumed she' d been forced. And for dl their words
of sympathy, Blake could hear the undercurrent of superiority, especidly from the large, beribboned,
flowerpot in black. Now she was subtlety speculating on Gertrude' s behavior.

“Aswe vewarned our sisters o often, never dlow yoursdf to bein harm’sway. Our attitudes, while
unusua, have always included the strictest adherence to virtue.” Esmereldalooked severdly at Gertrude.
“Thefirg gep to faling prey to aman’s power isto fal from the chastity God bestowed on us.”

“Ladies,” he said as he stood.

“Yes, Mr. Sanders,” Esmerelda asked.

“Miss Finch’ svirtueisnot up for speculation,” Blake said.

“Why, of course, Sir. I’ m sure Gertrude never redlized she’ d been flaunting her charms. But many men
asyou know are unable to curb their violent tendencies. We must be on constant guard....” Esmerelda
trailed off as shelooked up at Blake sface.

“I was not forced. It was consensud. The gentleman asked me to marry him. | declined,” Gertrude said.

The women’s mouths dropped. A raindrop landing would have sounded like thunder boomed in the il
room.

“Why, Gertrude, | hardly know what to say,” Esmerelda whispered.

“Bethefirst time,” Fred commented.

“Why did you refuse, Gertrude?” Mary Alice asked.

“I... 1,” wasal Gertrude managed.

“I am thefather of Gertrude schild,” Blake said evenly. Two sets of feathered hats and wide eyesflew
to him. “1 took advantage of MissFinch in the basest way. | am wholly unworthy of her. Sheistoofinea
woman to be saddled with ablackguard like me. But | will spend as much time as necessary to convince
her I’ ve changed.”

“As| have said, it was consensua. He bears no more blamethan |,” Gertrude added quietly.

Mary Alicetilted wildly in her chair before nearly careening to the floor in afaint. Benson caught her.
“Makeway,” the valet said as he struggled to hisfeet and headed for the settee to lay hisyellow clad
burden down. “Miss Forsyth,” Benson called as he fanned her prostrate form.

“You ... youwereintimate with thisman?’ Esmeredawhispered as Gertrude rushed to Mary Alice' s
sde

“Yes” shesad.

“Therewill be no more questionsin that vein, madam,” Blake said. “ Our relationship will not be fodder
for your gossip or censure.” To Blake' s satisfaction the woman's mouth snapped shut.



Gertrude returned her attentions back to Mary Alice, who was moaning and thrashing about. Benson
rubbed her hand and caled her name. Mary Alice s eyesfluttered open. She stared a Benson asif
awakening from adream. “ Are you my knight in shining armor?’

“I believe | am, madam,” Benson answered. “Allow meto brew acup of teafor you. | imagine that will
buoy your spirits admirably.” Benson rose from his bent knee and walked out of the room, a blank look
on hisface.

Esmerelda stood and faced Gertrude. “What do you intend to do about this, Gertrude?’

“About what, Esmerelda?’ Gertrude said.

Esmerelda huffed and puffed. “Y ou are an unmarried woman, carrying achild. Y ou must marry this man.
Evenif heiswdl, aman.”

“Women usualy do marry men, Esmerelda,” Gertrude replied.

Esmerelda’ slipstightened and her eyes narrowed. “ Thisisno timefor slliness, Gertrude. The storm of
ridiculewill sweep you under.” Esmerelda straightened to her full five feet. “Andto think, after al I'd
hoped to teach you. To denounce your convictionsin such ablatant fashion. I’ m ashamed of you.”

Blake had had quite enough. So had William and Uncle Fred if the looks on their faces wereto be
believed. “Miss Finch bears no shame. Y ou on the other hand have been a barefaced hypocrite.
Proclaiming friendship while finding her lacking. Sheisin no need of your harsh judgment. I will not alow
it. Especidly from awoman who has no understanding of her troubles.”

“And | sure as hdl can’'t imagine aman who'd want to tumble afat old windbag like you,” Fred added.
“Well said, Mr. Hagtings.” Will nodded.

Esmerelda s mouth had dropped to her wide chest. “I’1l not be spoken to in thisfashion.”

Fred ambled to the door and whistled to one of handsto bring the wagon. He turned back to the group.
“Ain't none of usisgoin’ to speak to you anyway, anyhow. ‘ Specialy with you being dropped off in
town. I’ll put your trunk in the wagon.”

“Wdll, | never,” Esmerddasaid.

Gertrude turned and stared at her. “No, Esmerelda, | don't imagine you have.”

“Comedong, Mary Alice. We are not welcome here,” Esmerelda said, mouth pinched.

“If Gertrude doesn’t mind, I’ d like to stay awhile and visit. | haven't heard athing about her travels.”
She swallowed as shelooked at Gertrude and then Esmerelda

“You' rewelcometo stay, Mary Alice,” Gertrude said.
“Thank you. | find I'm fascinated with London.” She looked up at Benson and smiled.

“Heaven forbid, Mary Alice. Get up. | won't leave you herein the clutches of these, these heathens,”



Esmerdda boomed.

“| dare say, madam,” Benson said. “If the lady isdesirous of our company sheisindeed welcometo
gtay. Civility isat the forefront of our offer.” Benson paused briefly. “ And we are most desirousthat she

Say.”
Esmerelda clearly defeated but not bowed, turned sharply and headed out the door.
Mary Alicefanned hersdf and tittered, “ Oh, dear.”

Gertrude and Benson helped Mary Alice up the stepsto lie down. Blake, William and Fred plopped into
chairs.

“I did not like that woman, not onelittle bit,” William said sharply.

Fred harrumphed and looked out the window. “ The one upstairs or the one dapping Clyde' s hand away
while hetriesto help her in thewagon.”

“MissBunchley, | mean, Sr. My mother wouldn't gpprove of my language, but she sawitch.” Will's
heed tilted in thought. “ The other one doesn’'t seem asbad.”

“Benson doesn't think so, that’ s quite certain,” Blake said and chuckled. He sobered quickly. “The
other one | could have gladly strangled for upsetting Gertrude and insulting her but | feared my hands
wouldn’'t quite reach around her neck.”

Uncle Fred stood and put his hat on. “Come on Will. There swork to do. Oh, hey Sanders, the
stagecoach ddlivered the mail. There' s one there for you the whole way from Scotland. It'son my desk.”

Blake hurried to Fred' s office. He opened the envelope. One page was from McDonald, the other two
from Ann.

Wexford,

Caught Mdindaas she attempted to stedl out in the middle of the night, on her way to e ope with

Connor McDougd. Hisfather, the McDougd laird, ismy closest neighbor. Meindaiscrying & this
moment and has been snce | found her dipping out the servant’ sdoor. | love the girl asmy own but my
earsareringing and she tests my patience, surely. McDougd isabrawny lad and | don't look forward to
killing him, being he' smy oldest friend’ sson but I'll do whet | haveto. He stares at Melindaso hard |
fear her fair hair will catch fire or he' sabout to devour her in front of us. Y our daughter fans her lashes
and stares back. Y ou and | both know what those looks mean. I’ m thinking | should send Meinda back
to your home and away from here but need Burroughs consent to keep her before | do. Felt you needed
apprised of the Stuation.

McDonad
Blake' s hands shook wildly. Theletter was dated nearly amonth ago. Some large son of alaird in the

wilds of Scotland may have hisMdindain his clutches a this very second. Some beefy heathen dragging
her dong to acave of acastle, never to be heard from again. He unfolded Ann’s portion of the letter.



Blake,

Dondd isfine, riding horses and exploring McDondd' s home. He sgrown afoot, | imagine sinceyou've
seen him. He misses youl.

| pray you have found William and heis safe. | know Miss Finchisable and smart, but | till worry. Is
he eating well? If MissFinch’'s homeisin the wilderness, who seesto hisbed and his clothes? | know
these worries sound silly to you but | cannot help mysdf. | am still hismother after all and | don’t rest for
imagining him thin and wan without the comforts of home. Have you two cometo atruce of sorts?

Melinda has been to awhirlwind of parties and bals and she and Claire have become fast friends. Men
and women admire Mdindawherever she goes. Thereisasmal matter that I'm sure McDonad
exaggerated wildly concerning Melinda. A young man, Connor McDougd, has been paying her court as
young men do to young women as charming and as beautiful as our daughter. Connor is handsome as
well and Melinda has accepted his attentions. He will belaird of hisclan oneday but I'm afraid you'll find
his position lacking for the daughter of aduke. Hisfamily is progperous and his sisters and mother gently
bred. The McDougd laird, hisfather, iswel, more Scottish. And so isthe son. Throwing poles at
festivals and tossing huge sacks over their shoulders asif they weighed nothing. But by the by, our
Melindamay havefaleninlove. And | do believe Connor will tear this castle down in her pursuit if need
be. But fear not. McDonad and hisfamily guard her and Claire most faithfully.

Please write and apprise me of poor William's condition.

Ann

At some point in the reading Blake had stood up. He didn’t realize his position until he plopped into a
chair behind him. Blake reached for the decanter of whiskey on Fred' s desk and uncorked it. Seeing no
glass, he guzzled from the bottle. The wildly varying accounts had his head spinning. Ann wasworried
William waswan and pale dl the while he was tan and gaining muscles and confidence by the day. She
clamed McDondd exaggerated but yet Blake did not think her new husband was given to flights of
fancy. HisMdindawas being pursued by an untitled heathen capable of tearing down acastle with his
bare hands.

“Esmerelda sgone now and Mary Aliceisredly anice woman. She' sresting. Blake, what isthe
matter?’ Gertrude asked from the door. “What isthat?’

Blake stared at her for the longest time. “My life has fallen gpart. Spirded out of contral. | have no say
over anything, anyone.”

“What are you talking about, Blake?’ she asked.

Blake stood and ran hisfingersthrough his hair. “Everything I’ ve been sure of, va ued, everything has
changed. | fear I'mtoo old to takeit al in.”

“Arethe children dright, Blake?’ Gertrude asked. “ Y ou are acting very strangely.”
Blake sat down at the desk and folded hishandsin front of him. “Y ou arrived in England and my life

changed, Gertrude. And I’ ve no rules any longer to rely on.” He picked the | etters up from the desk and
stared at them. “ And when problems arise | haven't the foggiest ideawhat to do. | can no longer hide



away at my club or forget thingsin the arms of amistress.”
“I"'m sure Helenawill welcome you back, Blake.”

Blake heaved a breath, angry. “I don’'t want Helena. | want you. Ever since you smacked my nose with
your hand as| tried to kissit, nothing has been the same. Y ou waltzed into my life and announced | was
worthless after knowing me aweek. Y ou charmed my children to the point that William followed you
across an ocean. | havefound | liked your sy little country and most of itsinhabitants. | dragged Benson
three hundred miles out of our way as| chased sunsets.” Blake grabbed the neck of hisshirt. “I fear | will
never be satisfied without my Levi’ sand six-shooter.”

“I didn’t drag you across an ocean. Y ou came here on your own. And who cares what you wesar or if
you got log?’

Blake stood and dammed his hands on the desk. “I’'m not talking about my clothes, Gertrude. I'm
talking about me. I’ ve changed. | managed to escape outlaws, skin arabbit and deliver ababy. And dl
the while | thought about you. Do you know | rocked anew born infant to deep inamud hut?’ Blake
sraightened and drew his handsto hiships. “I never once rocked any of my own children. | have done
poorly by them and vowed to make afresh start with you and this child.” Blake' s head dropped. “And
now | fear | won't be able to. My newfound understanding istearing mein two.”

“Sanders,” she shouted. “ Get hold of yoursdlf. Y ou' re making no sense.”

Blake took a deep breath and closed his eyes as he dipped into the red leather chair. “Méindahastried
to run away from McDonad’ s hometo eope. | know nothing of these people. Thereisvery little
Mélindawants she does not succeed in gaining.”

“Y ou areworried then?’ she asked.

Blake s shoulderslifted on ashrug and he laughed grimly. “Worried, you ask? | just redlized | needed,
well, wanted to get to know my daughter and sheisin danger of being hauled away like a sack of flour
over amoor.”

“What did you mean your new understanding istearing you in two?’

“Ah, Gertrude. Don’'t you know? If | tend to my daughter an ocean away, | will not be here when our
child arrives. | promised mysdf | would be at your sde.”

“I never expected you to be here. | knew full well what | was doing, Blake.” She twisted along strand
of hair in her fingers. “ Granted, | was not thinking of achild at that moment but | knew, Blake.” She
whispered thewords. “1 knew.”

Blake stared hard at her. He leaned forward in the chair. “What were you thinking of Gertrude? Was
your mind far away, like mine, in emotions|’d never felt or wanted to? Can you honestly say we were
merely swept along in passon? Can you look mein the eye and tell me we didn’t make love but just had
=7’

“I don’'t know.” Gertrude slip trembled wildly. “1 had no experience to compareit with.”

Blake stood and walked around the desk to the door. He stopped and dropped his head, hand on the
knob. “1’ ve had more experience than necessary. Experience I’m no longer proud of. Whatever you



choose to believe about me or about that night, | will tell you with certainty, it wasfar beyond mere sex.”

* * * %

Blake went to the corrals and asked Fred and William to talk to him inside.

“| got lotsto do today, Sanders. What do yawant?’ Uncle Fred asked as he poured coffee and sat
down at the table beside William.

Blaketold them of McDonad and Ann'’sletters. William’' s eyes were wide and Fred shook his head.
“Soyou see, | aminaquandary. Of my own making | might add.” Blake said as he sat down across
from the men. “I have adaughter in Scotland trying to marry aman I’ ve never met who may abuse her
for dl | know. Make her miserable at the least.” Blake heaved abreath. “ And I’ ve got Gertrudein the
States with my promise to be here when our child arrives. And I’ ve yet to convince her to marry me.”
“I'll be herefor Gert, yaknow. It won’t be like she’ s going through thisalone,” Fred said.

Blake laughed hoarsdly. “But you know aswell asl if | leave, Gertrude will believe theworst of me.”
“Y ou can come back, sir,” William added. “1f you'd like, I’ll stay with MissFinchtill the babeisborn.”

“I know you would, son. And | know you are missing home greetly. No, thisis not your dilemma
William, but mine,” Blake sad.

“Thereisno dilemma,” Gertrude said from the doorway.
“Thought you were ngpping,” Blake said brusquely.

“No. I’ ve been sitting in Uncle Fred' s office thinking,” shereplied. 1 think you should go, Blake. Go to
Melinda. Y ou'll never forgive yoursdf if you don't.”

“And leave you behind?’ Blake asked. “I promised....”

Gertrude covered Blake' s hand with her own. “1 know you promised. And | think you gave your word
with dl intentions of keeping it. But I’ ve decided to marry Luke Matson.”

“Youcan't”

“Yes, Blake, | can,” shereplied. “He will be agood hushand for me, | think. Esmereldais right about
onething. | must marry.”

“Then marry me,” Blake said. “I’ ve asked three times. | don’t understand why you will marry him and
not me.”

* * % %

Blake had changed. Hisjourney aone was atestament of some kind. Of what, she was unsure. He
looked different for certain. He said he wanted her. He had defended her to Esmerelda. But Blake sguilt
over hisinattention to his children reached to her and his unborn child. It was clear he wanted desperately
to reach Mdinda. The look on hisfacetold not atale of duty to hisfamily name but rather the look of a



father hoping and praying to do his best for adaughter. Weighed againgt his obligation to her.

Gert felt tears on the edge of her eyes. He had said nothing of love, of some eusive feding, yes, but not
love. What predicament would end his obsession with his newfound conscience? In time, no doubt, these
changeswould fal by the wayside and he would once again be the Duke of Wexford. He had had a
lifetime and centuries of tradition pounded into his head to behave one way. How could she honestly
believe, how could she be true to the vow she made to hersalf and to her mother so very long ago, that
Blake Sanders was anything but what he always had been.

She blinked back tears as she pictured herself holding the hand of her mother at her deathbed. Promising
the woman who'd birthed her and loved her to do better.Never tie yourself to a man like your father.
Know he'll love you, Gertie, and be true. Know he'll always be there for you. Know in your heart
that you are the only one in his.Shelooked at Blake. And she, so like her mother, loved aman unable
to betrue.

Blake would never know it was him she spoke of rather than Luke Matson. “1 love him.” Blake' sintake
of breath was audible. He rose dowly and | eft the kitchen.

William stood to follow hisfather outside but stopped at the threshold. Blake Sanders was crouched,
leaning againgt atree, shoulders shaking. Will backed up in the shadow of the porch near an open
window.

Uncle Fred stared at Gert as he had when shewas girl, underfoot or in trouble. “ That’ s the biggest
bunch of horseshit | ever heard. And I’ ve heard some whoppersin my day.”

“It' sbest for dl concerned Blake go to Mdinda.”

Fred turned her towards him and shook her shoulders. “What about you, Gert? Y ou don’'t love Luke
Matson. Y ou love that damn Brit. Yatold me so yoursdlf.”

Tears poured down Gert’ s cheeks. “And he'll never love me. Don't you see? And | made apromiseto
Mal’d never marry aman like my father.”

Fred stared at her. “1 never thought I’ d say thisto ya, girl. Never thought there' d be cause.” He waited
till shelooked at him. “You'reafool.”

Chapter Eighteen

The stab to Blake' s heart was painful asif adagger had been thrust there. He knew now, as he had
never known before what poets meant when they spoke of heartbreak. Nothing on thisearth or in hislife
had prepared him to endure the pain that now tore his heart in haf. The woman he loved, loved another.

Blake had near convinced himsdlf to say those three wordsin his heart. But then his Gertrude had gone
and said it. About another man. He stood and shoved his hands in his pockets. The old Duke of



Wexford would have ranted. Having hisway through intimidation and money. Assuming al those around
him owed him homage by some fluke of parentage. Insulated from every thing good life had to offer,
blinded by rote and habits born of centuries. Without Gertrude nothing would matter. He would go
quietly and alow Gertrude the happiness Matson would bring her.

Blake saw William approach and turned his head away to wipe his eyes.

“Father?’

Blake studied William. How clear his sympathy was. Not bdittlement or pity, for certain. Blake didn’t
deserve a son as good as the one before him. “I' m fine, William. | think we' d best plan to leave on the
morrow. | want to get to Melinda as soon as possible.”

“I heard Miss Finch talking to her uncle,” Will began.

Blake could not bear one more thought of Gertrude at that moment. He held up his hand and smiled with
resgnation. “I'll go talk to Benson. Weleave at firg light.”

Blake found Benson sitting beside Miss Forsyth on the flowered davenport. He waited till the valet
joined himinthehdl. “I wish to leave tomorrow morning. Isthat enough timefor al to bein order?’

“Yes, gr, of course. We have no trunks to speak of.” Benson turned his head to Miss Forsyth before
continuing. “Y our Grace?’

Blake watched Benson' s eyes shift from the blond woman to hisfolded hand and findly to Blake sface.
“Go on, Benson. We ve been through far too much up to this point to stand on formalities now. Say your
piece”

“I... I would liketo resgn my post,” Benson said abruptly, eyeswide.

“Somehow | knew that’swhat you were going to say. What will you do?’” Blake asked.

“Miss Forsyth hasasmal homein Chicago and assures me | would do well with aclothing shop,”
Benson said. “I will find lodging near her and look for an appropriate store front.”

Blaketilted his head and put his hands on Benson’ s shoulders. “1’m glad for you, Benson. Thistrip has
truly been an adventure, hasit not?’

“Yesit has, gr. And it isquite possible | will convince Miss Forsyth to alow an ancient valet to court
her. | do believe we would suit even on this short acquaintance. ”

Blake smiled. “I hope I’ ve been as good a companion to you as you have to me. But | fear Miss Forsyth
will outshine mein many ways.”

Benson shook his head firmly. “No, no, gr. It has been agreat honor to serve you. Y ou are the finest of

Blake pulled the remaining money from his money belt. Benson hurried to undo his. “No, Benson. Keep
it. And thisshare aswell. You'll be needing something to sart with.”

Benson’s mouth dropped. “1 couldn't, Sir. | have some saved at home in my quarters. | was hoping you



would useit to ship my belongings.”
“Absolutely not. Y ou will kegpthisall and | will ship your thingsaswell,” Blake sad.

The vaet’ shead dropped and hislip trembled briefly. “ Thank you, Sir. As| have said, you are too kind.
Would you like meto seeto Masgter William'sand Miss Finch' s packing aswell?’

“William has aslittleas| and Miss Finch will not be joining me on my voyage.”

“Sheiswise, Your Grace. Not risking her hedth with travels.” Benson smiled. “ She will be ready to
cross the ocean in afew short months.”

“MissFinch will not be joining me, Benson. Ever,” Blake said softly. “And I’ ve afavor to beg of you
now. A task | have no right to ask of you. But it is of great importance to me.”

“Anything, Y our Grace”

“Miss Finch and Miss Forsyth are good friends, | understand,” Blake continued to Benson’snod. “|
wish ... | wish to know if thereis anything she ever needs.” Blake fatered and began again. “I want her to
be happy. Write me, Benson. If you ever think my help isrequired. | will trust your judgment with my son
or daughter. And with her.”

“Of course, Your Grace. | would be honored to watch after her,” Benson said and stared hard at his
employer. “If thereisanything I’ ve learned, it’ sthat patience is oft times required when wefed theleast
inclined to grant it. Patience and love. They will win out. Y ou will see, ar.”

Blake Sanders clipped aformal bow to his valet. Benson's head snapped to attention and returned the
sdutation.

* * % %

Early the next morning, Blake watched Gertrude as she dept. She moaned and dept fitfully, tossing from
sdeto side. Her hair was the color of coa and waved around her face like ahalf mask. The eyeshe
knew were a unique green, acolor hewould not see again. Her hands held her ssomach asif dready
protecting their child. Her long legs shifted from under her nightgown. Silky and white. He drew adeep
breath and touched her face. Knowing this vision would need to suffice. Blake pulled an envelope from
his pocket and dipped it into her hand. He kissed her forehead and then left her. To put an ocean
between he and hislove.

Fred and Benson shook hands with William and Blake. Fred guffawed and pulled William into hisarms
and dapped him loudly on the back. Blake didn’t mount the horse Fred had given him to ride to thetrain
station just yet. He had one more detail to attend to. Near as hard as kissing Gertrude goodbye.

In the bunkhouse, Blake pulled a deeping Luke Matson to hisfeet. Cookielit alamp and the handsin
their red under drawerslistened warily as Blake spoke.

“Shelovesyou Matson. Not I. I will concede defeat on that point,” Blake hissed to the groggy man
hanging in hisgrip. “But if | were ever to hear that she were unhappy. If | were ever to hear you'd
disgraced her. If | were ever to hear you didn’t treat her asthe priceless diamond that sheis, | promise
you, | will crossthe ocean and tear your heart out of your chest.”



Matson nodded wide-eyed. Blake dropped him to the floor. Not aword was spoken as Blake Sanders,
walked slently out of the bunkhouse. William stayed for amoment after hisfather passed him. He met
the eye of every man there. Father and son rode into the dawn.

* * * %

Gert awoke swesating and crying. She had dept late. The air in her room was sticky and thick. Tears
rolled down her face. Am | back to my blubbering? Gert wondered. Her hand came up to wipe her face.
She clutched aletter in her fist and her heart legped in her throat. Blake' s neat script etched her name.
Shelad it down carefully on her pillow asif it might shatter. Asher heart surely was. Gert knew what the
letter said without reading aword. He was gone.

Gert findly emerged from her room after medtime. The letter tucked away in her pocket, unopened. She
crept into the kitchen, hoping to make tea and hurry back to her upstairs. But Uncle Fred sat there
holding amug of coffee, gpparently waiting for her to comein.

“Sanders and Will Ieft before daybreak,” he said.

Gert nodded and headed to the stove to warm water. “I assumed he' d want to go as soon as possible.”

“Will said goodbye. He was right torn about not telling ya himself. Wanted to thank yafor the greatest
time of hislife” Fred got no response from Gert. “ Sanderswouldn’t wait.”

“He sworried about Mdinda.”

Fred leaned forward in hischair. “ Y athink that’ swhy he tore outa here in the middle of the night?” Gert
stirred her teaand Fred continued. “ He left me aletter.”

Gert turned in ahurry. “What did it say?’

“Says he planned on depositing awhole big pile of money in Fletcher’ s bank here in town. Sposed ta
useit for you and the baby when ever yawant. Gave me his addresstoo. Just in case | might need taget
intouchwith him.”

Gert leaned on the Sink, her massive middle weighing her down. “1 never wanted hismoney.”

“Yadon't havetamarry Luke Matson, Gert,” Fred said ashe stood. “I’ll guard yaand with Sanders
money....”

“Thischild will need afather. Luke skind and | think he cares about me.”

Fred spread his handswide. “Why, Gert? Why are ya doing this? The baby’ sfather wantsto marry ya.
And yalove him so much I'm plum tired of worrying about ya. Marry him Gert. A man goesto the pains
of taking care of yalike this deserves better. Yaknow he lifted Luke outa his bunk this morning with one
hand. Threatened to come back and kill him ifn he ever heard Matson hurt ya.”

“I can't,” Gert said as shewithered into achair.

“Tell mewhy, Gert? Just tel mewhy and I'll leave off the questions,” Fred said as he sat down beside
her to gather her handsin his.



Tearsrolled down her face. She wiped them away. Fred waited as she swallowed and stared hard at
thewadl. “Mabegged me as she was dying to never marry aman like my Pa. Blakeisn't poor, he' d keep
food on the table but he' d tire of me and move on.” She bowed her head and continued softly. “He'd
have amidresslike he' saways done.” Gert lifted her tear stained face to her uncle. “He doesn't love
me”

“What dlsedid yer Masay?’

“To marry aman who' d love me and be true. Never make the mistakes she had.” Gert’shand cameto
her lips and her eyeswandered. “It killed her you know.”

“Consumption got yer mother, Gert. And | won't believe for one second that Blake Sandersdon’t love
you. He might not have the words in him but a man’ s actions count more and you know it.” Fred rubbed
her hands softly. “Yaknow | loved yer Aunt Maviswith all amy heart.” Gert nodded and smiled. Fred
dropped his head with the admission. “I never told her till the night that she died.”

Gert shook her head in wonder. She had lived with the couple nearly al of her life. She knew Fred loved
Mavis as surdly as she knew sheloved Blake. “All those years?’ she asked.

Fred nodded and swallowed. “ All them years.” He wiped a calloused hand across his eyes. “Y aknow
what my Mavis said when | told her? Said she knew dl along. Said sheknew | loved her and them
wordsyakeep in yer heart don't dways need said. | go to her grave and tell her everyday though. Sure
wish I’d said ‘em more when she lived.”

“I loveyou, Uncle Fred.”

“I know yado, Missy. | loveyou, too.”

Gert pulled the | etter from her pocket. “ Blake left methis.”

“What'd it say?’

“I haven't reed it.” Gert turned the envelope over in her hand. “1 don’t know if I'm ready.”

“Ready for what Gert?’

The day seemed to be made for confessions. “When | came back here, expecting, | had resigned mysdlf
to never seeing him again. Then hecame,” Gert said softly. “And | let mysdif think, dream of what it
would be liketo marry him. Have afamily.” She sared at the letter she held. “When | read this|’ Il know
inmy heart my pirate has sailed. For good.”

“Ligento yoursdlf, Gert. You dl got yourself convinced you'll never be happy. Convinced the man you
want, never wanted you. And then going and telling him some fool nonsense about Luke Matson. That's
why Sandersleft, Gert,” Fred said. “Don’t ya see? He loves you enough to let you be.”

“He d have left anyway. Whether | married him or not,” Gert whispered.

Fred sat back on his chair and rubbed his hand the length of hisface. “Yadon't know....”

“Yes| do,” Gert shouted as she shoved back her chair and stood. Her hair flew wildly and tears poured
down her face. She was near hysterical and could not control what she said. “My father left me. Told me



he’ d come back and never did. What does atwelve year old do to make their father hate them so
much?’

Fred held hishand out to her. “Now, Missy. Settle down. Y ou’ re confusing the matter. Edgar Finch was
the onewrong. Not you.”

But Gert wastoo far-gonein old pain to listen. “He told me that day. That day he brought me here,”
Gert whigpered. “Told mel wasjust like Ma Too tall dready. Too tal and ugly to holdaman's
attentionsfor very long. That I’ d convince aman somewhere aong the line to get under my skirts. Then
the poor fool’ d have to marry me. Just what Ma did when Pagot drunk onetime at asaloon.” Gert
turned watery green eyesto her uncle. “I was twelve when he told me.”

“Ah, Gert.”

“And that' s exactly what happened. | knew when | woke up that night Blake had been drinking. He
would'veleft if | hadn’'t begged him to stay. | wanted him to love me so much, wanted at least to have a
memory of love so badly | trapped him. Just like Madid to Pa,” Gert whispered.

“Youan'ttal and ugly. That bastard done said dl that to make his own sdif fed better. And | don't
think you trapped Sanders. | think yawanted him and loved him adready. But more important than al that
isthat your Brit camefor you. Something your Panever did. Cause helovesyou. Samereason he left.”

Gert stared at Fred, bleary eyed. “Heleft because he loves me?”’
Fred nodded. “Menfolk are different than women, Gert. Women want to raise their children right and
make ‘em ahometo doit in. Want their man to love ‘em and their youngins . Men just want their woman

to be happy. Sanders proved to me he loves you when he rode out of here at dawn.”

Gert tilted her head and held back another flood of tears, teetering on the brink of hope. “ Do you redly
think he left because he thought it would make me happy?’

“1 know it, Gert. | know it.”

Gert glanced nervoudy about the room wondering if she'd dlowed the specter of Edgar Finch’sown
misery to taint every decision she' d ever made. Had she walked her lifein afog of unworthiness, too
terrified to venture into the light? Had she allowed her father’ staunt to set her course even assherailed
across the country trying to convince women to set their own path? She had. Someone cleared their
throat in the room and Gert looked up.

“Excuse me, Miss Finch,” Benson said.

Mary Aliceflew into the room smiling, behind him. “ Gertrude! Benson is going to move to Chicago and
open aclothing store. What do you think? | think he'll do just fine.” She dipped her arm into the stoic
servant’ s crooked elbow and smiled up at him.

“A clothing store?” Gert said.

Mary Alice nodded. “Chicago’ s booming and | know just the place for him to get started.”

“We will impose on your hospitality no longer, Miss Finch. Miss Forsyth and | are off to town to check
the train schedule and then will travel to Chicago.” Benson said and smiled broadly. * But before we go,



I’d like to make sure you have Miss Forsyth’s post number and that we may have yours.”

“I would like to keep in touch with you both,” Gert said and heaved herself from the chair to find pencil
and paper.

Benson read her address and tucked the paper in hisvest pocket. “1 mustn’t losethis,” he said ashe
tapped his chest. “The Duke of Wexford has entrusted me to keep an eye on you and | will not fail.” His
face sobered. *'Y ou must promise me, Miss Finch. If you are ever in need you shdl write. | have agreat
debt to the Duketo fulfill. He was most insstent yesterday. Whatever would be needed to ensure the
comfort and happiness of you and your child isto be met, post haste.”

“Hesaid that?” Gert asked.

Benson nodded. “Most definitely. I’ ve known the duke since he was in short pants. And | will say he
asked thisof meinafashion|’d never seen.” Benson looked Gert in the eye. “Hisintensity and
desperation were most obvious. He has entrusted to me the guardianship of amost valued commodity.”

“Sanderswould fed that way about hischild, Benson,” Gert said. “For dl hisblustering and faullts, he
loveshischildren.”

Benson shook his head and stepped to Gert, gathering her hand in his. “Oh, it wasn't his child hewas
most concerned about.” He saw Gert’ s head tilt in question and he smiled. “* Twasyou.”

Gert spent the rest of the day in afog, helping Mary Alice prepare to leave. She battled her own demons
and pulled Blake' sletter from her pocket six times. Her back was sore and her face amess with red
swollen eyes and nose. But she amiled until shefindly sat in Mavis rocker by the window in her room.
Holding the letter, turning it over in the moonlight, stealing one more moment believing he loved her. She
blew a deep breath and opened the envelope.

My Dearest Gertrude,

| have never been oneto write poetry or find wordsfor the deepest fedlingsin my heart. | do not believe
I’ve ever had causeto. Until now. It isimperative to me that you understand my feelings. Y ou have
changed my lifeinways| am sure you are unaware of . | have been too long lost in centuries of tradition
and sdlf-importance to understand the greatest gifts I’ d been granted were dl around me. Waiting for me
to seethem. | would have gone to my grave believing bals and society held acandle to my children. That
my horses and homes could compare to what you' ve surrounded yoursdlf with. Y our family of cowhands
and Uncle Fred. Y our vast wilderness and sunsets. | only pray it is not too late for my children to
understand how much | love them. | owe you adebt | am unable to repay.

I"vefound recently that thereis much of my lifeto regret. Be assured that does not include oneingtant in
your presence. From the moment | first kissed you, to the night that we made love to the second | saw
your round stomach holding my child; | experienced arightness| cannot begin to describe. | will cling to
that rightness, to those memories until | go to the hereafter. My heart will forever bein your keeping.

Y ou deserve every happinessthislife hasto offer. Y ou are kind and bright and courageous and
sometimes most endearingly contrary. Y ou will make the most wonderful mother to my child. | fear
though | will be envious aways of my son or daughter. They will look in your eyes and seelove. Hold



your hand and fed love. Comfort you or be comforted and be loved. Having you each minute of the day
to know that love doesindeed exigt. In your laughter, in your smile and in your touch.

Y ou are beautiful, Gertrude. Did | ever tdll you? Ah, that will most certainly be the only regret of my time
gpent with you. If you are till inclined to grant me onewish, | would be most eterndly grateful. Be happy
and well, Gertrude. Asyou have said on many occasions | am selfish and high-handed. So you must give
me |leave to be so once more. The privilege of loving you falsto your husband in the future. But for
today, just today alow methis. Know | love you.

Y our Servant,

Blake Sanders

Gert stared at the moon till it faded. And then to the sun asit peaked over the horizon. Heloved her.

* * * %

Fred Hastings awoke from a sound deep with astart. Gert was on the floor beside his bed, pulling out
his battered black suitcase. She sat back on her haunches, saw his open eyes and graced himwith a
beautiful smile.

“Hurry up, Uncle Fred,” she said as she pulled hersdf from the floor. “1’m nearly packed.”
Fred yawned and stretched and wiped his hand down over hiswhiskers. “Where we going?’
“England. Come on get up,” Gert said as she sailed out of the room.

Gert sat on the edge of her bed in the room and wondered if she would ever see her home again. The
thought was not nearly asfrightening asfirst imagined. Very littleis, she supposed. The baby moved and
rolled and Gert smiled as her hand cameto her belly.

“Hang on, little one. We're off to find your father and that means we have to sail the whole way across
the ocean.” And she knew aswel she might never sail back. But it hardly mattered. Blake loved her.

Chapter Nineteen

Blake stood at therail of the ship ashe did every day, letting the wind and the sun hit hisface. A fedling
previoudy foreign to him, had settled over hismind and his body. He was not angry, not afraid, nor
indignant. Not fedling superior or pompous or powerful. Blake' s heart hurt and sent tremors of pain to
every limb of hisbody. Meds at the captain’ stable did not tempt him. Other passenger’ s attempts at
conversation found him with nothing to say. William sat or siood beside him slently. In amature way for
his near fifteen years, dlowed hisfather solitude while al the while within reach.



Blake sligt of errorswith Gertrude was endless. He tdlied and maneuvered them by order of magnitude.
He had yet to decide his grestest transgression. The worst time of the day was as he climbed into his

bed. Before darkness and exhaugtion closed his eyes. That was when the feding overwhelmed him.
Blake counted William' s shallow breathsin the bed beside him. Counted stars as they twinkled off the
water. Anything to hold back the flood of despair that seeped into his soul.

By the time England came into view, Blake had wrestled his pain to adeep hidden spot. He managed to
smile a William and think more of his home and children. But he was changed and he knew it. Blake
knew if by some stroke of ill fortune or perhaps luck he were to lose histitle and estates, he would
endure. If histown cronies witnessed him drunk and in tattered clothes he would but shrug. If he never
felt velvet or the weight of gold in hishand, never saw apriceless piece of art again, he would survive. If
he shoveled manure to feed himsalf and his children it would not matter. Blake had realized with blinding
clarity little on this earth mattered without love.

Blake and William set out on horseback for Scotland. They strapped saddlebags filled with denim shirts
and Levi’ sacrossthe rumps of their mounts. Slept at inns and occasiondly under the stars on their trek to
the McDonad' s castle. For dl hiserrors and mistakes, hewould not fail his Mdindanow.

* k% k %

It was nearly the end of November by the time Gert and Uncle Fred findly arrived in New Y ork City.
The traveling was harder than Gert had expected and Uncle Fred had made stopsin severa cities and
found a hotd room for them both. He insisted she rested while he took in the sights. But they had finaly
arrived and Gertrude was impatient to sail.

At nearly eight months pregnant, the captain of the ship was not inclined to let Gert travel. She begged,
cgjoled and cried. Uncle Fred took him aside. The captain returned white-faced, but willing to dlow Gert
to come aboard. The voyage for Gert was uneventful. Shefelt fine and sat daily on the deck letting the
breeze hit her face and wondered. What would Blake think of her following him?Would he be angry or
ashamed? Would he regret his remarks? Would she regret showing up on his doorstep? Just as doubts
filtered in, Gert would pull Blake' s|etter from her pocket. It was never out of her reach. And she had
read it ahundred timesif not more.

She knew what Blake spoke of when he wrote of rightness. Gert felt it aswell. For dl their arguing and
disagreements, she knew deep in her heart he was meant for her. She pondered many hours, with little
elseto do about that fedling, that rightness. There was something mystical and magical about it. Asif a
fairy wand or stardust had touched them. It had nothing to do with practicality or place in theworld.
Nothing to do with habit or stuation. Lessto do with birthright. And everything to do with some force
beyond her knowledge or understanding. Her heart was drawn to his without regard to location or
persondity. She had stopped fighting the feding. Stopped questioning how they would live or where their
home would be. Because Gert knew it no longer mattered. She desperately and for no accountable
reason needed to be near him. Asthe sun sought the horizon a dusk, she sought her placein thisworld.
Besde him.

* * % %

“Gertrude,” Elizabeth shouted. * Jenkins, find my husband post haste, we have ahouseguest.” She smiled
broadly at Gert and held her arms. “1 cannot tell you how worried I’ ve been about you.”

“I am so0 glad to see you, Elizabeth. And will be happier still when | can liedown. I'm exhausted.” Gert



introduced Uncle Fred and he gazed at the arched ceilings and whistled.
Anthony came down the hall and stopped with agtart. “Gertrude!”

“That Burroughs?’ Fred asked. Gert nodded and waited as he came to her and gathered her into his
ams,

“And you must be Gertrude' suncle,” Anthony said and held out his hand.

Fred poked Anthony inthe chest. “I’ll be guessing yer the one was to be watching out for Gert while she
was here”

Anthony gtiffened and nodded.

Fred put his hand on Gertrude’ s massive sscomach. “We wouldn’t be here with Gert near dueifnyou'd
been doing yer job.”

“You'requiteright, Mr. Hastings,” Anthony said solemnly.

Fred looked Anthony up and down. “Y alook like some dandified city boy compared to yer friend.
Specting you knew Sanders was up to no good. | got my pistol in my trunk and if thisdon’t work out for
Gert, I'm holding you responsible. Got that?”’

Anthony indicated adoor. “Let’ stalk about this over brandy, Mr. Hastings.” He stopped suddenly. “I
look like adandy compared to Blake?’

Fred ambled off and dapped Jenkins hands as the servant tried to take his coat. “Don’t need no valet
like you English boysto dressmein the morning.”

“I'mthebutler, sr. Not avaet.”

Fred eyed him as Jenkins stared back. “ Goody for you. Where' sthiswhiskey you' re talking about,
Burroughs?’

Elizabeth escorted Gertrude to her old room. Elizabeth had a hundred questions but Gert was sound
adeep before she could ask. She joined Anthony and Gert’ s uncle in the study.

“So, Blake didn't get the letter | sent?” Anthony asked.

“Only letter | know about isthe one from the Scot,” Fred said.

“But you did say Blake |eft ahead of you,” Elizabeth asked as she seated hersdlf.

Fred grimaced. “His sense of direction ain’t too keen, though. Let’ s hope Will led the way.”

Tony tapped his mouth and stared out the window in thought. “1f Blake received McDonad' s letter and
not mine, | believe he would have gone straight to McDonad’ s home before coming here.”

“Might adonethat,” Fred agreed.

Elizabeth’ seyes darted. “Thisisaterrible Stuation.” She stared at her husband.



“Sanders|I git here shortly,” Fred said. “How far outtathe way isthis castle of McDondd' s?°

Tony swalowed and stared at Fred. “1 doubt in time.”

“Mélindaisto marry Connor McDougd, three daysfrom now at Blake' shome,” Elizabeth said softly.
Fred waved hishand. “ Tell *em to hold off till her father gets here. Couple of days, aweek a most ain't
gonnamake no never mind. Sanders had hissdlf in arighteoustizzy. He' sthe Pgpa. He ought to at least
meet the boy ‘fore the deed’ s done.”

“| think the wedding should proceed as planned,” Tony said.

“What' sthe rush?’ Fred asked. No one answered his query. His eyes opened wide. “Y er not telling me
yalet another innocent dip through yer fingers?’

Tony looked away. Elizabeth explained. “Médindahas indicated the wedding should be done post haste.
Either that or she'll run away.”

“Can’t none ayou boys keep yer partsin yer pantstill the preacher gets here. Hell’ sfire,” Fred said.
Tony leaned forward to lean on hisknees. “We aren't sureif theah ... the ah.”
“The seed’ s been planted?’ Fred asked.

“Shewon't tdl usfor sure,” Elizabeth hurried to say. “ She’ susing our ignorance to get what she wants,
especidly before her father arrives. And she wants Connor McDougal.”

Fred couldn’t stop himsalf. He laughed. “ Oh, Sanders. | can't wait to see the look on hisface when the
shoe’ son the other foot. HE || be hoppin' mad, that’ s fer sure.”

“That brings usto another question. We saw clearly Gertrudeiswith child. How are thingswith sheand
Blake?’ Tony asked.

Fred sat back in his chair and wiped his brow. “Right hard to say. Now before Sanders got to the ranch,
my Gert was amess. Ranting and cryin’ about the silliest things. Drove me and the hands near crazy.
Then my Indian friend, White Cloud, found Sanders and Benson and kinda drug ‘ em back to the ranch.”
Fred looked up and smiled. “Fine sight, | thought. White Cloud knew it was our fight. Knew me and the
boyswere awaiting takill him. Sanders marched right through us, blustering and shouting. Said hedidn’t
come all theway without talking to her. Will had punched his Daddy a good one and Sanders just stood
there staring at Gert with blood running down hisface. Finesight, I’d say.”

“William hit Blake?” Tony asked.

Fred nodded. “Might acracked hisjaw. He clicked when he talked from then on. But ole Gert, shejust
stood there staring a him like she ain’t never seen nothin’ so wonderful inal her life. Told him shewas
worried and she hated him. But never stopped staring.”

Tony shook his head. Elizabeth amiled.

“Him and his boy seemed to cometo friendly after that. Had along talk. Sanders was nearly torn in two



fer leaving Gert and getting hometo his daughter.” Fred sighed and frowned. “ Then Gert goesand tells
Sanders she' s marrying L uke Matson. One of my hands at the ranch. Sanders nearly croaked when she
saidit. Took off before sunrise after scaring the shit outta Matson. Don't think that boy’ [l ever be the
same”

“Heleft mealetter,” Gert said from the doorway.

Elizabeth hurried to Gert’ s side and helped her sit down. “1 know how exhausting those last weeks are.
And with you traveling yet. Y ou need your rest.”

“I couldn’t deep any more. I'll befine, Elizabeth.” Gert dropped her head. * Especidly after | talk to
Blake”

“Wethink Blake went to Scotland. He didn’t receive my letter,” Tony said.
Elizabeth explained the Stuation at Blake' shome.

“Blakewasin afinefit when heleft. Worrying so about Mdinda But if what she' shinting a istrue, they
need to marry right away. What does her mother say?’ Gert asked.

“Anniscontent with it dl. She feds Mdinda has found her soul mate,” Elizabeth said.
“I hope she getswhat shewants,” Gert said.
“Knowing Mdinda, shewill,” Tony added.

“It' salovematch, | believe,” Elizabeth said with asmile. “ Certainly not who her mother or father
envisoned for her but alove match il the same.”

“Then she should fight for him,” Gert said.

“Isthat what you' redoing?’ Elizabeth asked. The men stood and stepped out of the room and Elizabeth
waited till she and Gert were done. “Areyou fighting for Blake?’

Gert turned her head and pushed out her chin under trembling lips. “1 deserve him. | love him. And he
told me helovesmein hisletter.”

“Of course you deserve him, Gertrude. Whoever said you didn’t?’ Elizabeth asked softly.
My father, Gert thought. “1 won't let Blake keegp amistress. | won't stand for it.”

“I don't think he will. 1t sounds to me as though Blake has come to redlize some things. Important
things”

“WEll see. I'm worried what he' Il think when he sees me. Chasing him back home when he' sgot so
much on hismind with Mdinda.”

“You haveto trust him, Gert. | wouldn't have said the word trust in the same sentence with Blake's
name afew months ago. But you haveto listen to your heart. Y ou know, Gert; degp down insideif he's
telling you the truth. What isyour heart telling you?’ Elizabeth asked.



And that was the crux of the problem. Her heart was screaming to love him and trust him. Her mind was
building awall against more hurt. But if she didn’t take this chance on Blake, she would spend the rest of
her lifewith regret. Wondering if he had in fact changed. If thelove he proclaimed hefdt for her was
enough to make him stare into her eyes aone. Fear of regret was one of the reasons she' d boarded a
ship to find him. She had best battle that fear. Take achance on the only man to stir her ingdes. The only
man she' d ever wanted to talk to, to share dresmswith, to make loveto.

“I want to talk to him so badly, Elizabeth. There’' s so much | want to say. My heart’ s brought me this
far. 1 won't give up now.”

* * * %

“What do you mean McDondd is away from home? Wherein the hdl ishe?’ Blake shouted in therain.
The nearly one hundred year old housekeeper would not let William and Blakein to McDondd' s castle.
Burly Scotsman stood on each side of the woman while he ranted and raved over thunder.

“Don’t trust no Sassenach with knowing where my laird is. Bad enough he done and married one,” the
gnarled woman said.

“I'myour laird’ sson by marriage,” William said clearly. “I want to know this minute where my mother
has gone. Speak, woman.”

Blake stepped back and watched William take over. Blake straightened his shouldersand glared in
Superiority over hisson’s shoulder.

“You thefool lad went off to America?’ the big man beside Blake asked.

William nodded.

“Let them by, Ernesting,” the man said. “I’'m the McDondd’ s cousin. Fitzroy McDondd. I'min charge
here while he' sgone.”

Blake and William stepped into the foyer of the castle, shaking water from their hair and coats. Thewalls
were covered with massive tapestries and swords and shields. Woolen plaids adorned every chair and

cushion.

“Then pray tell me,” Blake said, tired and exasperated, “where is my daughter Mdindaand her
mother?’

Fitzroy McDonald dapped Blake on the back and guided him to aroom filled with the soft glow of a
fire. “Sit down, Sanders. You'll need anip of something to hear this.”

It took al of Fitzroy McDonad' s arguments and William' s pleas for anight in abed to convince Blake
to rest their horses and themselves.

“Those clothes you are wearing are soaked through and your mounts near exhaustion. Won't do your
Melindaany good for you to break your neck on thetrip. What about that outfit of yours? Isthiswhat
they wear in America?’ Fitzroy said and leaned forward to study Blake' sLevi’sand camd jacket. And
the gun bt tied down around histhigh.

“You' rewearing askirt. No need to question my attire,” Blake said and leaned back in his chair.



Fitzroy blustered and William spoke. “ Thisistypica American garb. Works quite nicely when breaking
broncos.”

Three other men dipped into the room to stand behind Fitzroy. “Tel usyour tales of America”

William'’ sfacelit up and he proceeded to entertain the Scotsmen. Blake stared glumly at thefire asthe
words William spoke conjured up Gertrude' sface. Her sunsets. Her horses. Her round stomach. Luke
Matson. And now his sweet, innocent Mdindawas sullied by abrawny man such asthese men ligtening
to William with rapt attention. He wastoo late. Fitzroy had told them Melindadid not say she was
expecting but that every look that passed between the two indicated they had been intimate. He had been
away chasing unattainable dreams while Melinda was seduced under her mother’ s nose. Blake was
broken. The woman he loved loved another and the daughter he loved dept with a Scotsman. He missed
Gertrude. Blake stared into the fire, hearing the hum of William' s stories and fell adeep.

* * * %

Blake and William were on their horses mid-morning.

“We could have left earlier, William,” Blake said asthey trotted away from McDonad' shome. “Y ou
should have woken me.”

William shrugged. “Y ou' re tired, Father. Y ou need your rest.” He turned and stared at Blake. “You
cdled out for Miss Finch whileyou dept.”

Here was another mystery of life unfolding and Blake would' ve preferred to not see. His son was caring
for him. Blake sighed. Soon his children would be spooning grud into histoothless mouth.

“No doubt | was cursing the day | met the woman,” Blake said.
“Uncle Fred said sheloved you and she admitted it,” William said.
“What are you talking about William?’ Blake said as he kneed his horse to afaster pace.

“The day Miss Finch said she wasto marry Luke Matson. | |eft the kitchen and saw you.” William
turned a frightened face hisfather’ sway. “| could have sworn you were crying, so | leaned back near the
window. That'swhen | heard Miss Finch and Mr. Hastings talking.”

Blake blew abreath. “1 was blubbering like Donald when Mrs. Wickham smacks his bottom. She said
sheloved me?’

“No, gr. Not in those words but Mr. Hastings said she did and she agreed.”

If what William heard were true, maybe there was hope for he and Gertrude. Ah, no use wishing for
what wouldn’t be. Sheis married to Luke Matson by now. He would be the one to talk to her and hold
Gertrude' s child. The anger bubbling in Blake' s soul made his mouth twitch. The thought of another man
holding and kissing her, teaching his son to ride in not so many years was more than he could take. Blake
found himsdlf furious. He was angry and jedlous and could not shake it. He should have stayed and
fought for what was his. Gertrude was his, just as surely as the babe she carried was his son or daughter.
And he had let her go. Everything in hislife had come easly until Gertrude. And the one thing that
required effort, forced his thoughts to admit emotions, required humility and strength and blared his



weaknesses was the one thing he should have fought for with his dying bresth. He had dlowed hislove
for Gertrude to be defeated.

* k% k %

Ann McDondd inssted Gert and Uncle Fred stay at Blake' s home with Elizabeth and Tony for
Melinda swedding. Gert wondered how she' d fed around Blake' s former wife but she admitted to
hersdf the woman was charming. Ann had hugged her, with tearsin her eyes and thanked Gert for taking
care of William. Angus McDonad was cordia and took Uncle Fred to see Blake s stables. Gert was
tired mogt of the time and her back hurt. She couldn’t get comfortable in abed or achair any longer.
Elizabeth and Ann exchanged glances and told Gert her time was coming and soon.

Melinda Sanders and Connor McDouga stared into each other’ s eyes with rarely athought or aglance
at anyone ese. The young Scotsman bowed low over Gert’s hand.

“*Tismy pleasure, Miss Finch, to make your acquaintance,” Conner said. Hislarge arm wound itself
about Mdinda swais.

Melinda hugged Gert and a serene smilelit her face. 1’ m to be married tomorrow, Miss Finch. It seems
s0 long ago we dl rode to London for my come-out.”

Gert couldn’t help but smile a her enthusiasm. “I 4till think you' re abit young to know your mind,
Melinda. But he' s handsome enough, that’ sfor sure.”

Melindatilted her eyes up a Connor. “The handsomest man in theworld.”
Connor tilted the girl’s chin. “And the prettiest lass”

Mdinda s eyesrolled dreamily. She spoke to Gert without turning her face from her beloved. “Age
doesn't matter so much, Miss Finch. | know in my heart Connor isthe man for me, now and forever.”

It was dl Gert could do to not cry. The young couple before her reminded Gert of afairy princessand
her prince. Their love reminded her of Blake.

“Y our father isworried sick over you,” Gert said.

Melinda s gaze dropped. “I'll admit I’ [l be glad if we' re married before Father gets here. | couldn’t take
hearing him shout about Connor’ sfamily and my title and duty.”

Gert tilted her head. “Y ou may be surprised, Melinda. Y our father is adifferent man than the one that
left not so long ago.”

“I wish | could believethat,” the girl said softly. Echoing Gert’ s own fears with her words.

* * k* %

The preparations continued for Mdinda s wedding. Blake' s forty-bedroom home wasfilled to capacity.
The ballroom was decorated. Melinda' s dress was nipped and tucked while Gert played with Elizabeth's
daughter Sarah. Gert was having trouble even getting her breath her ssomach was so large. She waddled
and fought Ann and Elizabeth over an ouitfit.



“Pregnant woman do not attend balls and such herein London. I'll stay in my room and entertain
Sarah,” Gert pleaded.

They ignored her and the seamstress added a bolt of material, Gert figured, to aready-made gown to
cover her burgeoning stomach. The fabric was afine gold color and made her hair look darker. Gert
pinched her cheeks and noticed her eyes did indeed look greener against the hue of the fabric. She may
aswdl look nice, she conceded. If shedidn’'t have her baby in the middie of dinner she could at least
watch the dancers and tap her foot to the music. Ann had afull orchestra contracted for the reception to
be accompanied by bagpipes from Connor’ s clan. The wedding should prove to be the grandest thing
Gert had ever atended. Uncle Fred, Anthony and even Angus McDonad fussed over her, dways asking
if she needed anything. Even as she stared at the door of Blake' s home one of them would pat her arm,
help her to her feet and tell her Blake wasn't here yet.

* * % %

Nearly two hundred people crammed the chapel on Blake' s grounds. Some standing outside near open
windows. Melinda did indeed look like afairy princessin agossamer ivory gown. Her husband stared a
her with such intengity; Gert feared Mdinda s flowers would wilt. The two embraced in aheated, lengthy
kissinterrupted by Angus McDonald's cough. And still Blake had not arrived. His daughter had married
without him and Gert knew Blake would be crushed. Anthony and Angus McDonad had walked
Méindadown the aidein Blake s stead. It would have been Blake sright to give his daughter away. But
Gert could not fault everyone s actions. The wedding needed done and done now.

Thewedding breskfast revealed afull complement of titled English peerage and Scottish roydlty. A rich
contingent of plaids adorned lord’ swaists and draped their wives shoulders. Powdered wigs and bright
waistcoats denoted some of England’ sfinest families. Gertrude watched the goings on with interest. She
was certain only Ann McDonad' s charm as ahostess and her mother, Lady Katherine sglare, kept
swords from being drawn. Each group made subtle comments about the other’ s strange dress or
traditions. But Melinda s mother flitted from group to group dlaying tempers, smoothing ruffles until she
had, to Gert’s amazement, convinced each and every person, they were the most important guest at the
wedding.

Donad Sanders and the Scottish guests his age with Mrs. Wickham' s grandson, Malcolm, were busy
climbing trees and sailing boats. Gert watched out along window and thought back to the first time Blake
had kissed her while the boys climbed that |adder. Even now, the memory sent a shiver down her spine.
Uncle Fred wandered around the mansion picking up priceless works of art and shaking his head. But
she knew he was having agrand time. He and Angus McDonald had been holed up with Blake' s grooms
and trainersal day. He begrudgingly admitted Sanders knew horseflesh. Quite a concession from her
unde.

The guests had been led to Blake' s grand ballroom and Gert watched from a chair near the door to the
servant’ s entrance as Melinda and Connor danced for the first time as man and wife. Meinda had been
handed through divine interference or fate or love from the arms of her father to the arms of the man she
would spend her lifewith.

To everyone s surprise, Melinda had announced she had no intention of living in England. Her husband' s
land was in Scotland and she was eager to take her place as mistress of hishome. Ann had tried to
convince Mdindato live in one of the many homes belonging to the Wexford family, that certainly her
father would present them one as awedding gift. Servants were established, routinein order and would
ease Melinda s change in role from daughter to wife. The girl would have none of it. Meinda assured her
mother shewould do finewith asmall staff and would oversee household duties hersdlf. Mdinda



admitted she had much to learn about Connor’ s family and history and if shewasto be the wife he
deserved she had best learn it from the McDouga clan. Her hushand said she was stubborn and a
perfect wifefor him. He would do whatever she wished, but couldn’t be happier Mdindawanted to live
a hishome.

Thiswasindeed thefairy tale ending, complete with grand knights and ladies. Connor and Mdinda
would disagree, Gert was sure, but the two of them at their young age already knew the vaue of
compromise. Had Gert hersalf been less hard headed, she may have been awife at this very moment.
Gert studied her hands and glanced up as Angus McDonald and Ann, Elizabeth and Tony and Connor’s
parentsjoined the couple on the dance floor. The orchestra played awaltz while bagpipes accompanied
and Gert was surprised how the two musics blended. Much as Connor and Melinda s liveswould, Gert
thought. Uncle Fred stood behind her with his hand on her shoulder.

Chapter Twenty

The closer Blake rode to his home the more gripping his want was. He hadn'’t redlized he could missit.
All these years he d been accustomed to therich tradition and beauty of hishome. It had taken alengthy
absence to make him long for familiar faces. His children, his servants, hisfavorite char inthelibrary by
thefire. There was something soothing and comforting about coming home and Blakeimagined it did not
matter whether that home was ahovel or acastle or ranch house south of Chicago. It was where history
and family surrounded a person and assured them whatever had happened could be righted. Whatever
calamity or tragedy befdl them, solace was found there. And Blake badly needed what those walls, fires
and faces could give him.

AsWilliam and Blake neared the edge of the Wexford land they cast a glance to one another and
smiled. They were home. Both |leaned close to their weary mounts to gather speed. Blake could seethe
massive roof come into view from the top of arise and he swalowed alump in histhroat. A few more
minutes at best. But asthey rode up the tree lined drive William and Blake reined in hard and stared.
Carriages, horses and milling servants were everywhere. Even on the front lawn.

“What could possibly be going on that the groomswould need to leave carriagesin the front drive?’
William asked.

Blake crossed his hands over the horn of the saddle. “ Only onething | can think of.” William looked at
hisfather. “A wedding.”

William looked down at himsdlf and then at hisfather. “Look at us, Father. Levi’ s and boots and
holsters. Stetsons and trail dust. It looks as though every titlein London is here from the sealson
barouches”

“Probably some Scottish lords aswell,” Blake remarked. “Well, | could care lesswhat | look like. My
daughter, | assume, is getting married and | want to meet this husband of hers and dance a the fete.” He
pulled his mount’ s head to the house. “ Are you coming?’



William nodded quickly and followed his father down the drive, dismounted and both strode to the door.
Briggs opened the door, looked them up and down from over his nose and told them where the servants
entrance was located.

“Good God, man,” Blake said. “Y ou don't recognize me?’

A rare smilegraced Briggs mouth and Blake saw Mrs. Wickham rushing down the hdl, caling to other
servants. Blake grasped Briggs  shoulders and clapped his hands hard. “It's me. Sanders. And your dour
faceisasight for these sore eyes.”

“Your Gracel Magter William!” Briggs said.

Mrs. Wickham turned her attention from ayoung liveried man with atray of champagne to the door.
“Your Grace,” shecaled. “You'rehome”

“Indeed | am, and | could not be happier for the sght of you.” Blake drew Mrs. Wickham into hisarms
and hugged her.

The housekeeper’ s eyes widened and her lipstrembled. “1 am so happy you are here,” she said.
William watched in wonder as hisfather and servants embraced. Briggs shook his head but was smiling.
Sanderswas grinning asif he had discovered gold. Mrs. Wickham held one hand to her mouth and with
the other touched William’ s cheek. She backed up quickly.

“Give Mrs. Wickham a hug, William. She changed your nappies from the day you were born. Indulge
her.” Blake said. Mrs. Wickham clapped her hands together under her chin as William wrapped hisarms
about her.

“Much | need to tell you two, as|’ m sure you have much to say but for now, I'll just let you know
Benson is opening a clothing shop in Chicago. | would not be surprised if heis soon married to aplump
blonde. Her nameis Miss Forsyth. Briggs, tomorrow, you and | will have to pack hisroom and prepare
to ship hisbelongings,” Blake said.

“A plump blonde?’ Briggs asked.

“Chicago?’ Mrs. Wickham gasped.

“Yes. And heis exceedingly happy. So we must be happy for him aswell. Benson and | had quite an
adventure together. | will tell you some evening the whole story. But for now, | assume these carriages
mean Mdlindaisto be married.”

Both servants nodded.

“Wdl, then William. Let usjointhefedtivities” Blake sad.

“I would be happy to help you change, Y our Grace,” Briggs said.

“No, no. If they don't like me as| am then the hell with them,” Blake said. “Right William?’

William smiled and nodded. Mrs. Wickham and Briggs watched as the two men strode toward the door
of the balroom.



“Your Grace?’ Mrs. Wickham called.
Blaketurned. “Yes?’

“Miss Finch will bethrilled that you have arrived.”
Blake skidded to ahdt. “Pardon me, madam?’

Mrs. Wickham smiled softly. “Miss Finch and her uncle are here. She waits by the door most daysto
seeyou.”

Blake slip trembled. He could not stop the reaction. Gertrude was here. “But, but sheisso closeto ...
to__"

“Any day now, Your Grace,” Mrs. Wickham said.

There was but one question dancing in Blake's mind. He rubbed the two days worth of beard on his
chin and looked to hisson.

Blake turned dowly and approached the door of the ballroom. His son opened the doorswide. Thetwo
of them stood in the entrance seeing amagnificent bal in progress. Slowly, heads began to turn and
whispers abounded. Meinda was dancing with aman double her size. Angus and Ann. Elizabeth and
Tony. And an older couple, Blake did not recognize. Asthe room began to silence, Blake and William
entered. Blake saw Gertrude sitting in afar corner in amagnificent gold gown, with Fred’ s hand on her
shoulder. He recognized his peers of the relm among men and women wearing plaids.

The orchestra ssumbled to a hdt as the dancers turned to stare at the door. Blake heard his name
whispered and saw Tony’ s haf smile. A French horn was the last instrument to quiet when aviola bow
smacked its player on the head. The only remaining sound in the hushed room was an oblivious bagpiper
merrily pumping his pipes. Blake watched Gert struggle to rise with Fred’ s help. An expectant hush
covered the crowd, other than the Scotsman till bellowing. Blake Sanders had something to say, and by
damn, he wasn’'t going to shout over the clatter. He eyed the player, the man’s eyes closed in hismusic,
twenty feet to hisright. The other pipers had moved away, leaving the lone man at the mercy of Blake's
gae

Blake s six-shooter was out of his holster in a split second. When the bullet hit the bladder of the
bagpipe, its noise was reduced to afizzle. Guests jumped and stilled as Blake holstered hisfirearm.

“The Duke of Wexford,” Briggs announced.

Blaketurned to the till crowd. “I have one question to ask.” Every ear turned hisway. Subtle
movement brought the crowd closer by inches. The silence was so degp; Blake could hear the begat of his
own heart. And that was where the question originated. His heart. “ There are two women in thisroom, in
thisworld, that | love. Arethey either or both married?’

Mélinda shrugged out of Connor’sarms and ran to her father. “Father! | wanted you here so badly but
was terrified of what you would say. Yes, | am aready married.”

Blake hugged his daughter, patted her back and laid his cheek in her blond curls. “There, there, poppet.
Don't cry. | am home. | want to meet this Scotsman of yours.” A large handsome, young man



approached and bowed deeply. It irritated Blake to no end that he had to tilt his head back to see his
son-in-law’ sface.

“Your Grace. | am Connor McDougd. | have taken your daughter to wife.”

Blake looked at William beside him. His mother was crying and covering him with kisses. “What do you
think, William?’ Blake asked.

“He sno heathen, father. Seems polite and well bred. And not the least bit afraid of you,” William said
over hismother’ s shoulders.

“He sashig asabloody tree, William.” William shrugged and Blake turned back to his daughter’s
husband. “'Y ou may not be frightened of me, son. But rest assured, if you do not make my daughter
happy, | will track you down and stake you out on amoor till some wildebeest eats you.”

McDougd’ s eyeswidened just ahair and Mdinda s mouth dropped.

“I will be happy to cal you my son if you strive every moment of the day to assure my daughter’ swell
being. Arewe clear?’ Blake said.

“Weareclear, sr.”
Blake nodded to Anthony and Elizabeth.
“You'relooking well, Blake,” Anthony said.

“Quitethe outlaw, I'd say,” Elizabeth commented. “Y ou said there were two women in this room that
you loved. | know Mdindaisone. Pray tell, who' sthe other?’

Melindaand her hushand stepped asde as did William and his mother. There at the end of the corridor
of guests tood Gertrude, tears running down her face. She was ethered in the fading sunlight asit
poured through the window. Gertrude was massive, he admitted, but to his thoughts the most strikingly
beautiful woman in the room. The connection he felt when they made love was every bit asstrong at this
moment. He prayed shefelt it aswell. Blakeloved her mind, her heart and every squareinch of her
body. Her laughter and arguments had rescued him from a sure, dow death as aduke and given him new
lifeasaman.

Blake willed hisfeet to stay planted when he asked aoud. “ Have you married?’

* * * %

Her pirate had arrived in cowboy duds and put to shame every other man in the room. Blake stood
there, al man, every inch as masculine and wonderful as she remembered. His scruffy beard and western
clotheswasto her astark contrast to the lofty duke with aclipped British accent. But he was perfect to
her, for her, she knew. They would argue and fight and love and make up and raise horse-riding
viscountsin western hats. There would be no mistress between them if Blake' s heated look were any
dgn.

Gert took one step forward and smiled softly. “I am not married.”

Blake took a step closer to her. 1 thought you loved that cowboy. The one stupider than the cinch on



my saddle.”

Gert’slegs moved under the mass volume of her dressinches closer to the man that she loved. “1 found
out just intimethat a brilliant, handsome man from London loved me.”

“That man would wonder if the object of hisdesire, hisvery being, fedsthe sameway.”
“I believe she loved you from thefirst time she bloodied your nose.”

Blake strode forward. He dropped to one knee and took her hand. “I have asked this question so often,
I’velost count. | will ask it if need be until the day that | die. Gertrude Finch, will you marry me?’

Gert smiled down broadly at Blake sraised face. “Yes, | will marry you.”

Blake rose and pulled Gertrude into his arms and kissed her. She smiled up at him shyly and her uncle
tapped his shoulder.

“I be thinking the ceremony ought ta get started right soon.”

Blake nodded and scanned the room. “ Ann? Did you send the minister home yet?’

Hisformer wife rushed forward tearsin her eyes. “He' sill here, | believe, Blake.”

Anthony dragged a man forward holding aplate of pastriesin hishands. “Marry them,” Tony said.

The smadl man looked around the room wildly. “But the banns, Y our Grace. They’ ve not been posted.”

William and Blake pulled their gunsin the same ingtant. Blaketilted hishead as he amed at the white
collar around the quivering man’ s neck. “Indeed?’

“Now is not the time to question the Duke of Wexford, sir. Wouldn't you agree?’ William asked.
Someone took the heaping plate and shoved a black book in the minister’ s hands. His voice shook as he
spoke. “No, now is not the time for questions.” He glanced at Gertrude' s ssomach. “Far past the time,
onemight say.”

So therein the fragrant ballroom, amidst two hundred finely dressed guests, Blake took her hand from
her uncle. They spoketheir vows asif no onein the world existed but them. She was crying, but smiling.
Blake grinned. A sharp pain doubled her over andshe gasped for breath.

“The baby,” Gertrude said.

“Dear God, there sno midwife,” Elizabeth said from behind.

Blake put his hands around Gert’ swaist. “ Fetch the doctor. I'll help till he gets here.”
Tony’seyeswidened. “Blake, isthat wise?’

Blake looked over his shoulder as he and Fred hel ped Gert to the door. “1 delivered ayoung woman's
childinamud hut. I think I can manage with my own.”



“Thought you just helped the neighbor woman, Sanders,” Fred said.

Blake glared over Gertrude' shead. “We |l befinetill the doctor arrives.”

* * * %

Gert could hear the soft sounds of an orchestra, minus one bagpipe, as she lay in abed holding her
daughter. Ethel Mavis Sanders. The labor had been quick, Gert was thankful for that. The doctor had
arrived in the nick of time. He ushered Elizabeth from the room but her husband had refused to leave. He
told the old man he had promised to be there when his child was born and he had no intention of
breaking his promise. Blake stared at her and their child with the awe of aman just awakening. He had
kissed her and the soft downy hair of his daughter and bemoaned the day some brawny Scot would
carry her off. Gert loved him so much at the moment she could not fathom the depth of her feding. As
shelay in painin the throes of contractions he had promised her the stars and the moon. Shelooked up
to hisface; filled with love she could see and shook her head softly.

“Everything | ever wanted isright herein thisroom, Blake. No need to lasso agtar.”

Epilogue

Ethel Sander’ swasriding her Great Uncle Fred' s shoulders, wearing his hat low over her eyesdl the
while shouting, “ Giddyup.”

“I need the exter for new corral supplies. | told yalast spring wewas goin’ build anew one,” Fred
Hastings said and grimaced as his grand niece pulled one of the few remaining hairs on his head.

“Thisyear hasn’t been up to par,” Gertrude Sanders said from behind the desk in her uncle’ shome. She
and Blake lived closed by but they had agreed to run the horse business together and she il did the
bookwork in Uncle Fred' sred lesther chair. “Y ou told methat yourself.” Her husband sat sprawledina
chair, to her right. Herolled hiseyes.

“Dear Lord, Gert. We're not paupers. Fred and | want to get this work done before Anthony and
Elizabeth get here. Sign the blasted bank draft,” Blake said.

Ethel shimmied down her uncle’ s back and up her father’ s crossed, booted leg. He held her hands and
rocked hisleg up and down. Shelaughed and her dark curlswhirled around her face. Blake Sanders
grinned, crossed his eyes and stuck histongue out. Ethel laughed harder.

“And | want to have agrand party for them. With Donald coming to visit and Tony and Elizabeth’sgirls
too, | want to have something wonderful they’ |l never forget.”

She watched her five-year-old daughter Ethel charm her father into giving her ahard candy he aways
carried in his pocket. “She'll spoil her dinner, Blake,” Gert said and sat her foot on the bow of the cradle
holding the two year old, Geoffrey.



“We can't entertain guests and buy lumber in the sameyear?’ Blake asked.

Gert pulled her mouth to one side and looked down at her open books. “We're going to have to add on
to the house soon and get Mrs. Wickham some help.”

“Cripe sakes, Gert. How much bigger a house ya need then the one yagot. Twice asbig asthisone as
is. Don’t be puttin’ on airs. | taught ya better than that, Missy,” Fred said.

Blake s head tilted and hisfoot stopped swinging bringing afrown to his daughter’ sface. “Why, pray
tell, would we need more room at the house, Gertrude?’

Gertrude stared at the husband she loved and the uncle she adored. “Well, if you must know we need to
add another bedroom. I'm expecting. Again.”

Fred threw his hat to thefloor. “Wéll, shit abig pile and damn it to hell and back. Y ou know I’'m happy
as hell for yabut we can't afford to lose hands from yer screaming and ranting and raving again, Gert. |
love yabut pert soon no cowboysgoin” awork here.” His head swiveled to Blake. “ Y afigure out what
causesthisyet, yadumb Brit?” When no one seemed inclined to answer his question, Fred picked Ethel
up and headed out the door of the office. “Yer goin’ abe eighty fer thisone' s out adiapers, Sanders’

* * k* %

Blake stood to admire hiswife. She seemed to only increase in beauty these last five years. Their first
year married was spent in England. He was glad when Gert said she missed home. Blake happily handed
over thereigns of the Wexfordsto William. He would have followed Gertrude to Chinaif need be but he
too had thought Americawas going to be awonderful placeto raise hisfamily. No one watching hisor
Gert’severy move. No one to censure their children but themsalves and Fred Hastings.

Blake rose from his chair, turned Gert around and knelt before her. He smiled up &t her. “I love you.”

“I loveyou, too,” Gertrude said. She sat back and lost her smile. “ At thisrate we re going to have a
dozen children.”

Blake touched her cheek. “Do you mind?’

She shrugged. “No.” She smiled with agleam in her eye. “Not aslong as we can kegp doing the fun

Blake chuckled. “Thefun part?’

“I know what I’'m like when I’'m expecting. At least for thefirst four or five months. But getting that way
gets better every time.”

Blake cocked hishead. “ There are thingsin life that only get better with time. Likeafinewine. We rean
excdllent vintage by now.”

“You'redtill apompousidiot,” Gertrude said and dapped him on the shoulder.

“And you, Mrs. Sanders, need to lay down. If | remember correctly, an afternoon nap does wonders for
your dispogtion.”



Gertrude accepted hisarm, while Blake carried Geoffrey up the stepsto her old bedroom. Her eyes
closed ingtantly. Blake kissed her forehead and his son’s cheek and tiptoed out of the room.

* k% k %

“I'm so glad for you, Gertrude,” Mrs. Wickham said when Blake took hiswife and his children home
leter.

When Blake and Gert announced they were going to make a permanent home in the States, Mrs.
Wickham had declared she must come dong. Her son and daughter-in-law had been talking of moving
there any way, shetold Blake. “They can settle near us or maybe work for Mr. Hastings. And anyway
I’ve helped raise three of your children. Y ou'll not deny meto raise the next. Will you, Y our Grace?’

Gertrude had said yes and hugged her, aslong as Mrs. Wickham caled her by her first name. Briggs
had declared himsdlf indispensable to the next Duke of Wexford and indeed had no interest in living in the
wilderness. He would stay in England, thank you very much and make sure William stayed out of trouble.
Blake had shaken hishead that day and wondered when al of his servants had become so willful. But he
taught William and Briggs as well about the account books and the Wexford investments. The two of
them argued congtantly and Blake was glad to leave them to settle their own tiffs. William wastheright
person to lead the Wexfordsin the next generation and Briggs would dog his hedl's every step of the way.

So Mrs. Wickham made her home with him and Gertrude, her children and grandson Macolm nearby.
She declared housework and cooking was not beneath her, if it gave her son a chance to do better in the
world. He was awood worker by trade and as far as Blake could tell was becoming more successful
every day. Ma colm though reminded Blake too much of Donald and sometimes he wished Mrs.
Wickham hadn’t come for that reason. Donad spent time with his mother and Angus McDonad, with his
brother William, hissster Melinda, her husband and that growing brood. Leaving little time to spend with
Blake and Gertrude. But he was coming this spring, escorted by Anthony and Elizabeth and Blake
thought the day could not arrive soon enough.

* * % %
That night Gert and Blake lay in each other’ sarmstaking.

“I must write Benson and Mary Aliceto come down from Chicago when Tony and Elizabeth vist,” Gert
said. Shewas curled on Blake' s shoulder and he absently ran hisfingersthrough her hair.

“Can't they stay with Fred?’

Gert looked up at her husband in the moonlight. “1 imagine someone will haveto stay there. We don't
have the room for everyone.”

“Let it bethem, then, my dear. Benson' swifée svoice cuts through my head like aknife,” Blake said.

Gert giggled and shuggled closer. “I’ll never in dl my daysforget Benson'sface when Mary Alice asked
if hewas her Prince Charming.”

“Andinthat lovely plaid shirt of his” Blake said and laughed.

Gert reached up and ran her fingers through the hair growing gray at Blake stemples. “1 loved you so
much that day you defended me to Esmerelda Bunchley.”



Blakerolled Gert on her back in one swift motion. “Don’'t speak of Esmerelda, right now, dear. Her
picturein my head does nothing for my stamina. And I’ m getting to be an old man.” Blake kissed her
then and ran his hands down her face to her bare shoulders. He looped his tongue around the shell of her
ear as hishand skimmed the edge of her breast pressed tight againgt his chest. He growled in her ear. “I
want you more than | thought it possible for aman to want awoman.”

Gertrude arched her neck and ran her hands over Blake s back and down the corded muscles of his
arms. “I don’'t worry asmuch as | used to about you having a mistress.”

Blake stilled above her and held her face in his hands. “Besides the fact | want no woman but you,
explain to me exactly when I’'m to find time to have amistress. Y our uncle has meriding fences. Y our
children have me on the floor astheir own personad pony and Mrs. Wickham has taken to make me drive
her to see Fred nearly every day.” He kissed her hard and unyielding. “ And you keep me chained to your
meagnificent body in thisbed.”

Gert raised her hips and Blake groaned low in histhroat. Thoughts were not coming as clear asusud to
Gert when Blake dropped his head to her breast. “ Do you think, oh dear, Blake, do you think Mrs.
Wickham has her eye on, oh,” Gert moaned.

“Enough chatter,” Blake growled. He entered her swiftly and listened to hiswife s ragged breathing.

Long, languid strokes followed. Hushed words and pleas. Exquisite torment spiraled with tempo to the
plane of pleasure they sought for each other. One begged. The other complied and they lay entwined,
swedt glistened and panting.

Gert tilted her head and sighed with pleasure and satisfaction, glowing from her head to her toe. When
her mind awoke from the pleasure in her soul she thought about what Blake had said earlier. “Do you
redly think Mrs. Wickham isinterested in Uncle Fred?’ Blake had rolled them to their sides. Her back to
his front. She cuddled closer and repested her question. A low rumblein her ear was her husband's
reply. Followed by aloud, stilted intake of breath. The Duke of Wexford was sound adeegp and snoring
likeafreight train. Asusud, Gert thought and smiled. She did her damnedest to hear that snorein her ear
every night.

The End
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