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Emma’s Chance
 

England, August 1821
 

Emma tried to turn the doorknob again, knowing it was still locked. Other times she’d frantically yanked at the knob for hours, but eventually learned it did no good and only served to heighten her fear. With no moon tonight, it was dreadfully dark—too dark for shadows. And her every move caused the floorboards to creak and moan. She despised being locked in the attic.

Two days now, and her father had not opened the door. Scratching an itch on her cheek started it bleeding again. She hunched over and tugged the hem of her skirts to her face to wipe the wetness.

Her father never struck her before yesterday. She couldn’t understand why he’d gotten so angry. After being introduced to her betrothed, she’d gone for a long ride on Lancelot. From the time she was a young girl, her father explained she would be married shortly after turning sixteen. Nevertheless, actually meeting her betrothed, an entire year before the wedding, was a bit of a shock and she’d needed to be alone to adjust to the idea.

When she returned, her father was waiting at the stable. He yanked her from atop the horse. “You will not ride off alone again,” he shouted, and cracked the back of his hand across her cheek, so hard her head snapped to the side. His ring must have cut her, because her cheek had bled intermittently ever since, and the spot where he hit her smarted.

Now, as she remembered meeting her fiancé, Lord Ashton, a chill ran up her spine. His age surprised her more than his paunchy build. He must be older than forty years, or fifty. When he kissed her hand, he hesitated and stared at her with frighteningly cold eyes. She couldn’t even recall what color they were.

The scrape of the key in the lock startled her. She straightened and stepped away from the door. Emma saw the outline of a woman’s skirts. Was she bringing Emma food? Only her father ever opened the door when she was punished.

The woman grabbed Emma’s hand and tugged her toward the open door. Emma snatched her hand back. If she left the attic and her father returned to release her, he would be furious if she wasn’t here. She didn’t want the maid to get into trouble because of her.

“Come with me.” Emma recognized Selma’s soft voice.

“But—”

“Now.” The maid’s words were quiet, yet forceful. She pulled Emma’s hand and this time Emma followed. Without so much as a candle to guide them, they tiptoed down the servants’ stairway and rushed through the kitchen to the back door of the house. Selma unlatched the lock and they escaped into the night.

Taking a deep breath of damp air, Emma stopped and lifted her face to the heavens. The August night, filled with the sweet scent of roses, smelled so much better than the musty attic.

Selma yanked Emma’s wrist. She took the maid’s cue and ran alongside her. Having not eaten in two days, her stomach burned. After a short while colors flashed before her eyes. Her legs caught on her skirts and she stumbled. Selma helped her regain footing and they rounded the house and darted through the garden on the front lawns of her father’s estate. The property was handsomely enriched by beautiful flowering gardens. Once in a part of the garden protected by a stone wall, Emma ripped her arm from Selma’s hold and stopped running. She bent over at the waist and tried to catch her breath.

“We must continue,” Selma said. “It isn’t much farther. You do want to be away from your father, don’t you?” Selma pointed down the path.

Two silhouetted carriages waited.

They ran fast as they neared the coaches. Emma’s legs gave out again. She fell face first into the grass. Selma tried to pull her hands, but Emma was too exhausted to pick herself up. “Selma. Go. I—”

Suddenly, strong arms whisked her from the ground and lifted her in the air. Emma would have shrieked if she had any breath. Not able to fully see the man’s face, his profile was blunt and his nose rounded.

Selma hurried ahead and opened the door to the second carriage. The man thrust Emma to the floor inside. Before Selma closed the carriage door, she said, “Be happy, Miss Emma.”

“Wait!”

“Shh.”

Emma spun around and could barely see men’s trousers. She tried to move.

“Wait, little one,” his croaking voice whispered. “Let us get away from here before we try to get you up.”

The carriage began moving and Emma rested her head against her folded arms and stayed in a heap on the floor. She concentrated on her breaths and tried not to gulp in air.

The man’s words were kind. Little one. No one had ever called her that. After a while, the man lit a lamp and she lifted her head. He leaned over and offered his wrinkled hands. She raised her arms and he wrapped his cold fingers around her clammy ones and pulled until she was high enough to sit on the seat across from him.

“You will never have to fear your father again.” With only the light from one lamp, his eyes appeared dark and his hair gleaming white. He sat hunched over a bit, slumped. She got a closer view of him and decided he was the oldest man she’d ever seen.

The carriage, decorated with rich deep colors, dark wood, and comfortable seats, was elegance at its finest. This man must be of great means.

“Good heavens, you look a fright.”

No doubt his words were true.

“Pardon, you aren’t responsible for your appearance.” He frowned. “Would you like some food?” He handed her the basket from the seat beside him. She smelled the heavenly scent of bread and cheeses. When she brushed aside the linen covering and peeked inside, she also found meat pies, fruit, and a corked bottle.

“Thank you. Would you like some?” she asked.

He smiled. “No, but very kind of you to offer.”

She pulled the cork out and sipped the liquid. Water never tasted so refreshing. She knew to eat and drink slowly. The first few times after being deprived of food for a long while, she’d gorged and made herself sick. She began chewing on a piece of bread.

“We must decide what to do with you, child.” The man’s gray brows puckered. “I am prepared to take you to my estate. I am often in need of someone to help with my household accounts and…can you do mathematics?”

She swallowed her mouthful. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. Also, I am sometimes sick and in need of someone to care for me.”

“Are you asking me to become a maid? If my father learns of my position, he will retrieve me. I am betrothed.”

The man nodded. “Yes, I know. Selma is my housekeeper’s niece. She is the one who arranged for you to escape after learning of your betrothal to Lord Ashton. Rumor is he killed his first wife.”

A shiver passed through her. No wonder the man’s eyes had been so cold.

“My father will learn Selma helped me run away.”

“You need not worry after Selma. She will be on a ship with two of her brothers tomorrow headed for America.”

Good. She didn’t want Selma reprimanded.

The old man smiled sadly. “You look like you’ve survived a war.” He swiped the linen that had covered the basket and wiped her cheek, it must be bleeding again. “I’ll kill the bastard.” His gruff words should have terrified her, but he obviously was not mad at her.

“My name is Miss Emma Kerr.”

“I am Harmon Westbourne. Earl of Easton.”

“I have never had the pleasure of meeting an earl.”

“We’re an ornery lot.”

She laughed and realized how long it had been since she’d enjoyed merriment in her life. She wanted to feel comfortable with this man and a part of her did, except another worry crouched in and crowded her mind. “Sir, my lord, if my father learns I am at your estate, he will insist I be returned home.”

“Not if he has no legal claim to being your guardian.”

“Sir…my lord, I am only fifteen.”

“I contemplated your dilemma during my ride. If your father found you working at my estate before you turned the age of one-and-twenty, he would have a legal right to claim you as his ward. However, if you were living there in another capacity, he couldn’t.” His dark eyes softened. “Please don’t misinterpret my words. I simply want to protect you. I know of only one way.” He wiped her cheek again. “I pledge to protect you, feed you, and clothe you. But I will need a vow from you in return.”

If he was promising she’d never be locked in the attic or have to marry Lord Ashton, she’d acquiesce to almost anything. “Of course.”

“You must read to me when I ask, balance the account books regularly, and help me in any capacity I may need. Can you do those things?”

She nodded.

“Shall we be off to Gretna Green then?”

Gretna Green. People went there to marry. Her heart pounded so hard, she wondered if he could hear it. “I am not of an age to marry.”

“In Scotland you are. An elopement is the only way I can shelter you from your father. We will be husband and wife in name only. Do you understand?”

Her head spun.

“Do you know what goes on between a man and a woman in a marriage bed? Do you know how children are begot?”

Befuddled, she shook her head.

He let out a frustrated breath. “No one has explained procreating to you? Well, I suppose with no mother, how would you have learned?” He smiled sadly again. “A paper will say we are married, Emma. But you and I will be making vows to be friends.”

“We will be married?”

“Yes, that is the single lawful way I can protect you. Some will be shocked a man as old as I would marry a girl as young as you.”

“They wouldn’t want us to be friends?”

“They wouldn’t want us to be married. They would think it unnatural.”

Her face scrunched. “Forever why?” She had heard of older men marrying younger women. And she was betrothed to Lord Ashton. What was wrong with marrying an older man?

He snorted and at first she thought he might be upset, then he chuckled. “Only an angel could be as innocent as you.” He reached out and patted her hand. “Others will not understand we are friends. They will think we…that is to say…they will think we share a marriage bed.”

Bother, she felt like a fool.

“I will treat you as I would a sister or a child.”

She flinched, thinking of her father.

“Look at me, Emma.”

She lifted her head and his shadowed eyes met hers.

“I will never hurt you.” The truth in his voice set her at ease.

“Or procreate with me?”

“That is right.”

“And that will please me?”

He grinned. “Yes, child. Although one day I have confidence you will find a man to love and learn the splendor of affairs of the heart.” The earl’s voice was soft.

Confounded, she didn’t understand a word of what he was saying.

The earl cleared his throat. “I think you will be happy living at my estate. You can be your own person. Read whatever you like. And you can speak freely with me.”

There was no decision to make. This would save her from Lord Ashton and her father. “I accept your proposal, my lord.”

“Harmon, you must call me Harmon.” He reached over and grabbed a cane, striking it against the roof of the carriage and their rolling pace quickened. “It will take three days to reach Gretna Green.”

She picked an apple out of the basket and a small knife. Cutting the apple down the center, she handed him half, feeling comfortable, safe, and happy for the first time in her life. “Well, Harmon, three days should give you ample time to explain procreation.”

Her husband-to-be laughed.
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Second Chances
 

Northampton, England, February 1826
 

Chapter One
 

Emma smoothed a few strands of gray hair from Harmon’s forehead, wishing for a way to forestall the inevitable. The huge four-poster bed dwarfed his frail, feeble body. Gold brocade drapes and bedspread cast a regal glow to the chamber, adding a jaundiced yellow to his already pallid complexion.

A fit of coughs rumbled in his chest. Harmon reached for a glass of water on the bedside table. His clumsy fingers couldn’t quite grasp it and he knocked it over. “Bollocks.” He slumped back on the bed.

She’d been so young when they married five years ago, his gruff words and manners should have terrified her. But from the first moment they met, she’d found Harmon’s ways endearing. She knew if she offered any type of sympathy he’d scoff, willful old man that he was.

Emma snatched a linen cloth from the bedside drawer and swabbed the mess. After pouring another glass of water, she leaned over him. “May I be of assistance?” She carefully put an arm around him and held his head and shoulders straight, then brought the glass to his lips. After he took a sip, she leaned him back on the pillows.

“Damn. I hate that you have to do everything for me.”

She smiled. “You are quite welcome.”

A ghost of a grin passed his lips. “Please forgive me, dear.”

Shock ran through her. She’d never heard him utter the word please.

Hands slightly shaking, unsure if the tremors were from his words or because she hadn’t broken her fast this morning, she doused a cloth in the basin filled with warm water. She wiped Harmon’s face and neck. He would undoubtedly fall asleep soon and always rested better when clean. She splashed a tiny amount of sandalwood cologne on her palm and rubbed it on his jaw. Weeks ago he’d grumbled about how he feared he smelled like death, so she’d made this a daily habit. The clean, fresh scent tickled her nose.

Harmon didn’t open his eyes when he said, “Tell Simmons to send Drake up as soon as he arrives.”

 She straightened the bedclothes around him. “You’re going to drive Simmons to Bedlam. You’ve told him dozens of times.”

“I must see Drake.”

“I will remind him.” Her feet were leaden as she trudged across the floor. Before she shut the door, she glanced back at the bed. Harmon’s eyes were closed, and his chest heaved with each breath he fought to take. Stacked on the nightstand were his beloved books. He never tired of listening to Byron, Blake, and other poets and authors.

Tears pricked her eyes. How many more times would she enjoy reading to him?

Voices from the foyer caught her attention, and she glanced down the stairwell.

Harold Drake, the fifth Viscount Drake, his tall lithe form meticulously dressed in black, stood at the entrance. Simmons took his coat and pointed toward the stairs. Lord Drake acknowledged each servant by name. He had been an esteemed guest at Westbourne for years. She’d never known a time when he didn’t visit once a month. Not even two years ago, after his wife’s death.

She glanced toward Harmon’s door. What did he want to discuss with Lord Drake?

“Lady Easton?” Lord Drake had already climbed the steps. “How is he? Simmons practically pushed me up the stairs.”

A lump lodged in her throat. If she looked into his eyes and saw sympathy, she would not be able to stop her tears. Not meeting his gaze, she motioned to the door with her arm.

He gingerly slipped her hand through the crook of his arm and laid it on his coat sleeve—still cold from the freezing weather. Together they made their way to Harmon’s room. After a quick knock, Lord Drake towed her over the threshold. “Look what I found in the hallway.”

Harmon cracked his eyes open. “You have a treasure there, my boy.”

Lord Drake squeezed her arm and released her before he approached the bed. “We are due for a ride, Harmon. Shall I have Endicott saddled?”

Harmon’s eyes flashed with longing. “I am want for a ride.”

“It’s good to see you, my friend.”

“At least I’m alive.” Harmon coughed.

The men usually exchanged many quips during their visits, but today Harmon cut their banter short. “I’m glad you’re here, Drake. We need to speak.”

She started for the door.

“Emma, please stay,” Harmon said.

A shiver raced through her. He’d said please again. “As you wish.” She moved to the opposite side of the bed from Lord Drake and sat in an armchair.

Harmon reached out a trembling hand, and she leaned over the huge mattress to clasp it.

He inhaled a shallow breath. “Drake, the day your father saved my life, he and I became brothers. You are like a son to me. That is why I want to grace you with my most prized possession.” He grabbed Lord Drake’s hand and placed it over hers. “Emma will make you a good wife.”

Lord Drake’s stunned gaze collided with hers.

A heated flush spread through her body. She glared at her husband. “Bloody hell. This is what you had to speak to him about?”

Harmon coughed, dislodging everyone’s hands.

Lord Drake patted Harmon’s shoulder. “I will be back shortly. I need something for my parched throat.”

Or he needed fortification after hearing Harmon’s proclamation. Emma cringed.

Lord Drake started for the door.

She whispered to Harmon, whose hearing had never been impaired in the least, “Why would you want to shackle him or any man to me?”

“So they know angels walk the earth.” His words wrapped her in warmth, but his declaration she marry Lord Drake still stung in her chest like a bee set on vengeance. His boney fingers lovingly stroked her cheek. “Marrying Drake will solve your problems.”

“You know I plan to find employ as a companion or a nurse.”

“That is no position for a lady,” he rasped.

“Then I will venture to America.”

“As a widow?” Harmon scowled. “You’d never make the crossing without protection.”

Emma said what she always did when he would not listen, “You are a foolish old man.” They’d argued several times about what she would do after he passed. And just like now, he disagreed with everything she suggested. But with his time growing so short, she didn’t want to exchange harsh words. Instead, she teased him. “Perhaps I can seek the protection of a…. What does one call a man who supports a mistress?”

His eyes widened. “You will not be a whore—”

“Harmon, your language.”

“Expect me to return from the grave if you do.”

She kept trying to get a grin out of him. “What a sight you would make. A ghost haunting my—”

“It will not be a sight, because it will not happen.” His lips remained in a straight line, but his brown eyes met hers with a hint of humor. She wondered what kind of a young man he’d been. Now in his eighties, his body was failing, while his mind stayed as sharp as ever. He gripped her hand. “Emma, if you won’t marry Drake, I will bequeath all my personal holdings to you—”

“We’ve discussed this.” Teasing aside, she shook her head. “The cash notes you insisted I take will be plenty to live on for the rest of my life.”

“Yes. However, with my holdings, you can hire a staff for protection. You would not worry about anyone hurting you or your—”

“No. Trevor will inherit everything.”

Harmon’s paper thin lips tightened into an aggravated frown. “You have been more a comfort to me than any of my children. Trevor doesn’t deserve a shilling. He’s greedily accepted his allowance and gone about his way.”

“The earldom is rightfully his. We both know that decree is written in blood, not ink. If you leave me any part of the estate, even your personal holdings, it will cause a scandal.”

“Our whole marriage has been one scandal after another.” He shrugged. “What’s one more?”

“I would have to face this one alone.” Her heart ached in her chest. She would face the rest of her life without him. “Trevor will inherit everything. I cannot give him more reason to hate me.”

Since their marriage, Trevor visited just once. Three years ago he’d shown up after Emma wrote and explained the doctors didn’t think Harmon would live much longer. She had not a clue what was said between father and son, but Trevor left with his face blood red and his words harsh, Only the devil would be so stubborn as to live this long.

But Harmon had never been a devil to her. The only devil she knew lived a day’s carriage ride away. She’d lived with him the first fifteen years of her life.

Harmon’s voice broke through her thoughts. “Trevor hates you because without your care, I would have died long ago.”

She couldn’t pass up the opportunity to taunt him. “You have lived a damned long time.”

He barked out a laugh. Not a rich, healthy chuckle—more like a weak cough—but knowing she had brightened his day made it a wonderful sound.

“Lord Drake is not the answer to my problems. If I am in need of companionship, I will find a husband.”

His sigh sounded heavy, like it took Herculean effort just to breathe. “You need protection now.”

She heard footsteps at the door and stood. “Lord Drake, Harmon has lost his capacity to think with any semblance of clarity. I’ll leave you to explain he cannot issue a directive that we marry.” She hurried from the room. As the door closed behind her, tears stung her throat and nose. No longer able to keep her composure, she choked back a sob and ran down the stairway.

~

“You shouldn’t vex your wife so, Harmon.” Drake lounged in the seat Lady Easton had just vacated. A strange scent of sandalwood mixed with rose soap lingered.

“She has to be protected, Drake.” Harmon’s voice waned softer with each word. And his pale complexion made him look like a ghost of his old self. “The best way to ensure her safety is to marry her.”

“I’ll never marry again.”

“You must, for Samantha’s sake.” He coughed as he tried to sit up. “She needs a mother as much as you need a wife.” Harmon’s head dropped back to the pillows. “Emma has been my countess for five years. I’m not sure what shape the earldom would be in if she hadn’t been running it. She will slide right into the role of your viscountess.” Harmon pinned him with a stare. “Plus, you need an heir.”

Drake moved to the bed and adjusted the pillows behind Harmon, knowing the man’s words were true if he cared one whit about society. But he didn’t give a tinker’s dam. “I will invite Lady Easton to live at my estate. My mother and aunts are both in residence.”

“She needs a husband, Drake. Not a bloody friend.”

“And I am sure she’ll make an excellent match, when she is ready.”

Harmon scoffed. “Emma has never even attended a blasted ball. She is too naive to find a husband by herself.”

“My mother will be delighted to help.” His mother loved to play matchmaker.

“Do you think any reputable men would approach her after the scandals involving our marriage?”

Ah, yes, the scandals. Their elopement to Gretna Green, the fact she had not yet turned sixteen when they married, and the way she’d disregarded society and lived as Harmon’s nurse.

“The simple solution is for you to marry her.” Harmon’s blue-veined hands gestured toward the doorway. “Can’t you see how generous and giving she is? Don’t you miss a warm body heating your bed, son?”

Drake paced beside the bed. “How can you say such things?” He stopped and looked at his father’s best friend. His father’s confidant. The man who’d treated Drake as one of his own children. “We are talking about your wife.”

Harmon gathered his strength and leaned up on his elbows. “Whether you marry her or not, you must protect her from her father.” Eyes usually full of mischief and intelligence now looked pained. “Give me your vow.”

“I promise to protect Lady Easton from her father.”

Harmon’s head fell to the pillow, his body limp. “That man is the devil.”

~

Emma had been staring out the study window since she entered thirty minutes ago. A coat of heavy snow covered everything outside. Even the meadow showed not a hint of color, only unadulterated white.

She tucked some stray hair behind her ear, while Harmon’s words echoed in her mind, Emma will make you a good wife.

A knock sounded on the study door before the knob turned. Lord Drake entered and marched over to engulf her hands with his incredibly warm ones. “How long?”

She prayed he didn’t feel the tremors running through her. “The doctor says he should be gone already.” Embarrassed, she couldn’t meet his gaze, so she looked at their hands. “Harmon had no right to ask you to marry me. I’m appalled at his tactics. Senility has definitely settled in.”

He thankfully chuckled at her attempt at humor and released her hands. “Lady Easton, I would be honored if you would entertain the thought of living on my estate after Harmon passes.”

“That won’t be necessary. I am prepared to leave Westbourne and begin life anew.”

“As what?”

“A wid—” The word stuck in her throat.

An awkward silence held between them before he said, “It’s not an easy task.”

She felt a kinship to him, like he understood everything she was going through. “I won’t let Harmon heft me on you as a burden. Especially since you’re out of mourning and I am sure you will be taking another wife soon.”

“I will never marry again.”

She stood dumbfounded. So handsome, with his striking blue eyes and chestnut hair, he could have his pick of all the unmarried ladies in England. And he was still so young. Harmon had told her Lord Drake turned five and twenty on his last birthday.

“My mother and two aunts are in residence and would love for you to visit.” He studied her. “It is important to Harmon you are under my protection.”

Emma sighed.

Damn Harmon.

Damn him for his kindness, his care, and for speaking to Drake. For marrying her and showing her a better life—a peaceful, loving life. And damn him for leaving her to make a life on her own.

How unfair to poor Harmon—he was not even gone yet and here she stood damning him.

“My lord, I appreciate your concern, but I would hate to be an inconvenience to you or anyone.”

“It would hardly be an inconvenience. And you might become friends with Samantha.” His eyes lit up as they always did when he mentioned his two-year-old daughter. He’d brought her to visit a few times, a feat in itself since the carriage ride was close to half a day. But when Harmon became bedridden, Lord Drake stopped bringing her.

“How is Miss Samantha?”

He made his way over to the fireplace. “She is quite taken with the newest litter of puppies. Of course, the mother of the pups tries to hide them when Samantha visits the stables. But somehow she always finds one or two to pet.”

Emma smiled and sat in one of the chairs before the hearth. The roaring fire warmed the entire room. “Puppies are adorable.”

“Quite.” He took the chair next to her. “She’s named each of them, although none of us can understand the names she uses. Nanny tends to think my daughter has created a language all her own.”

A tingle of a laugh tickled her throat, but died when Simmons rushed into the room.

“My lady, you must come. Lord Easton is asking for you and Lord Drake.” The butler’s insistent tone sent a spike of fear through her. “He is very weak.”
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