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      To the staff at my favorite Marriott on the beach in Virginia somewhere. I appreciate you all. This one’s for you.

    

  


  
    
      Dear Reader,

      

      This novella was one of the three in the boxed set A Valentine to Remember. It is the first time on sale as a standalone book.

      

      I’m not sure if you remember Lady Caroline from Already His. Everyone thought she was this sweet, quiet little mouse of a young lady? Hahahaha… She was sweet, but not a little mouse. Caroline had a brain, knew what she wanted, and went for it—though all within the boundaries set by society for that time. She was also strong enough to not be bothered by the ugly hats her mother made her wear.

      

      Reginald (Trey) Wilson was the perfect husband for her. He supported her doing what she wanted. You see, she made trades on the royal exchange, through Trey (before he was her husband,) and brought her father’s estate out of the deep debt it got in after losses from one bad investment.

      

      Because Caroline had been an only child, she dreamed of having a large family, and Trey supported that. He wanted that also, though he’d had an injury from the war. Well, in one fell swoop, they get their large family!

      

      I would love to hear from you! So, if you have any questions or comments, the easiest way to contact me is on:

      
        my website - www.SandyRaven.com

        or Facebook - Facebook.com/SandyRavenAuthor

      

      

      Happy Reading!

      
        Sandy Raven

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Mid-January, 1824

      

      Lady Caroline Wilson hoped she was successful this month. If she was, the news would make her husband and her parents beyond ecstatic. Her father was on the mend, getting better every day. She didn’t think it would be fair to give them all false hope, if she wasn’t actually carrying her first child. The curse of being irregular with her menses is that the last two times she thought she carried, she’d only been late with her monthly course.

      She pulled the hood of her heavy pelisse further down her brow to cover her head more as she blushed in the solitude of her carriage. She and Trey wanted children desperately, and did their part to see their desire come to fruition—making love as frequently as possible. Caroline enjoyed making love with her husband, and wanted him again even after making love with him that very morning. She didn't think Trey would argue with her idea for how to spend the evening.

      No one occupied the space with her, as her coachman drove her the short distance home to Oakwood through the snow in the Lincolnshire countryside, after spending the morning with her parents at her childhood home, Randolph Park.

      Caroline remembered her husband’s parting words when she left, and it caused her entire body to burn with excitement and desire.

      “If you get back soon enough, we can have dessert before dinner.” His hot breath on the sensitive flesh of her neck just below her ear caused her knees to buckle and made her instantly wet with desire for him. If it weren’t for the fact that she had a standing appointment with her father to read him the paper each morning, she would have invited her husband back to bed.

      She and her husband of sixteen months, Captain Reginald ’Trey’ Wilson, had been trying quite diligently for a child since their wedding night. Rarely had a night gone by that they didn’t share a bed. As uninformed and naive as she was when she got married, her husband had proven patient with her ineptitude and inexperience. He’d been a very considerate teacher these many months—showing her how to pleasure him and encouraging her to tell him how to satisfy her.

      The past year of her life had been amazing, transforming Caroline from the virtuous, shy girl who knew nothing of what occurred in a marriage bed, into a woman who was unafraid to ask for what she wanted from her husband. In bed and out. If anyone had ever whispered, or even hinted before she married, that she would one day be this wanton, libidinous woman, she would have told them they were repulsive and uncouth, then suggest their family should see them committed to an asylum.

      But she was wanton. Wanton for her husband’s touch searing her flesh, his mouth on her body causing her to shiver with desire, his body inside hers bringing them both to the dizzying heights of erotic satisfaction.

      Even now, as the carriage turned onto the drive leading to the house she and Trey leased next to Randolph Park, Caroline couldn’t wait to get her husband alone. Her body craved his. Now.

      She hoped that taking his mind off work might help put him in a better mood. The last few days he’d been a bit reserved and distant. When she’d asked him, he smiled at her and said he felt like he was perhaps coming down with something.

      While she wasn’t a physician, she knew he wasn’t sick, because they shared a bed each night and they made love with the same fervor they had the month before when he wasn’t feeling “under the weather.” No, there was something more going on with her lord husband, and she wanted to get to the bottom of it.

      So Caroline had gone to the two men who’d been with him since his return from battle nearly a decade earlier. The closest they could come to an answer for her was that perhaps Captain Wilson was thinking of the upcoming anniversary—of sorts.

      It had been nearly ten years since the injury at the battle of Orthez that had nearly taken his life. He’d been stabbed by a French foot soldier’s bayonet in his upper left thigh, very near his manhood. Trey killed the man immediately but the wound went clear through the muscle of his thigh, just missing the artery. After several more minutes of battle, he’d fallen from his horse and been rescued from the ongoing melee by two of his soldiers. They had taken him to a hospital tent, where the surgeon there saved his life. The man saw fit to spare his leg as the wound went through muscle only, and the bone was not involved.

      The scar had shocked her when she first saw it in daylight, about two weeks after they were married. She remembered crying for the pain her new husband had suffered and thanking God that he’d spared Trey’s life so they could meet. She couldn’t imagine life without her husband in it.

      Trey said the area still made riding a horse for long distances painful, and likely always would. He preferred sitting on cushioned chairs, rather than wooden ones. And when the weather was cold and damp, the old wound bothered him more and made his limp more pronounced than at other times.

      When Caroline had asked him if anything would help him feel better, he’d said walking helped him. So together they would walk through the gardens behind their home each evening, and when it rained or snowed they would walk through the portrait gallery several times. The walking kept the muscle from seizing and causing him pain.

      She knew he often felt guilty for surviving when so many of his men had died in the war. If his memories were bothering him again as the anniversary of the battle neared, she would do whatever necessary to make those memories disappear for another day. And she would do it again each day for as long as required to make her husband feel better, all the while praying that those horrible memories leave him forever.

      Her coachman called for the horses to halt, and the carriage rocked smoothly to a stop. She waited for the groom to open her door and accepted his hand as she stepped down onto the snow-covered gravel. Her boots crunched the frozen layer of ice atop the snow as she navigated her way up the wide sweeping steps with the help of the groom.

      “Good day, my lady.” Mansell, the butler greeted her as he held the front door open. “I hope today finds your father much improved.”

      Caroline smiled at the man who’d served under her husband and after the war came to work for his household. “It does, Mansell. Both my mother and I are feeling optimistic for a full recovery from this attack.” She handed him her cloak. “Is my husband in his office?”

      “He is, my lady, but he has a visitor from London and has asked not to be disturbed.”

      “When he is free from his meeting, please tell him I would like to speak with him. I will be in my sitting room.”

      Caroline tempered her steps, not wanting to rush to her rooms, but wanting to be ready for her husband when he arrived. Chances were that he wouldn’t have much time for her, so she thought if she were already undressed, then she could rid him of his breeches and drawers quickly and have him inside of her in a matter of seconds.

      Her body thrummed with anticipation. She felt herself getting wet and tingly imagining his touch, his mouth on hers as she worked the buttons on his trousers. She hated the fact that her skin was so fair that each time she blushed her entire body got splotchy pink and hot, though Trey told her repeatedly how he loved that about her.

      “Your body cannot lie to me, my sweet,” he would tell her, then he would kiss every red patch, making her body cry out for more of his loving.

      She closed the door behind her and leaned on it to catch her breath. Caroline began working the buttons on her pelisse as she rushed to her dressing room.

      “Nelly?” She looked through to her bedroom and saw no one. But as if she conjured her maid from thin air, Nelly appeared. “Help rid me of these clothes, then stoke the fire in my room.”

      “Would you like a nap before dinner, m’lady?”

      Caroline gave her maid, who was just a few years older than she was, a wicked grin. “No. I want my husband before dinner.”

      Nelly gave a shocked squeal and went about her task as quickly as possible. Once Caroline was free from her clothes, she wrapped herself in her husband’s warm robe and her own warm slippers, then climbed onto the settee in her sitting room, before the fire with a glass of wine and a book. She’d recently had a desire to read all of Miss Austen’s books again and was on her sixth re-read of Emma. Knightley was certainly one to swoon over. If she was the swooning type. Which she wasn’t.

      Soon her husband entered her rooms through the connecting door, a broad smile on his handsome face. His meeting must have gone well. The corners of his beautiful hazel-brown eyes crinkled, his mood obviously much improved. Whenever Trey tried to force a good mood for her, she could tell because that beautiful smile of his never made it to his eyes. This afternoon, it did.

      “I was told my lady wife wishes to see me,” he said, his gaze taking in her attire, raking over her form. She knew he wondered if she had anything on under the robe, and that aroused her further.

      “I do.” She placed her ribbon between the pages of the book and set it on the table next to her settee. The shoulder of his over-sized robe slipped off her shoulder. It was unplanned, but when she heard his intake of breath she let the shoulder remain bare. Her belly quivered with excitement as Caroline went to stand in front of him and reached up to wrap her arms around his neck. Her fingers threaded into the soft brown curls at the nape, and slipped through like fine silk. Rising onto her toes, she placed a hesitant kiss on his lips. Did he even want the kiss? She was unsure because he hadn’t returned her shy gesture. Because of his mood lately, she didn’t know if he would be receptive of her mid-day effort at seduction. To her great surprise and profound relief, she realized his hands grasped her bottom, pulling her up and into his hardness.

      Her husband kissed her with a ferocity she’d not seen from him in weeks. His mouth forced hers apart with the sweep of his tongue and soon they dueled, taking and giving a passion that was theirs alone. She’d never given this to another and Caroline knew Trey had given his passion only to her from the moment they had met.

      She broke away from his kiss to catch her breath as he nibbled along the slope of her neck. Her hands moved to the front of Trey’s coat and she began to work the buttons free, then she started on his waistcoat. She shoved the jacket down his arms and tugged it off for him, tossing it onto the settee.

      Caroline huffed in frustration when she was unable to get her husband's cravat undone, and in her impatience to feel his hot flesh against hers, began to work on the buttons on his trousers instead. Trey let go of her and began to tug at the knot around his neck.

      “Damn Travers and his damn knots,” he hissed.

      Caroline laughed and left him to his clothing. Stepping away, she released the belt keeping her husband’s heavy robe on her body. She turned her back on him and walked toward the bed, her slippered feet padding soft across the Turkish carpet. As she walked, she let the robe slide down her body, hoping he’d hurry to her side, as naked as she. She crawled onto the top of the bed and kicked off her slippers as she turned her best seductive smile at Trey.

      “Broad daylight and naked already?” His shirt flew across the room. Caroline knelt on the bed, and pulled her hair forward to cover her breasts, his words reminding her that she was behaving like a harlot. Her knees parted and her hand trailed down to cover her mons.

      “No. Don’t hide yourself.” He struggled with the boots and fell back onto the settee, but soon they went flying toward the open door to his rooms.

      She gave him a coy grin, knowing he wanted her as much as she wanted him at that moment. She saw the evidence of it in his rigid arousal. “If you disapprove of my requesting you service me now…”

      Finally as naked as she, he slid onto the bed. “If there is disapproval in my touch,” he whispered, “I give you leave to tell me to stop. Because you know how much it would pain me at this point.”

      Her husband. The man she loved more than her own self. His hard-muscled and lean frame came from his determination to recover from his injury. When she’d first met Trey several years ago, he’d walked with a cane because of the wound he received in battle. Now the only reminder were the scars, and the occasional pains that he attributed to inactivity.

      Even with that one imperfection caused by an enemy, Trey’s body appeared sculpted by the masters. Her husband was Michelangelo’s David come to life—except more handsome. He had a smile that brightened her life, and his hazel eyes had a glow in them that she knew was for her alone. His strong jaw and roman nose were perfectly proportioned, and rested beneath a wide, intelligent brow, that rarely frowned. His lips were wide, full, and soft. Perfect for kissing.

      His touch went to her hair and he pushed it aside, revealing her sensitive nipples to his gaze. He lay her back on her mound of pillows, buried his face in the nape of her neck, and began to nuzzle her. She arched into him, and he took the tip of her breast into his mouth and began to tickle the tip with his tongue, sending an immediate jolt to her womb, and lower. She felt herself get even more wet for him, if that were possible.

      Caroline moaned, and he chuckled, and took her other nipple and did the same. Her body was burning for him, and he was teasing her.

      “I need you now!”

      “Shhh… In time, my love.” His voice sounded rough and gravelly, as though he, too, was in pain from wanting her as much as she wanted him. She let him have his way with her, because he always saw to her pleasure before he took his. He kissed lower on her abdomen stopping just below her navel, to kiss the spot reverently. She wanted to cry out and share with him that she might be carrying their child, but she couldn’t. Not this time. Not yet. Each time she had before, she wasn’t the only one to suffer the loss of hope at the onset of her menses. He’d cried along with her, as he cradled her to him, promising they would keep trying.

      His fingers brought her back to the present, and her husband’s lovemaking. He slid lower, his fingers parting her flesh. She opened her legs for him, making it easy for him to touch her there. His intimate caress caused her entire body to burn for him. There wasn’t a part of her body or soul that didn’t desire this man.

      “Mmm… Yes.” She grabbed at the bedding beneath her and arched up to his touch, as he slid his fingers over her sensitive nub. He then brought his mouth over her sex and began loving her with it, causing her body to become a simmering mass of flesh on the verge of boiling over. When he pushed his fingers deep inside her, she cried out and felt herself clamp down on him. “Oh, God! Trey!”

      He slid his fingers out and gave her nub several strokes, sending her tumbling into that first blinding orgasm. Her slick passage spasmed as he pulled away from her. Her core ached, needing to be filled.

      “Mine,” he whispered as he slid up and over her. “The most beautiful woman in the world is mine.”

      “I love you, Trey.” Her voice cracked with the emotion the brought out in her. He made her feel desired and cherished. He aroused and stimulated her in bed and out. And he was going to be a wonderful father.

      His lips traveled upward, along her body, until he held her face in his hands, his lips hovering above hers. “I adore you, Caroline.” He kissed her softly. “I have from the day you and that ancient groom came to my home asking to see me about making trades for you on the royal exchange. I knew then I had to marry you.”

      Caroline tingled all over and her hands trembled as she stroked his back and buttocks. The hard planes of his lean body were smooth and perfectly formed. And except for the scars on his thigh, back and front, where he’d been stabbed by that damned bayonet, her husband was perfectly formed and perfectly beautiful. The jagged scars were puckered and faded, and the skin had become lighter than the rest of his flesh over the years of healing.

      Trey slid off and lay back on the bed. Caroline knelt over him, wanting to give him the same pleasure he gave to her knowing he enjoyed it as much as she did. She ran her fingers on the rippled muscles of his abdomen, then lower.  His intake of breath when she traced a finger over the scar so close to his groin made her feel powerful—empowered by his reaction to her touch. She then reached for his engorged flesh and started stroking him.

      “Caroline.” His voice strained to say her name, and she smiled.

      “I need you, my love,” she whispered. The heat rising from her body surely warmed the entire room, for Caroline burned from within. Her desire for this man frightened her at times. She never heard of a woman, other than perhaps a mistress or prostitute, who enjoyed making love as much as she did. Good wives were supposed to do their duty and be thankful for their husband’s attention. Weren’t they? Thankfully, Trey needed her as much as she desired him.

      Her husband’s manhood was both satin smooth and iron hard. Tossing her hair behind her, she lowered her mouth onto him, taking the head and swirling her tongue around it. She loved the salty taste of him when she did this. She loved the sounds he made as she took him deep into her mouth, and she caressed him with her tongue.

      Trey groaned and pushed his hips upward, letting her know he appreciated her ministrations.

      “Caroline… that feels… so good.”

      “Mmm…” She stroked him with her mouth until suddenly his hands stopped her. “I need to be inside you,” he growled.

      She have him a coy look and grinned. “But you were.”

      Caroline straddled him and he grabbed her buttocks and positioned her over his very erect penis, then slammed upward, into her. She gasped as he stretched her, and filled her fully. He ground into her, which caused her inner muscles to clench around him.

      Then he started to move. And her ache was fulfilled with his thrusts. She met his movements with her own, causing the sensations to build inside her, pushing her toward another orgasm. His hands held her in place as he drove upward into her depths racing toward his own release. He smelled of his soap and their sweat, and the scent of their love-making emanated from every inch of them.

      She rode him fast, matching his pace as he, too, sought his climax. Within minutes he began to growl, the sound telling her he was close. Her body read his cues, and it climbed even higher toward that sensation her body craved. She was ready to fly, but she didn’t want to go alone. Trey squeezed her bottom, holding her still while deeply imbedded. It was nearly her undoing. Her walls immediately began to clench on his shaft and her entire being tensed in preparation for the release she sought. He thrust upward, one, two, three more times and she shattered.

      When she cried out his name, he exploded within her and together they rode the climax to its end. Caroline collapsed onto Trey’s chest and he cradled her to him.

      She felt cherished and loved. She felt adored and worshipped. And she hoped she conveyed the same to her husband. Because she loved him infinitely.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Reginald ‘Trey’ Wilson, Dragoon Guard captain and veteran of the Napoleonic wars, most notably, the battles of Salamanca, the Pyrenees, and Orthez, loved his wife so much, that he would give everything he owned to be able to give her a child. And today, there was a reason to hope. His good friend and new father, Christopher ‘Kip’ Fenwicke, Viscount Huddleston, had come to tell him of a doctor he’d heard of in Edinburgh. A doctor who might help Trey determine if he was, indeed, sterile.

      If he could meet with the man and have him perform whatever tests he needed, then at least he would know with certainty. And if those tests proved that he was incapable of siring children, then he would talk to Caroline about adopting children. He would agree to any number she wanted, if she could just forgive him for not telling her about this concern before they wed.

      He tucked the counterpane under her chin as Caroline lay cuddled against his side in their bed, sated from their lovemaking. The injury that had ended his career in the military very nearly took the ability to satisfy a woman, and likely did take his ability to sire children.

      Orthez had been a nightmare. He ran his hand down to his upper thigh and rubbed the scar where the enemy foot soldier stabbed him completely through his thigh, with the bayonet that had been in the man’s hand. The man had come at Trey’s horse from his off side. As soon as Trey saw the man coming toward him, he’d wheeled his horse so that its rump struck the man, knocking him to the ground. But before the man went down to his gruesome death beneath the hooves of his horse, he’d stabbed Trey high in the inside of his right thigh, the blade sticking in the seat of his saddle. The bastard Frenchman had aimed the long blade at Trey’s gut, but instead pierced completely through Trey’s upper thigh. He’d missed his balls by inches, and the artery carrying his life by even less.

      After his attacker was down, Trey noticed the blade pinning him to his saddle, and ripped it from his leg. The blood made the seat of his saddle slick. Thinking he was not long for the world, and with a roar that came from some inner demon inside him, he attacked the two enemy soldiers coming for him, slaying them both with a precision slice from his saber.

      The battle had been so fierce for so long, that Trey had lost track of time. Eventually he fell off his horse, unconscious from the loss of blood. One of his men saw him go down and rescued him from the same death as the man who’d stabbed him, under the hooves of the cavalry horses.

      It had taken over two years for him to fully recover. And for most of that time, he’d contemplated swallowing a ball from his pistol because he thought his ability to make love to a woman had been taken from him forever. He’d been twenty-four years old when he was injured and at the time, thought he would have to live the life of a celibate. Not a whole man. He’d frequently cursed the French bastard that stabbed him for not hitting the artery. Death from bleeding out would have been preferable. Or so he thought at the time.

      He’d been extremely angry, even asking for the name of the man who’d rescued him so he could kill the man for depriving him of a normal life, and sentencing him to live as half a man. Fool that he was then, he was now much wiser, and glad he hadn’t ended his life.

      His ability to make love to a woman returned, eventually, with the help of a skilled mistress who’d seen the same injury in other men. It was a common thing to be stabbed in the thigh during battle, she told him, though uncommon to survive.

      Mariah was able to help him get an erection and keep it long enough to satisfy a woman. And except for the ache in his hip, likely from the fall itself, and his muscle seizing on occasion, he’d thought he had his normal life back.

      But, while his ability to make love to a woman had returned, he remembered the words of the field surgeon who’d stitched him up and sent him on to a chateau near the village of Baigts which had been turned into a British field hospital. The man didn’t think Trey could hear him when he’d told the two men carrying him to the wagon, that if Trey didn’t get gangrene and he survived the coming fever, his injury had likely rendered him unable to function as a man at worst, and at best he’d be sterile.

      Because of those words, Trey never thought he’d get married. But he’d recovered the ability to get erect, and sometimes he even climaxed, so he began to entertain the possibility.

      Then he met Caroline and knew he had to have her as his wife. She was beyond merely beautiful, she had a keen head for numbers and finance. She had come to him when her father had lost a large sum on a ship he’d invested in. Caroline had a plan to restore his finances, but she needed the help of a licensed broker.

      Trey was that licensed broker. Caroline had found him by researching his public record of trades. She hired him to make her trades on the exchange for her father when he’d had his first attack of the heart, shortly after learning the magnitude of loss he’d suffered. Trey had invested for Caroline, and she’d done what she intended—restored her father’s fortune. Even now, she continued to direct trades for her father, making Lord Randolph a very wealthy man.

      But as an only child, Caroline wanted children. Each month that her menses returned was a stab at her heart, and at his conscience as well for never telling her that he might have been left sterile by his blasted injury.

      In the year he and Caroline had been married, they’d not yet conceived. She wanted as many children as possible she said, because childhood had been lonely time for her. Whereas for him, third of four sons, with four sisters as well, there had never been a dull or lonely moment in their home. When Caroline was among his multitude of nieces and nephews, she was in her element. She loved children and would make a wonderful mother.

      Conniving bastard that he was, he had married her knowing he might not ever be able to give them to her. There was always the possibility, but he just didn’t know.

      His wife stirred next to him. He looked down into her slumberous blue eyes and grinned. Her soft, contented smile stirred immense pride that he was able to satisfy her. Especially when he recalled those early days after the fever broke and he was returned to his family to recover. Those dark, dark days, when he had wanted to die because he couldn’t force his cock to rise.

      Caroline pushed the hair from her face and raised up on her elbow, holding his gaze. “We should get dressed for dinner, don’t you think?”

      “I’m content staying here the rest of the day with you.” He was, too. Trey wished he could stay here with her for the rest of their lives. He wished he’d never been injured at Orthez. Then he wouldn’t have to lie to his wife about his upcoming trip to Edinburgh.

      “I don’t necessarily have to eat in the dining room. I’ll have Nelly tell Mrs. Greaves to bring us tray.”

      “Do that.” He stroked her rosy cheek with the back of his hand. “There’s nothing I want more than to remain abed with my wife. Especially when I need to leave for Edinburgh soon.”

      Taking the sheet with her to cover her nakedness, Caroline sat up in the bed. “When did this come about?”

      “Just this morning,” he replied. “There’s a business that I would like to look into before I try to persuade my clients to invest in it.”

      “Oh.” A deaf man could hear the pout in her voice. “It couldn’t wait until spring?”

      “I’d rather not,” he replied. “Others might take the opportunity from me. I can be back in a few weeks, I will go straight there and return—” He traced a finger over the curve of her breast through the sheet. The touch caused a shiver to run through them both. “—to your side as fast as is humanly possible in the middle of winter.” He meant it, too. He didn’t like leaving her any more than she disliked his being away.

      Caroline plopped back onto her pillows with a sigh. “I wish papa was not ill, then I would insist you take me with you.”

      “How is he today?” He changed the subject, thankful for the distraction from his lies.

      “Getting better, but he’s still unable to walk unassisted. He gets very dizzy just sitting upright for very long. But he is taking his tonic and eating more. Today is the first day I feel optimistic that he might recover again.”

      “That is good news. I imagine your mother is much relieved.” Trey was happy for Caroline, because he didn’t want to imagine her heartbreak when Lord Randolph died. She was incredibly attached to her parents. He had been as well, and never had an opportunity to mourn his father. He’d received a letter from his eldest brother, Albert, that their father had died, right before his regiment had left for Salamanca. He was a young officer, with little experience, and in command of men who looked to him for instruction. There wasn’t time to be a son mourning for his beloved parent. It was something he’d had to do after he returned to England.

      “She is, as am I.”

      “After I return from Edinburgh and we feel certain your father is well, I should like for us to make a trip west to Lancashire and see my mother.”

      Caroline giggled. “We should, sweetheart. As soon as we’re certain not to be snowed in.”

      “That was no accident, my dear,” he replied. Their four days all alone in the woods with nothing but each other and his instincts for survival were among the best memories he would ever have. “I’ll have you know, I planned getting snowed in at my brother-in-law’s game cottage last year.”

      “I’m sure you did.” His wife rose, wrapped his robe around her, and tugged on the bell pull. “I don’t know about you, but I’m famished. I wonder if cook has any of that apple pie left. I’m craving a sweet.”

      As she went into her dressing room, Trey said yet another prayer that this doctor in Scotland could help him. Because he didn’t want to think about what he’d do if the man couldn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Several days later, Caroline poured tea for her mother as the maid stoked the dying embers of the fire in Lady Randolph’s morning room, before adding more coals to the grate. Caroline’s father was resting comfortably in his bed upstairs, and before Caroline went home to an empty house, she’d thought she’d try to broach a subject that had been plaguing her of late. If only the maid would finish her tasks and leave.

      Now that Caroline was married, she hoped she could to talk to her mother about certain things. Things she wanted to know, especially since she wanted a child. And even more especially since she hadn’t been able to conceive one as yet, even though she hoped and prayed she had succeeded this time.

      She felt awkward, but needed to broach this subject. She needed answers.

      Caroline handed her mother the cup and saucer, then she took her normal seat across from her. Her mother added another lump of sugar to the one Caroline had put in her cup, then stirred.

      “Caroline, where has the captain gone this time?”

      “To Scotland, to check on a potential investment.” She needed to ask she reminded herself. Her mother would drag her into a conversation about the weather in Scotland if she didn’t just plow forward and ask.

      “Scotland? In winter? I cannot imagine it! He couldn’t wait a few months for the weather to turn? It’s so cold there at this time of year, and you know how the cold bothers his leg…”

      “He has a coat, mama.”

      “Well, does he have a warm hat for his head? And a knitted scarf? They are very important, you know.”

      Caroline loved her mother, even though she worried over the most trivial things. She supposed that’s what all mothers did when those they loved were braving the elements—whether it was the heat of summer or dead of winter. The maid finished with the fire and silently removed herself from the room, leaving the two ladies alone.

      Ask her!

      “Hopefully he’ll not be snowed in where he’s going,” her mother added. “If he is, you’ll not see him for a month or more.”

      “He’ll be home in a few weeks, Mama.”

      “Will you be safe, home alone, for all that time? Perhaps you should stay here…”

      “No Mother, I’ll be fine.” She had to ask her questions so she could be on her way. If she stayed much longer, Mama would insist she remain here and implore her father to make her stay. And Caroline was never good at telling her papa no. Nor her mother come to think of it.

      “Mama,” she began, wondering how she could phrase her question so that she wasn’t prying into her mother’s private affairs. This wasn’t going to be easy. She took a sip from her cup and set both cup and saucer on the side table. “Mama, did you ever want more children after me?”

      The clink of her mother’s bone china cup landing on the saucer reverberated through the room. Caroline held her breath and waited. A minute or more went by while her mother collected her thoughts, took another sip, then put the cup on the table next to hers. The silence stretched so long that Caroline wondered if her mother would even answer.

      “You know I always wanted sisters and brothers, Mama,” Caroline said. “My cousins and friends all had siblings.”

      Her mother grew more nervous, obviously uncomfortable speaking on a topic that was painful for her. “Well, of course I did, Caroline. It just wasn’t… wasn’t to be. The good Lord saw fit to only grant me one child.”

      “Mama, I’m sorry if this upsetting, but I have to ask. Did you…?” This was so awkward.  “Mama… did you try? Because I… Trey and I, we are trying, and… I have been unsuccessful. And I’m wondering if there is any pre-disposition to—difficulty. In conceiving, that I do not know of.”

      Her mother began to fan herself with her kerchief and her color rose in her cheeks. “Oh, my… You know your father’s side of the family is very fertile. Every one of his brothers and sisters have many children.”

      Her mother blotted her forehead. Caroline was beginning to think that the maid shouldn’t have added so much coal to the hearth, because she, too, was beginning to feel the excessive heat. Or maybe it was the subject matter she was attempting to discuss with her mother. The woman who never told Caroline a thing about her body, or the marriage bed. Thankfully, she’d had a governess, a maid, friends, and books to explain… things.

      Her mother still fanned herself with her kerchief. “I… tried. I was plagued— I was unable—” More blotting of her face, and now her neck and cleavage. “It was not for lack of trying, you know. After all, I have always been a dutiful wife.”

      Caroline wouldn’t call what she shared with Trey “being dutiful,” because she enjoyed her husband’s body. But she couldn’t say that to her mother. It might send her into apoplectic fits.

      “I suffered through several miscarriages before you were born.” Rather than the hesitant words of before, they poured from her mother all of the sudden. “And after as well. When I realized I was carrying you, I was sent to bed for the duration and not allowed out for the entire nine months. The midwife had me drink a horrid mixture of herbs to help me keep you where you needed to be until you were born.”

      Her mother began to weep now. Silent tears that tore at Caroline’s heart and conscience. She hated the fact that she’d upset her mother, but if she hadn’t asked, how would she have ever known? She went to her mother and hugged her. As over-protective, and at times over-bearing, as she was, Caroline loved her mother, because her mother loved her and would do anything within her power to see her only child happy.

      “Thank you for telling me, Mama. I wanted to know if there was a chance that I might have a difficult time getting… with child.” Of course, her mother just confirmed all of her worst fears. For while it would be difficult, it wasn’t completely impossible. She was proof of that.

      “You might want to see a midwife,” her mother said between sniffing and wiping her tears. “I obviously haven’t needed the services of one in many years, but if you explain to her what problems you are having, and then tell her what I told you, she should be able to help you. There are herbs to help.”

      “Thank you, I will.”

      Caroline hugged her mother and told her she would be back the following morning. She didn’t know who to ask for a referral to a midwife, but she was certain their housekeeper, having been raised in this village, would know.

      A horrible thought crossed her mind as she rode in the carriage back to her home. With what she just learned, there was a very good chance that she might never be able to give her husband children. She pressed her hands to her womb, and prayed there was a child there. If not… A painful knot formed in her breast, and Caroline felt the tears begin to burn her eyes. If she couldn’t give her husband an heir, would he even want to remain married to her?

      Surely he would. He loved her. Many couples grew old together in childless marriages. Marriage was forever. Till death do us part. Trey had been as heart broken as she each time she’d thought she might be pregnant only to discover she wasn’t.

      But if he realized there might never be a chance, would he wish to remain in the marriage? He was thirty-five years old—young enough still that if he had their marriage annulled, he could remarry a woman who was more fertile than she obviously was. Because at twenty-one years of age, Caroline was now faced with the very real possibility that she might never bear a child.

      Forcing herself to keep her emotions in check, she mumbled a greeting to their butler as she entered her home, and went straight to her rooms. She couldn’t break down in front of the staff. As she’d grown up right next door, most of them would think her father had had setback.

      But it was her heart that was breaking. Her life that might possibly change forever if she could never give her husband a son.
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* * *

      Trey followed the doctor’s assistant down a dark paneled corridor to the man’s office. He leaned heavily on his cane, his right leg aching more today than it had in a while. The weather here in Edinburgh had been freezing cold and damp since he arrived. Both of which aggravated his injury.

      He’d arrived in Edinburgh two days earlier and awaited his appointment with the man who might be able to help him.

      Dr. Edmund Drake was the foremost medical biologist in all Britain, and he didn’t take many patients as he was a research scientist. But Trey had been told that if anyone could tell him whether he was indeed sterile beyond all hope, it was Dr. Drake. The man had a highly specialized piece of equipment that could see the tiniest of life forms—sperm cells—in a man’s ejaculate and say whether it was alive or not.

      And that’s all Trey wanted to know. Once he knew for certain if it was even possible for him to sire a child, then he could plan what to tell Caroline. She would be devastated for certain if he could not. But he hoped adopting children would make up for the upset she would feel at not growing large with their child.

      He remembered that night a few days after they’d married… It still bothered him, and likely would forever. Because that was the night he’d begun hiding the truth from her. Caroline placed a hand over her womb, a place Trey kissed each time they made love. “I cannot wait to have your babe here,” his new wife had said. He’d agreed with her, deliberately hiding the fact that it was unlikely to happen.

      It had been almost a year and a half since then, and still nothing. It was time now for him to learn the truth. He needed to know.

      The frosted glass door opened and Trey caught a glimpse of a laboratory on the other side. The man crossing the room appeared no older than him, his reddish brown hair going gray a bit at the temples. That, and his spectacles, gave the man an appearance of superior intelligence. His entire outfit, from the woolen trousers to his linen shirt was a tad wrinkled, and he wore no coat, only a waistcoat that had seen better times.

      Trey stood and extended his hand. “Thank you for seeing me, Dr. Drake.”

      “What can I do for you, Captain Wilson?”

      Trey shifted in his seat, either from unease at discussing a topic so personal, or from the ache in his leg, he was unsure. But he’d faced the enemy in battle nearly a dozen times in the four years he served in the Dragoons, explaining his current condition was not nearly as fearsome.

      “I was injured at Orthez, and as a result—” He paused, suddenly unsure if he should be here, doing this. No, he had to know. He couldn’t let the fear take over his mind. There was a chance there was nothing wrong with him. “I believe I may have been rendered sterile.”

      “May I ask how you found me?” The man took a seat in the big wing chair behind his desk. “I don’t normally see patients.”

      “A friend of mine came to me after he’d read about your studies with your microscope. He thought if anyone could— could tell if I was, indeed, unable to sire children, that it would be you.” The man across from him was silent a while as he began to write some notes on a sheet he’d removed from the drawer. His silence lasted over a full minute. Making Trey fear he was about to be turned away. If the doctor did this, Trey didn’t know what he’d do.

      Suddenly the man set his quill aside, and spoke. “Tell me about your injury, the recovery, what your previous physicians have said, and then I’d like to see the scars if you don’t mind.”

      Hope began to well back up his breast, and thus began an hour-long thorough exam, of the likes Trey had never experienced before. And the final, humiliating request from Dr. Drake, was for Trey to give him his ejaculate. Thankfully, the man left the room while Trey took care of that. When Trey knocked on the connecting door, the doctor took his specimen dish.

      “I will be back in a few minutes, it shouldn’t take long. I’ll make two or three samples from this and look at them under the microscope to see if there are living sperm cells in the semen.” The doctor took the clear glass plate and disappeared behind the frosted glass door.

      Trey’s thoughts went back to Caroline. They always did. While it was true he had been uncertain of his ability to sire children before their marriage, he knew there might be an issue, his previous doctors had said as much. And Trey had intentionally kept this information from his wife because he wanted her.

      But it was more than just want. He needed her.

      While the mistress he’d kept for a few years had been skilled in ways to help him recover his ability to make love to a woman, she didn’t arouse him the way Caroline did. Trey wanted Caroline with a desire he’d never experienced before, even before his injury.

      But, thinking on it, he just may have made the worst decision of his life coming here. Would it really be better to know he was never going to give his wife the child she wanted, or not to know for certain and continue living in oblivion, hoping for the best? He didn’t know. The only thing he did know was that he had made a promise to himself: whatever the outcome here, he would have to tell his wife. He had to tell her and hope that she might consider adopting children to make their family complete.

      Trey flipped the lid of his pocket watch to check the time and read the tiny inscription to him from Caroline. To My Husband, All My Love, C. A few minutes turned into several minutes, turned into nearly thirty minutes. The longer the doctor was away, the greater his worry grew. It couldn’t be good news if it was taking him this long. If there were any cells alive in those samples, surely the doctor would have returned by now.

      Lord help him, what was he going to tell Caroline? How was she going to handle this news? She’d confided in him that she hoped to give him a child soon. With her father’s precarious health, she’d wanted to give her parents a grandchild while her father still lived.

      Another few minutes and the doctor was back, resuming his seat behind his large desk. He scribbled something on the page he’d been taking his notes on about Trey’s history of his injury.

      “Captain Wilson, it seems the fever you had following your injury was devastating to your ability to reproduce.” He set his quill down. “I found very few live, motile sperm cells in your ejaculate.”

      “But there were some?” Trey asked, holding out hope.

      “Very few, I’m afraid. I normally look for living cells in two of three slides. In your case, the density was so scant that we performed four tests just to see living cells in two slides. I wanted to be certain what I was seeing.”

      “So, I can have no children of my own seed?”

      The tone of the physician’s voice was not encouraging. “I’m afraid that will be unlikely. Not impossible, but… unlikely.”

      Silence stretched between them, like a tangible pain in gut. Almost like a fear that knew no end.

      “Is there nothing that can be done to reverse this?”

      Dr. Drake shook his head. “Not that I know of. I’m sorry.” When Trey rose to go, the doctor came around to meet him, shaking his hand again. “Many men were rendered sterile due to their injuries during the different wars,” he added. “You really should count yourself among the fortunate ones in that you can still perform. And, remember Captain, I said unlikely, not impossible.”

      “Yes, thank you. I will keep that in mind,” Trey said absent-mindedly. The doctor’s words were like a kick in the balls. The pain stole the breath from his chest. Forced his heart to clench. But hardened soldier that he was, he’d been trained not to react publicly. He’d wait until he was back at the hotel. Only two people in his adult life had ever seen his tears. His best friend, Huddleston, and his wife.

      Trey didn’t remember the walk back to his hotel. He remembered that there was a light snow falling, nothing that was sticking to the ground. It wasn’t even a pretty snowfall. It was gray, like the day. Like his mood. Fat clumps of snowflakes and round sleet pellets all falling together, each cluster coated with black soot from the cloud covering the city. He gave a twisted laugh. That cloud was nowhere near as dark as his soul at that moment.

      How was he going to break the news to Caroline? How was he going to tell her that the one thing she wanted so very much, was likely never going to happen?

      When he arrived at his hotel suite, Travers met him at the door and assisted him with his cape and hat. The muscle of his inner thigh tensed and began to quiver. Trey knew that he had to find a seat soon, for he would soon be in excruciating pain. Again. He’d missed his daily walks for the past week, having been cooped up in his carriage, then in this hotel while it rained. Now that the weather was worsening, the leg was sure to act up more frequently because he couldn’t get out and move. He may have to resort to pacing the length of this room.

      His man must have noticed. “Come sit in front of the fire, Captain. I’ll call for your tea. Were you going to dine out again, sir? Or have dinner in the hotel restaurant?”

      “I believe I shall return to the pub a few doors down,” Trey said, “but only after I warm these bones.”

      “Yes sir.”

      The man went about his business and Trey contemplated adopting children. Adopting would deprive Caroline of the experience of carrying a child in her body. But to have children, as many as she wanted, would she be willing to give that up? He wasn’t completely sure.

      Raising children not of his own blood, was something that caused a pain in his heart, but… he didn’t think it would matter for some reason. He just hoped he could convince Caroline that it might be an equally rewarding option to building their family.

      Or he could always pray for a miracle. He gave a half-hearted chuckle under his breath at that thought. As if that would do a damn bit of good. Every time he’d begged for a miracle before, his prayers were met with cold emptiness and incredible pain. It might appear that he had the greatest miracle of them all—life. But what good was it when he could never create it with the woman he loved?

      While he’d told himself that he would tell Caroline the truth after he saw Dr. Drake, he now doubted he could. She would surely despise him. She was too sweet to say it aloud, but she would feel it, as would he. And he didn’t think he could live with that. In his head, he kept hearing, “Everything is fine right now. Why ruin it by telling her something that will break her heart?”

      Several hours later found him seated at a corner booth in the same tavern, The Ram’s Head, where he’d eaten for the past two nights. The food was tasty and filling and the hearty ale, quenching, which was why he returned. He unfolded the newspaper that he picked up from the lad in the street as he left the hotel.

      He skimmed the sensational headlines as he sipped his ale and waited on his dinner. The text on the page before him was blur as he thought about his situation. He decided he was glad to finally know. That was all he really wanted—to know the truth. Now he did. Having children was possible, but unlikely. And he resolved to not tell his wife this. It would upset her. Coward that he was, he would rather lie and pretend nothing and contend with her monthly disappointment, than to tell her the truth and have her look down upon him. Or worse, stop loving him because he couldn’t fulfill the purpose of a marriage, to create children.

      If she ever learned of this trip and its results, he was certain it would give her grounds for an annulment, even a divorce. He loved her beyond words, he couldn’t lose her. He would do nothing to jeopardize her love.

      Two young men sat at the table next to his booth. They were both of the age to be in university, fresh-faced and lean. Much like he’d been in his youth. Before the war had jaded him, and changed his future forever. He prayed that no other young man should ever be called upon to fight in war ever again. He prayed he never saw war again in his lifetime or his children in theirs. If he ever had children.

      The sound of chairs scraping the floor reverberated throughout the noisy taproom causing him to raise his gaze from the newspaper. No one else seemed to be bothered by sound. But to him, it sounded like a horse’s screams—something he will never, ever forget.

      His lamb stew arrived, bringing him back to the present. The maid took his mug to bring him another ale, and took the order from the lads at the table next to him. After the maid returned with his ale, Trey spooned another bite of succulent lamb into his mouth, when the conversation next to him caught his attention. Their voices lowered, the two began to discuss something one of them found important.

      “How long do you think it will take?” The darker-haired young man asked.

      “Alan, I’ve told Jenny I’ll visit her daily until we get the deed done,” said the auburn-haired man. “It shouldn’t take long.”

      “Jenny said MacNeelon’s younger brother and his wife are circling, waiting to see if she gives the laird an heir,” Alan said. “She loves him you know, and she’s hoping that he lives.”

      “I know she loves him,” the first said. “You don’t have to tell me that.”

      Trey pretended interest in the news item on the page, and continued to eavesdrop. He didn’t know why, but the intriguing story that was unfolding at the table to his left held his attention.

      “The drunken fool fell from his horse and went headfirst into a stone wall,” the second man said. “If he lives, there isn’t much hope he will return to his previous self.”

      “How can you be so certain?” the first lad asked. “Miracles happen every day, Derek.”

      “I’m the one in medical school. You should stick to studying law.” Silence, then the first man, the one named Derek, spoke again. “Has his brother seen the MacNeelon’s condition? If  so, he’ll know for certain that he could not possibly sire a child now.”

      “His brothers haven’t seen him at all. And right now, Jenny’s not likely to let them. I think she’s afraid that they will give him up for dead when he’s not.”

      “It’s just a matter of time,” Derek said.

      Their dinners arrived and the two gave their attention to their meal for several minutes, while they continued to mumble. Trey couldn’t discern what they were saying. Then Alan, Jenny’s brother, hissed, “Which is why you have to help her now. You have the look of your kinsman. And it has to appear as though she got with child on their wedding trip.”

      Silence again as the two men ate. Now he knew Derek and the nearly-dead laird of the clan MacNeelon were kin. The plot thickened.

      Trey was starting to feel a bit of a voyeur, listening to the conversation intently as he was pretending to read. He pushed the stew around in the bowl and took another bite. Trey didn’t recall the name MacNeelon, but the situation sounded dire, and the man’s wife’s solution to her problem equally drastic.

      But the more he thought about it, a kernel of… something… began to form in his brain.

      He couldn’t possibly consider it. The circumstances between the two cases were completely different. Trey loved his wife and was still alive. This Jenny person had a husband who unfortunately already had a foot in the grave.

      Suddenly the thought of another man making love to his wife—even if it was to create their child—made his dinner rise in his gut. He swallowed hard. The sound of his own heart beating began to fill his ears, along with the woosh of blood moving through his body. He flipped the page on the newspaper as he continued to listen.

      “Have your mother be prepared to help your sister when he passes on. I’ve seen him, Alan, he’s not long for this world.” More incoherent mumbling as he strained to hear what was being said, but his meal wasn’t sitting well in his belly and he needed out of the stuffy tavern.

      Trey took his leave of the establishment. He felt heartsick at the thought of another man touching his wife. But he would allow it if that was what Caroline desperately wanted—a child of her own body.

      He knew there was a difference between making love and just satisfying himself on a woman. He’d done that many times before he’d married. But men were supposed to, a lady was not.

      If Caroline wanted to have a child, he would fight his instinct to kill any man who touched his wife, and go though with it.

      Just the thought of another man touching her, and loving her as he did, made his stomach churn violently. He fought it down, but it was of no use. He stopped at the alley and heaved everything he’d just eaten between the garbage bin and stone wall.

      No. He could never let another man do what he could not. It would kill him. He would have to live with his failure, even if it cost his wife her greatest dream.
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      “Mrs. Metcalfe, I appreciate you coming to see me,” Caroline said to the cheerful gray-haired woman who entered her morning room three weeks after her husband had left for Edinburgh. Tall and robust, the midwife immediately put Caroline at ease with her motherly smile and mannerisms. “You have come highly recommended, and I hope I will soon be in need of your services.”

      “It’s lovely to meet you, Mrs. Wilson,” the woman replied. Caroline motioned for her to have a seat opposite her on the settee. “I don’t make it up this way often, as most of my patients are in the Lincoln area.”

      “Will the distance be an obstacle to having you with me if am—“Caroline felt her cheeks burning, which itself was humiliating because she was, after all a married woman. “—If I am carrying my husband’s child?”

      “No. The only thing that might be an issue is if I were to have another client in labor at the same time. And in my nearly thirty years of practicing midwifery, that has only happened a handful of times.”

      The soft knock on the door brought a maid with the tea cart which she placed before the fire in the small hearth.

      “Thank you, Alice,” Caroline said, “I shall pour.” The maid bobbed a curtsey and silently left the room.

      “Mrs. Greaves, my housekeeper, said you were the most-trusted midwife in three counties.” Caroline poured tea for both of them and handed a cup to her guest.

      “That’s high praise, indeed, Mrs. Wilson.”

      “Every bit deserved, I’m sure.” Caroline took a sip, then set the cup on the tea table in front of her as she faced Mrs. Metcalfe. She first needed to know if she was, indeed, carrying. And, if she was pregnant, she desperately needed to know how to not lose this child.

      The midwife did the same, then leaned back in her seat. “How can I help you Mrs. Wilson?”

      “I think I might be carrying my husband’s child.” Caroline worried her lower lip and began to twist her handkerchief in her hands.

      “Is this a problem, Mrs. Wilson?” Mrs. Metcalfe's voice was sympathetic and kind, putting Caroline at ease.

      “No! I am very happy, if this is so.” How could she convey the fear she had that she might not carry the babe the full nine months without sounding like a crepehanger? “Mrs. Metcalfe, I have recently spoken with my mother, to ask her why I was an only child, and… She has explained to me that she had four miscarriages before conceiving me and two after having me. It seems that the relatives in my maternal lineage are not necessarily the most fertile of women.

      “That said, in the past year that Captain Wilson and I have been married, there have been three times I thought I might have been…” she struggled to find the word that would explain her hopes and wishes, “blessed… only to discover I wasn’t.”

      “Are your cycles regular?”

      “Before I married they were. But not since the wedding. There have been times when… I have felt that I might be pregnant, and it turned out I— I wasn’t.”

      “I see. Do you believe you lost a child during those times? How far along were you when began to bleed?”

      “Oh, not far at all. Five or six weeks. Right now, I am late an entire month, and…” Caroline felt the familiar knot forming in her breast pushing the tears up with it. “Mrs. Metcalfe, this is very difficult for me as I am frightened. If I am pregnant… I want to have this child. I need this child. It would make my parents so happy. Especially my father, who is not well. He adores my husband, and he wants to see me do my duty by him.

      "But more than that… I love the captain, and… he and I want children," Caroline said. "As many as possible. We love children. He has many nieces and nephews that…"

      A moment of silence came over the two women, while Mrs. Metcalfe sipped more of her tea, and Caroline controlled her tears.

      “Mrs. Wilson, may I speak frankly?”

      “Of course, Mrs. Metcalfe. Any advice you might give me would be respected.”

      “Stop worrying about it. Stop trying to rush something that will come in its own time.” The gentleness in her voice made Caroline want to cry in earnest now. “In my experience, fretting is a bad thing for trying to conceive.”

      The midwife sipped her tea, giving Caroline another moment to dry her eyes. “You are a healthy young woman, aren’t you? Have you ever had unexplained illnesses or fevers? Are you plagued with headaches?”

      Caroline shook her head, wondering what headaches had to do with childbearing. Could it be that her worrying over getting with child was actually preventing her from getting pregnant?

      “Then all will be just fine,” the woman replied.

      The midwife began to ask Caroline a series of questions regarding her last menses, if she'd had any nausea in the mornings, and if her breasts were more tender than usual. After Caroline answered the questions, the midwife said she was, in fact, carrying her husband's child.

      Caroline's heart sank into her belly at the same time as she wanted to shout for joy. But she feared losing this one as well, and said as much to the Mrs. Metcalfe.

      "Stay calm and do not over-exert yourself. While I am not of the opinion you should remain abed, I would not want you to fall and injure yourself."

      Mrs. Metcalfe then reached into her bag and handed her a pouch with some herbs. "This should last you one month. I will return to see you before you run out. Steep a pinch of this in a cup of hot water to make a tea. Drink one cup every morning before getting out of bed."

      Caroline couldn't wait until her husband returned from Scotland. She wanted to tell him she was indeed far enough along that the midwife declared her with child! She wanted to shout it from the rooftop… She carried her wonderful husband's child!

      Then the idea of telling him on Saint Valentine's Day, the day for lovers, entered her mind. It would be the perfect gift for her lover, her best friend, the man she was fortunate enough to call husband.

      Trey was expected soon, though she didn’t know when. And she wasn’t sure she could hide the herbal tea every morning from her husband, as they slept in the same bed. She may have to lie about her condition for a few days until they could share their annual Valentine’s Day letter.

      Before she left, Mrs. Metcalfe made Caroline promise to send for her if anything should happen, namely the start of her monthly courses. If she didn’t hear from her, the midwife would assume all was well, and she would look forward to seeing her in another three or four weeks, whenever it was convenient for Caroline.

      When she was again alone she began to think of the note she would write for her husband’s Valentine letter. A child would be a wonderful gift to give Trey. He loved children as much a she. She rested a hand on her lower belly.

      She resolved not to worry during her pregnancy. At all. As Mrs. Metcalfe said, it was counter-productive to a safe delivery of a healthy babe. And she wanted this baby more than anything in the world. She wanted a dozen children if she could have them.

      Her entire life before marriage had been about pleasing her parents. Now it was about pleasing her husband. Duty was deeply ingrained in who she was. Her wants and desires always came after her husband's.

      Except in the one part of her life in which she was learning that her desires came first. In her marriage bed. Her husband was teaching her that her pleasure was as important as his. He’d said he wouldn’t be a good lover if he took pleasure from her, without giving pleasure back to her. Then he showed her how to ask for what she wanted from him sexually.

      Outside of bed, he encouraged Caroline to seek the things that made her feel fulfilled as a woman first. Once she gained confidence as a woman in the bedroom, she took that confidence into other areas of her life. He told her often how capable and intelligent she was, encouraging her continued study of economics and finance. She was surely the luckiest bride in the whole world. She had a husband who loved and encouraged her, and she loved and supported him in return.

      Caroline took the special paper she purchased just for this letter from her desk, and dipped her quill. This was her second Valentine letter to her husband.

      Last year’s letter included all her hopes and dreams that she desired for them as his wife. This year, she could share that one of their greatest desires was, in fact, about to happen.

      She began to write—telling Trey how much his love meant to her, how much more she loved him each day they were together, and how much she wanted to share their love of each other with their child, and with every future child they had. She scratched that out, and crumpled it before tossing it into the fire. Then she wrote a shorter, more succinct, and meaningful paragraph.

      When she was done she sealed the letter, and addressed it “To My Husband,” then put it under several clean sheets of paper in her desk drawer. She hoped Trey made it home before St. Valentine’s day. It was the feast day for sweethearts, and to give him this present at any other day after wouldn’t hold quite the same meaning to her.

      Caroline understood that his business was important to him. But, she was almost in agreement with her mother (A scary thought in itself!) Did he have to go to Edinburgh in January?
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* * *

      Because of the freezing mist and sleet the following morning, Trey was unable to depart Edinburgh as planned. He, Richards, and Travers, were forced to stay an extra day, possibly even two, until the weather cleared enough that he was able to return home. He thought about sending a letter to Caroline explaining his delay, but not even the mail coaches were running on this dreary day.

      Though he shared tea in the hotel’s tavern with an interesting gentleman, a mill owner from Glasgow, Trey chose to have dinner at the tavern where he’d eaten the previous three nights. The food had been decent enough, and except for casting up his accounts over being forced to accept the fact that he’d never be able to sire a child of his own, he liked the place.

      The main room of the establishment was filled with patrons and Trey had to satisfy himself with a seat at the counter with his back to the door, rather than the booth where he’d hidden the evening before. In situations like this, he much preferred to sit alone. He wasn’t one for small talk with strangers in pubs, as he usually went with friends he knew. It never failed, though, that whenever he was alone and was pulled into a conversation the subject always turned to the war. And Trey didn’t care to talk about what he went through with strangers.

      He’d hated the war, hated that he’d had to lead men to their deaths, hated the fact that he’d survived without the ability to have a child of his own with the woman loved. Better that he had died and never met Caroline. At least he wouldn’t be feeling inadequate as a husband.

      The door behind him opened and a wave of frigid air entered along with the newcomers. Two men walked past him and took a seat at a recently vacated table in the center of the dining room to his left. Trey thought he heard his name, and turned his head to see one of the men he’d served with in the war. He had to think a moment to remember his name. The man was in a different regiment that merged with the Royal Dragoons after Sorauren. He was a corporal Trey knew, but damned if he could remember the man’s name. Good with a horse and saber, a chosen man in the regiment, accurate with his musket. He remembered the man as brave and intelligent.

      “Captain Wilson, sir,” the smiling man said, “it’s good to see you again. I heard you survived Orthez. We were all thankful for that.”

      “As was my family.”

      The former corporal held out his hand. Trey shook it and instantly remembered his name. “Corporal Graham. It is good to see you as well, sir. How fares life since we last met?”

      “Why don’t you join us?” Graham invited. “Have you had dinner?”

      “Not yet. I was just about to order a pint of stout,” Trey said.

      “Come, join us,” Graham waved a hand at the table.

      Trey decided if he was going to spend time talking to anyone, he’d rather it was someone who knew what they’d gone through during the war, rather than someone who’d never been and thought they wanted to know details. There were things a man needed to forget if possible. Only another man who had gone through it would know this feeling.

      Once they were seated at the table, Trey was introduced to Graham’s brother Niall. A few years younger than Trey, he was a teller at a bank in Edinburgh and on his way home after a day of work.

      Graham grinned. “I came to town to check the delivery of a shipment of oak barrels that should have been delivered a month ago. Now I’m stranded here for a night or two because of the ice, so I’ll be staying with my brother until I can leave for home.”

      “I’m stranded here as well. I was, ah… checking on a potential investment for a client.” It was the cover he’d used with his wife and staff, and the lie rolled off his tongue easily.

      “So how goes life after coming home?” Graham asked.

      “Well. Very well, in fact. I married a year ago in London.” Trey had always been somewhat of a private person and found small talk difficult. Niall seemed like a nice enough chap, and conversing with Graham had never been difficult in the past, but that was over ten years ago. Trey was a different man today than he had been before his injury.

      “Well, congratulations, sir.” Graham motioned for the barmaid to bring them two pints of ale. “I’m married as well, it’s been…” The man mentally calculated the time. “It’s been almost six years now. We have three sons and a fourth babe on the way. Elspeth is wanting a girl now. If this one is another boy, she’s likely to never let me touch her again.”

      The men laughed, but for Trey it was a jealous laughter. What he’d give to be able to sire one child, girl or boy. If only he could.

      “Where did you settle after returning?” Trey asked. He was truly happy for the man to be fortunate enough to have a family.

      “Just north of Stirling. It’s where my wife’s family is from. I joined her father’s distillery.”

      “Congratulations on all the good fortune, man,” Trey said. “I mean it. We don’t hear of many veterans returning and settling into their former lives easily.”

      “Where’s home for you, Captain?”

      “Home is Lincolnshire and London. I’m a partner in an investment firm.”

      “Children?” the corporal asked.

      The question hit like a blow to the gut and actually made his ten-year-old wound ache. He unconsciously rubbed the scar on his thigh under the cover of the table. “Not yet. It’s only been a year. Mrs. Wilson and I are still getting to know one another.” He didn’t want to say that he wasn’t able. That he’d never be able. It was like admitting he was half of a man.

      “Well, take it from me,” Graham said, “it won’t happen if you’re traveling constantly or living under a separate roof. If you’re off gallivanting all the time, how’s it going to happen?”

      “I have actually been considering just that. Either stay home with her more, or bring her with me. As we have no children, travel ought to be easier.”

      All three men nodded. Trey sipped the dark ale the barmaid brought to the table. They made small talk about their individual professions. As the other two were brothers, they knew each other much better than he knew them or they him. Really, there were few people who really knew him. Caroline knew him unlike any others, Huddleston had been his friend since school. Camden… The man was growing on him. Camden’s politics were more liberal than his.

      Their meal arrived and they all concentrated on their food, the way hungry men do. As the evening progressed, Trey grew more comfortable with them and felt less like he was interrupting them—especially when it came to reconnecting with Graham. After coming home, Trey had focused on his recovery, and over time forgot about the men he’d considered friends while in the war.

      Before long the trio was finished with their meal and Trey was saying goodbye to Niall Graham, who had an early day tomorrow at work.

      “I’ll be along shortly,” Graham said, “and do my best to be quiet as a wee church mouse when I come in.” All three men laughed. “Jes’ leave me a pillow and blanket on the settee,” Niall’s brother went on, “and I’ll stoke the fire and curl up there.”

      The barmaid came and cleared the plates, and brought him and Graham another ale. She also informed them that the sleet stopped falling, leaving a nasty freezing fog in its wake.

      “If I can’t get out tomorrow morning,” Trey said, “I’ll be back tomorrow evening.”

      “Same here,” Graham said. “I don’t have as far to ride, but it’s bloody miserable in this weather.”

      “One of the miserable realities of my injury, is that I can’t ride for more than a few miles at a time,” Trey confessed. “The leg…” He explained the location of the injury and how it occurred.

      “It’s a miracle yer alive then,” Graham said. “Aye, ye have a leg that pains ye when ye ride or sit for long, but—  If he’d hit the artery you’d have died within minutes.” Both men were silent a while. Trey stared into the mug and ran his finger around the top, and reminded himself again, that he was glad to be alive. “Everyone spoke of your bravery that day. They all praised the fact that you went on to fight for hours afterward until you fell from your horse in exhaustion.”

      “It wasn’t hours, but more like fifteen or twenty minutes.” Trey downed the remaining ale, he hated reliving that day, but felt he could with Graham. “I did fall from my horse, from loss of blood. Two of my men saw my horse standing without me on his back. They rushed over and found me on the ground beside my horse. He was standing over me. Protecting me. They threw me over his back and took me to the medical tent.”

      “We both got lucky that day, my friend.” Graham motioned for the server again. “I was uninjured, but captured by two of Boney’s best men. One smashed my head from behind with the butt of his rifle. They carried me between the two of them, but one of our men who’d seen what happened followed us. He was a marksman. He killed one Frenchie and clipped the other on the shoulder. They dropped me and I came to, slowly. The man that saved me got me a horse from a fallen soldier and… I’m here today.”

      “And you have children,” Trey mumbled.

      Graham’s eyes widened. “Did that injury… I mean, can you… You’re married.”

      “I can do the deed.” He wondered how honest he could be without humiliating himself. He thought Graham would understand what he’d gone through. He’d had his own brush with death at the hands of the French. “Only one other man knows this… the real reason I’m in Edinburgh.”

      “On my honor, I’ll never speak of it.”

      “If Wellington trusted you, I suppose I can too, right?” Trey gave a nervous laugh. “I’m here to see a physician, a biologist that studies cells, at the university hospital here. The man came highly recommended as someone who might give me a definitive answer as to whether or not it was possible to sire a child at all.”

      “Have you seen him?”

      “Yes.” Trey stared down into his ale. None of this very easy to speak of.

      “And?”

      “It’s highly unlikely.”

      “But the bayonet didn’t get you… there? Did it?” Graham’s face turned an odd shade of green. Under any other circumstance he’d find it amusing. But this was his life, and his inability to sire children.

      “It came close. Very close. But the doctor thinks it was the fever afterward when the glands were swollen that killed my chance of… having children of my own. Sometimes, I wish the bastard had hit that artery. Better to be dead and never have met Caroline, than to return home and have to tell her this.”

      “Does she know anything?” Graham asked as the server approached with their fresh mugs of ale.

      Once the woman was gone, Trey shook his head. “I’ve never told her. She knows about the injury, but… I was uncertain about—the other—until yesterday.”

      “Will you tell her? It would be the right thing to do, you know.”

      “I haven’t decided yet,” Trey replied, and held up a hand to stop any scolding Graham might have. “There’s more to it than just telling her. This news will break her heart. I cannot do that to her.”

      Trey would give anything to not have to hurt his Caroline. If there were any way, any…

      “This isn’t meant to be a replacement for a child of your own, but… I know of a foundling home, here in town,” Graham said. “If you’re interested. You can adopt. The people there would be thrilled to have you and your wife as potential parents. I can vouch for you, even though I’ve never met your wife.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Your brothers each have sons, so it’s not likely that you’ll need a blood heir for a title or anything.”

      Trey was silent a while. He knew what Caroline wanted and he wasn’t sure another man would understand. Still, he tried explaining. “A few of her friends have had babes, and she wanted to… do the same.” He felt this unfamiliar knot working its way up his throat and he swallowed it down. “I cannot give that to her. I would do anything in the world for her. Give her anything she desired that is within my power to give her. But I cannot give her the one thing that every other man in this room could.”

      “I don’t think she’d care where the babe came from,” Graham said. “Let’s go to the foundling home and talk to the director. Tell her your story. You’re a bloody war hero, and I’m willing to bet my father-in-law’s distillery that there are dozens o’ babes in there needing a home.

      “And,” Graham added, “if you get a babe, and bring it home with ye, she’ll forget about wantin’ to carry one in her belly. Besides, it’s not exactly the easiest thing to do, givin’ birth.”

      “I have to admit, I like your idea better than mine.”

      “I’m almost afraid to ask what were you thinkin’?

      “I was thinking of hiring someone to do what I couldn’t.”

      Graham started to cough, spitting out the ale in his mouth. When he recovered, he chided Trey. “Without asking your wife? How could you even think it? And you’ve only been married a year! At one year of marriage, I would’ve killed the man who touched my wife.”

      “I never said it was an easy decision.”

      “Find a chubby-cheeked babe that is in need of a mother and present her to your wife. Do not tell her about your condition at all, and maybe one day a miracle might occur.”

      “I will give it some thought,” Trey said. “When I left the doctor’s office yesterday, I’d set my head to—to one path, without considering this other.”

      “Giving her a babe to raise as her very own can be your gift to her for Saint Valentine’s Day.”

      “You make it sound like a kitten or puppy. Bringing her a babe will never give her the experience of having a child grow within her own body.”

      “That’s something that’s overrated,” Graham snapped back. “My wife hates being pregnant, but loves each child.”

      Trey thought about what his friend was saying. Loving a babe was an instinct he’d already seen in Caroline. He knew she would be a wonderful mother. But would adopting a babe really satisfy her desire to have one of her own?

      And, if by some miracle she did get pregnant, would she love the older child less because he or she was adopted? Caroline was not the kind of person to do something so uncaring. It wasn’t in her sweet nature.

      Should he do this without consulting her? Wouldn’t she want to be a part of the process of adopting a child, or even children?

      “You have given me much to consider, Graham, though I don’t think I should proceed without first presenting this to my wife. She deserves to know the truth about my… situation.”

      “I agree she needs to know, but I think you tell her later. After she has a child to shower her love upon. That way she’s not so mad that you hid this from her.”

      “While I think you may be right, shouldn’t she be a part of the adoption? At the very least, she should know what I am considering, no?”

      “If that is what you wish,” Graham said. “I think you should get some information and present this option to your wife. Even if you don’t adopt from here, but in Lincolnshire, speaking to someone knowledgeable is certainly worth your time.”

      Trey was silent, mulling over everything Graham was saying. And he was right. He could see someone and learn about how one goes about adopting children. Then when he brought the topic up with Caroline, he would have informed answers for her.

      “Would you like to speak to this woman I know?” Graham asked. “She is the director of the Presbyterian Orphans Home.”

      “A woman director? How do you know her?”

      “She’s my sister,” Graham said. “Our father was a ruling elder, then deacon in the Church of Scotland. Lenore is a widow, who has no children… of her own.” He cleared his throat. “She has thrown herself into her work. She loves the children who come through her home, and works hard to find them good homes.”

      “Right. Well… I suppose I could speak with her.” It wouldn’t hurt, Trey thought. After all, he was still stranded in this cold, damp, city. What else was he going to do tomorrow?

      “Meet me here after breakfast,” Graham said. “Say, ten o’clock?”

      “Fine,” Trey said, feeling much better than he had when he’d entered the place. “I’m staying a few doors down at the Caledonia.”

      “After breakfast then.” Graham drained the last of the dark ale in his mug, and stood. “You’ll see Wilson, this will be a far better idea than the one you had. Far, far better.”
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      Trey followed Graham into the office of the director of the Presbyterian Orphans Home. The stone building sat in a cluster of buildings near a church and a cemetery, at the edge of town on the Fountainbridge Road. Trey thought it a depressing setting to raise children.

      Graham’s sister was a tall, handsome woman who looked more like she could be the wife of an influential businessman. Her brown hair was gathered into a loose knot at the back of her head and under her prim gray and white hat, he could see traces of silver hair mixed in with her brown waves.

      Her smile was much like her brother’s, wide and genuine, and the glint in her intelligent brown eyes almost identical. One knew immediately upon seeing the two together that they were siblings.

      “Well, Malcolm,” the woman said, “this is a surprise. I wasn’t expecting to see you until Roddy’s birthday next month.”

      “If I have an opportunity to see my siblings, I will see my siblings,” Graham said, just before kissing his sister’s cheek in greeting. “I spent the past two nights with Niall because of the nasty weather. He’s glad to see me heading out this morning.”

      “I’d wager so.” She looked over at Trey, and greeted him.

      “Mrs. Lenore Donalson,” Graham said, “I would like to introduce to you a good friend of mine from the war, Captain Reginald Wilson.”

      The woman extended her hand and Trey shook it. “How do you do, Captain Wilson? How may I be of service to you?”

      Graham met his gaze and Trey nodded. “Captain Wilson would like to hear from you about the process of adopting children.”

      And for the next hour, Mrs. Donalson asked Trey about his life, his wife, his business, what type of home they had, and whether they had tried to have children naturally.

      “Well, of course, but it will never— I cannot—” Trey collected himself and said in as detached and straightforward a tone as possible, “I will never be able to sire children because of an injury sustained during the war.”

      “I’m sure it is very difficult to answer, Captain, and rest assured no one will ever learn from us, as that is not written in the notes I’ve been taking.”

      “May I ask then why you need to know something so… personal?”

      “Because I want to make sure when I send a child to your home, he or she will be loved the same should a natural child be born later, because that sometimes happens.” Mrs. Donalson set her quill in the inkwell and leaned back in her chair and gave him a pointed stare. “I have had children returned to me after a few years for just that reason. I have had one come back on her own when she could escape because she was being relegated to servant status upon the birth of a natural child to the couple.

      “As I have no children of my own, each of these children are dear to me. While I am not their mother, nor can I ever be their mother, my love for each child is immeasurable. So if I seem a wee bit… invasive in my questioning, it’s for the good of the child.”

      “I understand,” Trey replied. And he did. Would he do any differently if he were in this delicate position? Likely not.

      A commotion from above echoed through the old, but well-maintained building. Then the sound of a herd of horses charging down the stairs, and children yelling and crying out, grew incrementally louder as they neared. It was like a cavalry charge, except with children’s voices… a regiment of underaged Huns doing their best to terrify their enemy with their cries… And somewhere in the cacophony was a small child’s wail. He remembered the sound, because it was one his nieces and nephews used to make when they were tired and in want of sleep. From the shrieking and calling out various names, it sounded like there were a dozen or more in their brigade.

      Trey looked behind him just in time to see the door crash open. Three girls crowded through, with three others behind them. One of the older two hitched a smaller child higher on her hip. These six little girls, and the youngest of indeterminate sex and age, produced a shockingly phenomenal amount of noise. Immediately upon entering the room, the oldest of the girls—or the tallest of them anyway—stepped forward and bobbed a curtsey to Trey and Graham, then shot an angry stare at Mrs. Donalson.

      “Ma’am,” she said, “you promised! You promised us that we would never be separated.”

      “Yes,” another girl said, this one smaller with reddish-blond pigtails and a splash of freckles across her cheeks and nose, “we heard, you promised!”

      “You said!” shouted three other girls.

      “Ewe thaid.” That one didn’t appear to be the youngest of the group, as she was both mobile and had speech, but she wasn’t much older than the one in the arms of the older girl.

      It sounded as if all six girls were speaking at the same time, and looked as if the youngest struggled against the sibling that held it, trying to get onto the floor. That child appeared to be about two years old. When it realized it was not making it out of the arms that held it, it resumed the ear-piercing wail he’d heard as they barreled down the steps.

      Graham stared at the ceiling in the large office. Trey could see he was having a hard time keeping the smile from spreading across his face. Trey remembered similar incidents from his childhood at home as he was growing up. It was one of the many things he’d adored about having so many siblings. The smile soon spread across his face as well. Graham turned his face away from the girls so they wouldn’t see his amusement and think the men were laughing at them, and then Trey did the same as he attempted to control his growing mirth.

      Mrs. Donalson rose from her seat behind the desk, and addressed the eldest girl in a voice that was soft, yet firm. “Rose, please take your sisters to the nursery, and wait for me there. I will be with you in ten minutes.”

      “Ma’am, I will not let you separate us.” The girl appeared around twelve or thirteen years old. “My mother’s dying wish was that we remain together as a family. And you will go back on your promise to her if you separate us. My sisters need me.”

      The girl’s spunk reminded him of several of his sisters. There was something about growing up as one of many that Caroline didn’t quite understand. She only knew a childhood of loneliness and that Trey couldn’t fathom doing to a child of theirs. Caroline had always said she wanted many children. “As many as the Lord would see fit to give me.”

      “Rose, I said go upstairs and wait for me. I’m in a meeting right now.” Mrs. Donalson spoke in tone reminiscent of his sister’s tutors or governesses.

      One of the other girls took Rose’s hand and tugged at her to leave with the rest of them. But Rose stood firm, reluctant to leave.

      “Mrs. Donalson, ma’am,” said another, “We’re sorry we barged in like this, but Letty Miller is going around saying that Rose is going to be shipped off to a work house next week—”

      “—On her birfday,” finished yet another child.

      Suddenly it made sense to him, and he realized that the girls were incredibly brave to come in like this. Then he knew, Mrs. Donalson might be stern on the surface, but she was sweet butter on a warm crust of bread—trying to make the best out of a serious situation. She loved these children. It was obvious.

      “Girls, I’m going to count to three, and if you aren’t on your way back to the nursery, there will be no dessert after dinner.”

      The smallest girls were already out the door and stomping up the steps. Rose and one other were tugged on by the last two sisters.

      Mrs. Donalson stepped around the desk and closed the door.

      “Did that not remind you of Lizzie and Winnie when we were young?” Graham said, the smile on his face one of familiarity with chaotic family situations.

      “Rose feels an enormous responsibility to keep their family together. She, ah… swore to her mother… It was a promise she made to their mother when the woman was on her deathbed.” Mrs. Donalson took a deep breath, then wiped her eyes before returning to her chair behind her neatly organized desk. “And I did promise them I would try to find one home for them—to keep them together.”

      Graham’s sister was obviously bothered by the confrontation. He thought it likely she would discipline the children somehow, though he didn’t think she was the type who might be harsh in her punishment. Trey knew she loved them, it was very obvious. But, as she’d said earlier, she couldn’t keep every child that came through the doors of the children’s home.

      “Mrs. Donalson, may I inquire as to the status of those children? I’m assuming that with the same red-blonde hair, they are sisters—or is the youngest a male?” Trey genuinely wanted to know, because if the girls were about to be split up, he might be able to help.

      She took a moment and caught several deep breaths. “It’s a sad tale,” she began, blinking back tears. “The girls have been with me for nearly two years. Their mother died shortly after giving birth to the youngest, Violet, you saw just now on Lily’s hip.” She paused again to collect herself.

      “Perhaps I shouldn’t have asked,” Trey said. “I’m sorry if it upsets you.”

      “No, no… You can ask. There are seven girls, all are named after flowers. There is Rose, Lily, Daisy, Heather, Iris, Poppy, and Violet. Their father left after burying his wife. He said he couldn’t remain here in Scotland and struggle to put food on the table for his family. He brought them here and left, saying he was going to Virginia.” Mrs. Donalson looked as though she was deep in thought.

      “He said he would write when he arrived and found a place to live. He wanted to establish himself, then send for his daughters. It’s been two years and nothing. Not a word. After one year, I began to send letters to every Presbyterian church I could find in Virginia. One elder replied to me saying he found the man’s name on a manifest of a group of people headed to a place called Kentucky. That’s where the trail ended. There is no record of him being among those who arrived with that party in Frank something… Frank Fort, or Fort Frank.”

      “Frankfort, is that state’s capital city, I believe.” Graham gave him a nod, then turned back to his sister. “When you’re in the business of making whisky, you know others in the industry. We have a contact in that state if you wish me to send him a letter.”

      “I should probably take you up on that,” Mrs. Donalson said. “But my best guess is that he died, and no one knew whom to contact.”

      “Why haven’t you adopted the girls out before now?” Trey asked. “And do they wait for their father?” Before he allowed himself to hope that he and Caroline might be parents to these special young ladies, he wanted to be certain that there wasn’t expectation that their real father would come for them.

      Mrs. Donalson sighed. She gave the impression she’d been asked this question before. “Because I was holding out hope that I would hear something from him. Anything. And the older girls have dealt with their father’s repeated abandonment of their family, and his return on the occasion when he needed money, a place to sleep, or—” The woman blushed. “—to obviously share his wife’s bed.”

      “Is it true the oldest child going to be sent away?”

      She nodded. “Because we cannot keep every child who comes through these doors, there are just too many and we do not have enough beds. As it is, I have broken rules to keep them together. I refused a home for the two younger girls to keep them all together. The new deacon was unhappy with me. Our father,” she motioned to Graham, “indulged me and allowed me to run this home in my own way. The new deacon is not… not as indulgent.”

      “The younger children will be easy to place in new homes. Older ones,” the woman took a shaky breath, then shrugged, “are not so easy to find homes for. At the age of 14, most of the girls here are sent to work houses, and most of the young men are sent to work on the docks, or in the coal mines. Sometimes we are fortunate and can find placement as servants in private households.

      “For those particular siblings… Well, it’s virtually impossible to find a home that will accept all seven girls. Rose turns fourteen years old next week. She’s a special young lady. She’s intelligent and can read. She helps the staff care for the younger girls in the nursery. I’m positive I can find placement in a household with children as a child’s nurse. I hadn’t planned on sending her out to visit the workhouses.”

      As she spoke of them, Trey got a feeling in his gut about this. Something just felt right—like an opportunity handed to them from the heavens. He and Caroline could keep all the sisters together. She loved children, and he had experience growing up with many siblings. And just maybe this would be something to keep his sweet Caroline occupied and not craving a child of her own.

      Together, they could provide a good home for these flower-named little girls. And living with him and Caroline was much better than the potentially bleak outcome they had coming if they remained here. The only situation he could see that might be upsetting, was if Caroline became attached and the girls decided to leave if their father ever came for them. That would break his wife’s heart. Could he do that to her?

      “They are seven girls, all headstrong and opinionated, but they are not mean or bad girls.” She wiped the corners of her eyes. “I care about them a great deal, especially little Violet, She came to me as a newborn, and I have waited two years to hear from their father.” She dabbed at the corners of her eyes and gave he and Graham a glum look and slight shrug. “But the parish has rules. We cannot keep any child over the age of fourteen. The father knew this.”

      He wanted to speak up, to tell her that he and Caroline would love to take in all seven girls, but he’d have to discuss this with his wife. As well, he’d hate to get the little ones’ hopes up without first knowing for certain his wife would be accepting.

      “I should like to have a few weeks to return home and talk with my wife.” Trey’s heart suddenly felt lighter than it had for the past three days, since learning of his inability to sire his own offspring. Perhaps this was how he became a father. Perhaps this was their maker’s way of righting the wrong done to him. “I can’t promise this, but I do believe she will be very amenable to taking in all seven girls and raising them as our own.”

      Mrs. Donalson’s eyes lit with hope, and her whole face beamed. “Do you really think so? I would be glad to bring them to you in Lincolnshire, sir, if you send me a letter saying she agrees to at least meet them. I’m sure she’ll fall in love with them all, just as I did.”

      “I will take you up on that Mrs. Donalson,” Trey assured her. “And if my wife agrees, I will send up our traveling coaches to make sure you are all comfortable for the trip.”

      “The older three girls have been brave, yet I can see they are pained by the fact their father has never come for them, or even written to them. It would not be kind to get their hopes up if… if it wasn’t to be.”

      Trey nodded. This was going to be an interesting return trip home. He’d remembered that Saint Valentine’s Day was in two weeks, and he had a letter to write to his wife. This would be how he told her. He had to tell her the truth of his condition. And after he did, he would immediately offer her this option, this other way of becoming a mother and hope she forgave him.

      “Mr. Wilson.” The smile on her face waned. “May I ask, sir, what you will do should their father write to them or show up to claim them?”

      Trey thought about his reply a moment. He knew it would be beyond cruel to the older girls who remembered their father to keep them from him. But he also would not allow a ne’er-do-well to upset his daughters if the girls were happily adjusted with him and Caroline. “Mrs. Donalson, I would like to cross that bridge if ever we come upon it.”

      “That sounds like a fair answer, Mr. Wilson.”

      After the meeting with Graham’s sister, Trey stood in the warming, but still chilly wind and bid his friend adieu, with a promise to be in touch very soon. “You and your wife have an open invitation to visit us at any time, in Lincolnshire or London,” Trey said. “And bring the children, because they will be spoiled.”

      Minutes later found him in his heavy traveling coach, with his coachman attempting to navigate the treacherous roads as best he could. Reports from some of the other guests at his hotel said the further south he got, the better the roads would be.

      Because the thawing ice made the roads a muddy quagmire, the return trip home took him nearly twice as long as he expected. During the twelve days it took to get back to Lincolnshire, Trey thought about Caroline, and her reaction to the truth in his letter. And he imagined what her reaction would be to the little girls at Mrs. Donalson’s orphanage. He couldn’t forget the children’s spunk, nor the fact that they were all alone in the world except for each other. And they were soon to be separated from their oldest sister if he and Caroline didn’t step in and help them.

      But Caroline… God, if she didn’t leave him in anger for not being completely honest with her, then he would be the most thankful man in all England. He hated himself for all the times she’d said she couldn’t wait to carry his child, or worse, the times she might have thought she was pregnant only to have her monthly course come a little later than usual. He’d held her when she cried, and said they would surely have better luck the next month. But he knew better.

      He had lied to her, the most intimate lie a husband could tell a wife. And all he could pray for was her forgiveness.

      Every slow, trudging mile had made Trey more and more anxious. He wavered back and forth, going back again and again to the idea of continuing to keep the secret—taking the coward’s way out of a mess of his own machination. But he kept coming back to his original decision, that it was time for the truth.

      If he was lucky, he’d make it home in time for Saint Valentine’s day. He’d picked up several sheets of a fine quality paper while in Edinburgh, because he planned to work on the letter for his wife while he was rested at the various inns on the nights ahead. Then by the time he got home he would have a letter written.

      How did one tell one’s wife that one was an ass? He thought he could say that he wanted nothing more than her forgiveness, along with telling her he loved her more than he cared for his own soul, and prayed she’d find in her heart to forgive him. In the end he decided to leave his actions—and the groveling—out of the letter. Oh, he’d write about loving her, loving their life together, and expressing hope for their future. But the revelation of his deception and the subsequent begging for forgiveness should not be done in a letter.

      No. He had to find the courage to do that face to face. And live with the pain he knew it was going to cause her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Two days before the feast of St. Valentine, Caroline woke yet again to incredible nausea. She hadn’t even left her bed, nor had she had anything to eat or drink, and the roiling in her belly was making her feel as though she just wanted to die. The door to her room opened and her maid entered silently.

      “Nelly, please tell me you brought the tea with herbs,” she moaned.

      “Aye,” the maid replied, sounding a bit too cheery for Caroline’s liking. “Got it right here, milady.”

      She sat upright, and Nelly placed a napkin over Caroline’s lap before handing her the cup. “That’s so you don’t burn yourself again. Careful now, it’s still good and hot.”

      “The temperature doesn’t make it taste any better,” Caroline said. “It’s still a foul combination.” She took the first sip to take the temperature of the tea. Since she thought it cool enough, she downed the rest of the mixture in two fast gulps, then pushed the cup away.

      Once she’d taken a breath, she settled back into her pile of pillows. “My husband will be home any day now. I don’t want him to see me like this. How can I take this with him in here with me?”

      “You cannot,” Nelly said. “Maybe if ye can get out of bed and go to the dressing room, I can meet you there with it, but you’re so sick before ye even get out of the bed… It’ll be impossible for sure.”

      Caroline didn’t want to agree with her maid, but had to concede the fact that she was ill even before waking in the morning. And she wasn’t sure exactly why that happened. It just did. Thank heaven it would only last for another month, according to the midwife.

      “Well, if he arrives today, I will let him think I’m coming down with something. It would just be for one day, since I want to surprise him with this news on the day after tomorrow. It’ll be my Saint Valentine’s Day gift to him.”

      “Jack says the roads are gettin’ better now that things are dryin’ out. So it could be any day now.” Nelly chattered. It had never bothered Caroline. Until now. All Caroline wanted was to go back to sleep now that her stomach was settling somewhat.

      “I bet you’ll be happy to have the captain back home.”

      Caroline gave her a grunt of agreement as she closed her eyes. When she woke again, it was to her maid telling her that her mother was coming up the stairs, intent on seeing her.

      “No! We cannot let my mother know anything,” Caroline sat up a moment while Nelly plumped up her pillows. “You have to go along with my ‘sickness’ being a tummy upset. If she gets wind of the real reason I’m not feeling well, she will be over-joyed, and we both know she could never keep it to herself, then the entire county will know before my own husband.

      “How do I look? Please tell me I look wan and pale… And warm this room up, stoke the fire…”

      Her mother at least knocked before she entered Caroline’s room, even though she did not wait for Caroline to invite her in.

      “Thank goodness my husband isn’t here, mama.” When was her mother going to realize she didn’t need to continue hovering, protecting, and babying her? She was a grown woman—a married one at that! Caroline had been successful in getting her mother to stop ordering her gowns, hats, and shoes. It appeared she needed to have another talk with her.

      But it would have to be later. Right now she wasn’t feeling quite the thing.

      “I would know if he was home, and I wouldn’t need to come here to see for myself how sick you are, because your husband would keep me informed. Unlike you,” Her mother ordered the curtains opened, then shrieked. “Goodness, Caroline! You really are sick! My poor baby. Has anyone called for the doctor?”

      Her mother was nearly to her beside.

      “No, Mama.” She held up her hand to stop her mother from touching her brow, because then she would know she wasn’t running a fever, which is what she’d told her in the note she wrote. “It’s just a stomach upset, and I will be over it very soon. But right now I don’t think you should be in here. You might get papa sick, and he’s doing so much better.”

      Her mother recognized the wisdom in Caroline’s words, and thankfully stayed back, refraining from touching her. “How long have you been like this, and what are your symptoms?”

      “Just… the usual nausea, chills, then sweats. Sometimes I feel I’m getting better, only to rush to the chamber pot.”

      “Nelly,” her mother said, “have Mrs. Greaves bring up some hot broth and crusty bread.” Her mother went on with instructions, making Caroline want to scream. No. Throw up.

      “Caroline, you need to eat something. You’re coloring is horrid and you cannot afford to lose weight.” Her mother paused a moment as she thought of something, then her eyes widened with shock. “Are you? Caroline? Are you… carrying?” This last bit was said in a tone Caroline had rarely heard from her mother. It was a combination of awe, incredulity, and a hit of something else… and it sounded like compassion. God… She wanted to tell her. Wanted to share with her mother her joyous news. But she owed it to her husband first. Only he has known the the struggle and disappointment she has gone through each month.

      “No! Mama!” Caroline felt her heart sink like a rock into her already upset belly. “No. I am not.”

      She rushed to change her mother’s thoughts. “I went to visit Mrs. Locke, because she was feeling ill. I brought her some of Mrs. Greaves’ soup and bread.” Caroline did do this earlier that very week. Providence was in the fact that she could use this as an excuse to dissuade her mother from thinking she was actually pregnant. “I think I got whatever it was that she had.”

      “You must stop visiting the sick. You could harm your chances of getting with child. Or if you did, you might have the same thing happen as happened to me. Please be careful, Caroline.”

      “I will mama.”

      Her mother took another step back toward the door, and only after Caroline promised to call her immediately if she should feel worse, did she leave.

      After the door shut, she realized that was too close a call. If Trey didn’t come home soon so she could tell him and the entire world, her wonderful news, Caroline was afraid that her mother would come back with the physician. She’d never be able to keep the secret then.

      Later that evening, as Caroline prepared for bed, she thought she heard horses, no coach, and her husband would be arriving with his driver and valet in their large traveling coach. Whoever it was, Mansell will take care of them, and send the person on their way. Likely someone is lost and needed directions. She walked into her dressing room. Her maid began to work the laces on the back of her dress when she heard the familiar gait of her husband’s boot steps crossing her bedroom. The squeal of excitement she let loose startled her maid.

      “He’s back!” Caroline cried out.

      “I will help my wife undress, Nelly. Thank you.” At his first words, Caroline turned on her seat and leapt toward his arms. She began to kiss his face, his lips, his neck.

      “What took you so long?” she asked while she held him tight.

      “I just walked in the door, not two minutes ago, and left my cloak with Mansell, and climbed the stairs. You are the second person to see me, your maid the third.”

      “They must all be getting ready for bed,” she said.

      “As are we.” Her husband leaned down and kissed the top of her head, sending shivers running throughout her body.

      “I heard a rider, not a coach. Where are Richards and Travers? How was your trip?” She was rattling off questions, she knew, but all Caroline really wanted was to be naked in his arms under the covers of their bed, whether they made love or not. She wanted him to hold her, and reassure her their future would be secure. Especially now.

      Now that she knew without a doubt she carried their child.
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      Trey ran his fingers through his wife’s silky blond waves, then lifted her silver-backed brush and began stroking the length of her hair from her head to the ends. It was something he’d loved doing since the night they were married. He wasn’t sure why, but performing this one task relaxed him. And he didn’t think his wife objected. After the day he had, he needed to wind down. He’d felt like a tightly coiled spring for the past two weeks.

      He’d ridden the last twenty or so miles on horseback. Their coach broke an axle just outside of Gainsborough. The roads had been horrible the entire way. Granted, they were drying out, but most of the roadbeds had been destroyed by the freezing ground and traffic as the ground thawed. And, curiously, while his thigh hurt some, it wasn’t as bad as it had been in the past when he’d ridden any distance. He counted himself lucky. It could have been worse. His coach could be in worse shape, and his leg could pain him more.

      He considered how to reply to her question and decided that all discussion of the orphans in Scotland could wait until the following day, as he really was exhausted from travel. Tomorrow he would be more composed and able to focus on something other than the fact that he would soon be in bed with this incredibly beautiful woman who was the light of his heart.

      “Aside from it taking nearly two weeks to return to your side, it was… Productive. I got the answers I sought initially, though they weren’t the answers I wanted. Then later, I found a surprise blessing in the ice storm that occurred the night before I was scheduled to leave.”

      “Oh? What was the blessing?” Her smile alone made the dim dressing room brilliant and warm.

      “I saw a friend of mine from the war. He is now residing in Scotland, as he married a lass whose father founded a distillery.” He said the words he’d practiced so quickly that it didn’t appear as though he’d rehearsed his tale. “We were both trapped in Edinburgh, so we reacquainted ourselves and caught up with what has been going on in our lives.” He continued stroking her silky hair with the brush as he spoke.

      “Malcolm Graham is married, has three sons, and his wife is carrying again.”

      Their eyes met in the mirror, and Caroline smiled. “His wife is probably praying for a daughter this time. Am I right?”

      Trey hoped she could still smile like this after he told her about the real reason for the trip to Edinburgh, and what he discovered. Tomorrow was soon enough to reveal it all. “That is exactly what he said.”

      “Well, I shall say a prayer for her later. I hope she has her daughter.”

      “I’m sure Graham and his wife would appreciate that.” He resumed the brushing, but thoughts of her possible reaction to the girls were weighing on him. The logical part of him, the side that had known Caroline for three years, knew she would never intentionally reject or turn her heart from a child in need. This just happened to be seven of them.

      Caroline put her hand over his and stilled the brush. “What is wrong, sweetheart?”

      Her voice was so soft he could barely hear her. She was a sensitive woman, she knew his moods—and he couldn’t tell her anything just yet.

      “Nothing is wrong,” he reassured her. “I am just tired from twelve days of very slow-going travel and muddy roads. At times, I had to walk alongside the horses to lighten the load some because we were making so little progress, the mud was axle deep in places and it caked up in the wheels.”

      She nodded and rose. “It has been a long three and a half weeks without you. I have missed you terribly.” She cuddled into his chest and he inhaled the scent of her, finding comfort in her arms—the arms of this child-woman who knew nothing but compassion and love. “Let us get into bed, because I, too, am tired. And, I haven’t been feeling the best lately.”

      His head snapped up and he held her face still so he could read her eyes. He’d know if she were hiding something. She couldn’t lie to him, her blue eyes would give it away. It was one of the things he found most endearing about her personality. She would say nothing rather than tell you an untruth. “What is the matter? Is it anything to worry over?”

      She smiled and he exhaled in relief. “No. I’ve just had a touch of the stomach upset.” She went on to tell him how she’d gone to visit a neighbor who’d been feeling unwell. “And I think I might have caught what she had,” she concluded.

      “You’re certain there is nothing else?” he asked. “Nothing more serious that you are hiding?” From the moment he’d met her, she’d rarely been sick a day. His wife loved the outdoors, and walking with him was something she enjoyed doing with him. An ill Caroline was not something he was familiar with. He wouldn’t know what to do.

      Caroline laughed. “Of course not.” She turned her back to him and asked him to unlace the back of her gown. He helped her remove her many layers and put her dressing robe on over her naked body. The entire time he fought the urge to kiss the bare flesh as he revealed it. He wanted to kiss the tips of her breasts because he knew it would arouse her, and trail his lips lower, going down her belly, until he found that moist treasure hidden under her woman’s curls and between the folds of her nether lips.

      But there would time for that in the morning. Before he told her what he’d learned from Dr. Drake.

      “Let’s sleep,” he said, a yawn forcing its way up. “For tonight, I just want to hold you.” He tugged at his coat sleeves and Caroline helped him get the thing off. “Tomorrow though, be warned, for I will devour every delectable inch of your very delectable body.”

      “I look forward to that, husband.” He watched her walk toward the bed they shared, and as she did, he reminded himself again what an incredibly lucky man he was.

      Much later, when she turned in her sleep to face away, he pulled her closer and nestled behind her, cradling her in his arms. It was, he decided, the most perfect and right thing in the world to have her here this way, with him. He would do everything he could to make her understand that he had not known for certain that he could not give her children. He suspected, because of something he thought he heard as he was coming out from the pain haze he’d been under when the surgeon had sewed him back together. But no one had ever said definitively, and until recently, the human eye could not see the sperm cells that create life. That was a very recent advancement in biological research.

      Now, he knew for certain, because he’d seen the doctor in Edinburgh. And while there was nothing at all he could do to regain the ability to sire children, he did want to discuss adoption with her.

      For some reason, he didn’t think she would object to it. After, of course, she got over the pain of being unable to have their own child.

      Trey awoke shortly after sunrise to the sound of his wife retching in her dressing room. He quickly threw his robe on and went to see her kneeling on the floor before a large bowl, her long blonde hair tied behind her head. Her maid whispered to her to drink something from a tea cup. “It will make you feel better, you know it.”

      “Caroline, are you worse?” He had no idea she was this sick. She said it was nothing, that she was getting better. If that’s so, why is she…

      His wife’s eyes grew wide as both she and her maid turned to see him watching them.

      She shook her head, and wiped her mouth. “Please… Go. I’ll be out in a few minutes. I’m still feeling a bit queasy. Nelly will help me through it.”

      “Have you seen a doctor, Caroline? Perhaps I should send for…”

      “No!” She sat back on her heels and dropped her head onto her lap. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to shout. Really, Trey, I’ll be fine. I just need to get over this.”

      “Nelly,” he said, “tell me now, how long has this been going on?” He didn’t want to frighten the woman, but he thought his wife might be hiding something.

      “Just the past three or four days, after she returned from visiting Mrs. Locke.”

      “Maybe we should call the physician to come out.”

      “No, I’m already getting better and Mrs. Locke is well now. She said it would only last a few days.”

      “Caroline,” he pled with her, fearing not getting a doctor out soon enough leading to his wife getting worse. “Please. I cannot bear it if something were to happen to you.”

      “Trey, I’m fine.” She sat back on her heels. “I will be out in a few minutes.”

      Reluctantly—very reluctantly—he walked back into her bedroom, the room they decided long ago they would share. He raked his hands through his brown curls, pulling the hair. Other than vomiting she looked fine. He’d held her through the night and she wasn’t feverish. Perhaps she was telling him the truth.

      But what if she wasn’t? He couldn’t lose her. He loved her. More than his own life, he loved her.

      It was just like her to take soup to a neighbor who was feeling sick, but he didn’t want her doing it again because it put her at risk of catching something. He was going to have to put his foot down on this. Living with her anger was far easier than living without her.

      God, he was a selfish son of a bitch, wasn’t he? When did he become so possessive of, and dependent on his wife? She’d changed him. Slowly, over the few years since he’d met her she’d changed him into something he’d never thought would happen, especially since he’d come home from the war.

      A man in love.

      Probably about the same time he realized he’d done her a disservice by marrying her, even though she’d told him before the wedding that she wanted children because of her lonely childhood. Lots of children. And he’d suspected he might not be able to give them to her, and he married her anyway. Whenever the thought she might leave him because of his failure crossed his mind, he became a stranger to himself. This unhappy, worrisome, possessive, and dependent wretch of man.

      He had to talk to her, explain what he’d done, and pray she forgave him.

      As soon as she came in from the dressing room, he would do it. He needed her to know why he feared for her. He’d been beyond lucky to find Caroline. He didn’t think she’d would have married him if he couldn’t give her what her heart most wanted. Possessive bastard he was, he couldn’t leave her to find her happiness in the arms of another.

      When she reentered the bedroom, Trey was seated on the edge of the chaise before the fire, waiting for her, wondering what he was going to say. She’d changed gowns, and put her warm robe and slippers on.

      God help him, he loved her. His wife was sick, and he worried for her. He stood and she saw him and smiled. He held out a hand to her and she changed direction, stepping into his embrace.

      “Come, let’s sit before the fire,” he said. “I stoked it and added the remaining coal, so we will be toasty warm for hours.”

      He brought her down onto his lap as he sat on the chaise again. He lifted the blanket he’d pulled off the bed and wrapped it around her.

      Caroline pressed her cheek to his chest, the sensation reinforcing his desire to protect her, and if she was truly ill, he wanted a physician to see her. He couldn’t lose her. She raised her head and looked into his eyes. “Trey, what has you in such a mood? You have been a bit… depressed for weeks now,” she said. “I would like to know why? It began before you went to Scotland, so it’s not something recent, but I cannot put my finger on what has triggered this darkness for you.”

      Trey released a deep sigh and stroked the hair at her temple while gazing into her eyes. He tucked the strands of silken blonde hair behind her ear on one side and she smiled at him.

      “You’re right, I have been feeling a bit—” He reminded himself that she deserved the truth. Now. He’d been cowardly long enough. “—A bit inadequate as,” he paused again, “as a husband.”

      “I don’t know why.” She snuggled into his robe-covered chest again. Her warm breath sending shivers through his body. His wife had no idea of the effect she had on him. “I have been more than satisfied with our marriage. I try to make a point to tell you how happy I am and how much I love you daily.”

      “You do, my darling. You do.” God help him, how did he begin? “And I love you so much, that the thought of a future without you in it frightens me.”

      “Well, you have nothing to worry about there, as I don’t plan on ever leaving you.”

      His wife was like sun. She didn’t know how not to shine. Didn’t know how not to love completely. He was ashamed of his actions. All done because he wanted her and no other.

      “I don’t deserve you, sweetheart. Truly, I don’t.” If she left him after learning the truth, would it be any more than he deserved? He hugged her tight to him, as if were he to let go of her she might flee. Of course, he would never let that happen. He couldn’t live without her.

      He released her to sit upright on his lap so he could face her as he began to tell her of his concern about being sterile, his reason for believing it, and the real reason he went to Scotland. When he told her what Doctor Drake said, she turned paler and greener than she’d been when heaving her guts up in the dressing room earlier. She scrambled from his lap taking the blanket with her, and she began to pace back and forth across the length of her suite. Occasionally she’d stop to take deep breaths, and he feared for her hyperventilating or fainting. She’d never been sick before and he was worried something more severe than a simple stomach upset was going on.

      “Caroline, we need to get a physician here. You’re not well.” He went to her side, wanting to carry her back to the bed.

      She put her hand out to stop him, and shook her head in the negative. He sat on the edge of the chaise and watched her carefully so he could catch her if she fainted. Her breathing was measured and rhythmic, as though she fought back another wave of nausea.

      “Why…” He watched as she battled her sickness. When it appeared she had composed herself, she continued. “Why didn’t you tell me this before we married?”

      “Because I am a selfish bastard.” He told her the truth. Anything less would perpetuate a deception he no longer wanted. “And I wanted you more than anything in the world.”

      “And this doctor told you it was highly unlikely, did he?”

      Her words were like salt pouring into the gaping wound that was his soul. When he nodded, she began to laugh. Laugh hysterically. She laughed so hard that she collapsed to her knees before him, dropped her head into his burgundy velvet-clad lap and proceeded to throw up again—on his lap.

      Frozen in place, he feared moving. The smelly liquid that she’d just drunk just a few minutes earlier made him feel nauseous as well. He wanted to spring up, run to the dressing room and yank off the robe. But his wife needed him.

      She was laughing maniacally and dry heaving in turns. He had no idea what to do, how to give her the help she so desperately needed. So he stroked her back. He didn’t know if he should continue to tell her what had happened in Scotland or not. She wasn’t taking this first part of his tale very well, so rather than continue digging his grave, he instead he told her everything was going to be fine.

      He should have known better that to tell her. Ignorance was bliss. Damn his hide for thinking she deserved to know. She was too young to handle news of this sort.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I…” And the laughter began again. Then the tears. “I…” The thought went unfinished as she began to hiccup.

      “Shhh,” he said. “It’s okay. The dressing gown can be washed.”

      She pulled away from him to curl up into a ball on the carpet. And cried. He took the opportunity and ran to the dressing room, quickly found and changed into his banyan and returned to her side. He lifted her from the floor and carried her to the bed.

      He tried to climb onto the bed to lie next to her, but she stopped him with a hand.

      “Please, may I be alone for a while. I want to rest.” His heart fell into his gut. She no longer wanted him.

      Well, he didn’t care. He wasn’t going to lose her because of this. He loved her. How could he make it through the rest of his life if she left him?

      “I will rest with you,” he said, a lump forming in his throat. He squashed the emotion. He needed to be with her, so he could head off any thought of leaving. And he had to make it up to her. It was all his fault.

      “No. I want to be alone.”

      She’d never rejected him before. A good, thoughtful husband would go to his own rooms and leave her be. But he already knew he wasn’t any of that. He was a possessive bastard who wasn’t going to let her go without a fight. Starting with calling the doctor for her illness.

      “I’m not going to let you leave, Caroline. I will not allow it.” His words sounded harsh, even to his own ears, but he wanted her to know he was still committed to being her husband. “You’re unwell and we need the physician.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t need the doctor,” she insisted, then returned back to the earlier subject. “Did you know this when we married?”

      “I suspected, but did not know for certain.” He didn’t exactly lie to her, except to perhaps not share his concern that he might be sterile. She was sick, and needed a doctor. “Caroline, you’re—”

      “And you didn’t think I had a right to know?” Her tone was growing more agitated and angry as their conversation went on.

      She was accusing him of deceiving her, and in a way, he had. He felt guilty as hell about it, but he’d wanted her. Had fallen in love with her beauty and grace, and soft-spoken intelligence. She epitomized everything he’d ever dreamed of in a wife.

      “I have loved you from the moment we met,” he said. “And I didn’t want to lose you to another. Yes, I should have told you the the truth, and because I didn’t, I am sorry. I was an ass.”

      Trey turned to go back to his room, doing as his wife asked and leaving her in peace for a while. They could talk more later, after she was feeling better.

      Caroline began to laugh again. “Stop, Trey.” She caught a breath. “I have— have something to tell you.”

      He turned, and took a step closer to her, hopeful that she would invite him back to her bed so he could hold her to him, and cling to her strength and warmth. Because without her, he just a cold, empty vessel of a man.

      “After you left for Edinburgh, I asked my mother why I never had siblings.” She held up a hand to stop him from coming closer. Obviously what she wanted to say was important. “She said that she’d suffered several miscarriages. That she’d wanted more children, but it was not to be.” She leaned forward and sat cross-legged on the bed. “I think that’s why she never let me out of her sight after I was born. She was afraid of something happening to me.

      “Mama said it was quite likely that I might have the same issue, since her mother had the same problems. So I called for a midwife to consult. Mrs. Metcalfe said we will never know if those times I was late with my monthly flux, that I was not in fact having a miscarriage, as it was so very early in a possible pregnancy.”

      It tore at his conscience that she still wanted to remain hopeful. And while he did too, he also knew what the specialist in Edinburgh had told him. “Dr. Drake is an expert in this field, and he has assured me that it is not likely, sweetheart.”

      “Go into my center desk drawer in my morning room. There you will find a Valentine letter I have written to you. You can read it there if you’d like, or bring it here. I know it’s a day early, but… I feel you need to read it now.”

      Trey went down the hall to his wife’s morning room. He walked into the bright, cheery room and immediately caught a whiff of her perfume lingering in the upholstery. It made him smile. This was the place where she conducted the business of the household and their social calendar. Her furniture was very feminine, of the French provincial style, whitewashed with gilt accents, and her drapes were a pale pink and gold, to match the pink and gold pattern woven into her hand-tied Persian rug. It was her private domain. If she left him to return to her parents, he’d never be able to live in this house. He would leave it, and all of his memories here.

      He opened the center desk drawer and saw her sealed letter to him, and took it. He debated whether to open it and read it now, but decided just before he broke the seal to get his letter to her from his bedroom. Trey wanted to give her the letter he’d written, so they could read them together.

      Trey hoped she wasn’t so angry with him for his actions that she refused to consider adopting the seven sisters.

      With a letter in each hand, he re-entered Caroline’s room and approached the bed.

      “May I?” He wanted her permission to sit on the bed while they read their letters. She motioned for him to have a seat and he handed her his letter. “I thought we could read them at the same time.”

      He waited until she opened his and began reading, before he broke the seal on hers. He lifted the single, folded page of scented paper to his face and breathed in the perfume she’d used on it. It was his favorite scent of hers, a light rose musk that she had made for her. He remembered telling her one afternoon while they walked in Hyde Park that he found it arousing. She’d given him a little smile, and with a mischievous glint in her eyes, said she was glad that he liked it.

      He smiled and lifted his gaze to meet hers. Her eyes were filled with tears that had yet to spill over and his heart ached for the pain he had caused her.

      He unfolded the single page and read her words, and suddenly his entire world was upended. As if he felt like he’d been punched in the gut by a man twice his size then had the rug yanked out from under him. He was swimming in a whirlpool of ice water and walking through flames all at the same time. And at last, her behavior of fifteen minutes earlier made sense. He began to laugh. Laugh so hard tears rolled down his face.

      He wiped them away and waited for Caroline who was still reading his multiple-page letter. He re-read her words to him, words he would always remember. Her elegant script was a blur this second time around.

      

      My dearest husband,

      You are the best investment I have ever made. And if I’m not mistaken, I will show a return on this investment soon, with a precious little dividend arriving in mid-August.

      Love,

      Your Caroline

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Caroline couldn’t believe her ears. Her husband had just said that he was unable to sire children, and yet she was pregnant with his child. He said he saw a specialist, a doctor, who had told him that it was unlikely. If the man was here she would give him a good piece of her mind. Then she’d throw up on him! Because there was no other man in the world who could be the father of this child.

      And her poor husband… The man had held her just moments ago, while she tossed up what felt like an entire pot of that horrid herbal concoction she’d been told to drink. While it might not have been quite the enormous quantity that it felt to her, her husband had been quite the soldier. He never cringed or ran from her while she was in distress. No. He rubbed her back and told her everything would be fine after she vomited on his favorite winter dressing gown.

      Now, here he was handing her a letter he’d written to her, as he held hers to him.

      She couldn’t believe the epistle he’d written her. She only gave him two sentences. Of course, she’d drawn hearts and flowers around the edges of the paper and made it look Valentine-appropriate. Being a man, Trey—hadn’t. But that had nothing to do with the content of his letter. Because he was a very romantic former cavalryman. She looked down at the letter in her lap and started reading.

      

      My Darling Caroline,

      I cannot begin to quantify the extent of my love for you. It has grown more with each day and I believe it will grow more with each day we are blessed to be together. I know how much you love children and I have wanted nothing more than to share the love we have with children of our own.

      But it appears now that my ability to sire any children has been taken from me by the injury and subsequent fever I sustained in the war. There have been times this past week since learning of my changed condition, that I wished I’d died on that battlefield rather than have to tell you this sad news.

      

      He wished he’d died! How could even think such a thing? They could always adopt children. And he wished he’d died! That was frightening to the extreme. Caroline would rather have a husband who had been maimed and alive, as opposed to dead. She continued reading. She wanted to finish the letter before she commented on what he’d written.

      

      It has devastated me as much as I’m sure it will you, because I wanted nothing more than to be able to give you that house filled with children that you have always wanted.

      While I was in Edinburgh, I met with a friend of mine who introduced me to his sister, who is the director of an orphanage run by the Presbyterians. I learned that there is a family of seven girls who are in desperate need of a mother and father. If this is a path you would consider, we could have that family, if you would be willing to adopt seven girls, all at once. The youngest is just turned two years, and the eldest is about to turn fourteen. Our decision needs to be made very soon, as they are about to be separated because the older girl must leave the orphanage for a work house now.

      I have asked the director, Mrs. Donalson, to please wait for my reply before saying anything to the girls or separating them. I would not want them to suffer the pain of separation or to give them possibly false hope, until we came to a decision.

      

      That’s the husband she loved! He would see a situation and know that they could be of service, but more than that… He was willing to accept and love children not theirs by blood. Her heart just swelled with pride for his loving nature. They were truly two halves of one being, and she loved him no matter what he’d kept secret from her.

      

      I pray that you forgive me for not telling you the truth of why I had to go to Scotland in January. I pray that we can get over this disappointment of not having children of our own blood. But more than anything, I pray that you can accept the fact that I would love children not of my seed as much as if they were our natural children. Caroline, you are my heart, I would never want to go down this road called life with any other woman.

      No matter your answer, you will forever have my love.

      Always,

      Trey

      

      A single teardrop fell onto his signature, spreading the blue-black ink through the fibers of the high quality paper he’d used. She looked up at him and nodded her head when she looked at his questioning eyes. He leaned over the bed and kissed her cheek.

      “Are you certain about… a babe?” His voice sounded odd,

      “Without a doubt.” She gave him a confident grin. “I have all the symptoms. The midwife from Lincoln has been here, and she concurred. Do you know how hard it has been to keep this from my mother while you were gone? She wanted to call a physician because I’ve told her I’ve been plagued with a stomach upset. The past few days I’ve had to pretend to be contagious because she came here to see for herself. She has no idea.”

      “I can send a letter to Mrs. Donalson. She will understand the change of heart because of your—”

      “No!” She pushed away from his arms so she could see his face. “You haven’t given me a chance to tell you. I want to give the girls a home. They need us, and we shall adopt them. We can leave for Scotland in a few weeks, when the weather warms a bit and the roads aren’t so bad. Meanwhile—”

      “Caroline, Mrs. Donalson can bring the girls to us. All I have to do is send her a letter. But… Are you certain? I mean, you’ve been sick.”

      “I’m not sick, Trey. I’m just pregnant.” She couldn’t believe the man. He would label her an invalid just because she carried his child. Admittedly, when she was in the midst of throwing up last night’s dinner before this morning’s breakfast, she felt rather like an invalid, but once it was done, she felt fine. “And I can manage children. All they really want is reassurance that you really care about them, and you’ll be there for them. Give them guidance and set boundaries, educate them, and you’ll see—they grow up wonderfully.”

      “Are you sure you’re feeling up to it?”

      “I am actually getting better, thanks to that herbal concoction that I drink every morning.” She gave him a sheepish look. “It doesn’t always stay down. But the midwife, Mrs. Metcalfe, said that as time passes, keeping that disgusting tea mixture down would get easier. And it has.”

      Her stomach roiled again just thinking of the horrible taste. “Just not this morning.” She scooted to the edge of the bed, and put her feet over. “Mrs. Metcalfe said the morning sickness usually goes away after the third month.”

      “And when is that?” Her husband handed her the bed jacket she kept at the foot of the bed.

      “A few weeks, maybe a month.” She was mentally making a list of the things she needed to do, the letters she needed to write now that she’d finally told her husband, even if it was a day early.

      “That far… Caroline! This is wonderful news!” He kissed her on the cheek, and she grinned.

      “I know! It’s exciting, isn’t it?” She searched the floor on his side of the bed, found her slippers, and put them on her feet. “Can you call for Nelly, please? I need to get dressed for the day. Oh, my… I have letters to write.”

      “Take it slow and easy, please, sweetheart. You’re carrying our child.” Her husband started to laugh, much like she’d been laughing earlier, except his was more nervous laughter. “You are carrying our child! Caroline! A baby! I had all but given up hope.”

      After her mother told her of her difficulties conceiving, she thought she also might have an issue getting with child. But she didn’t need to worry about it now, she was going to have a babe and seven daughters!

      “So much for your specialist, hmm?”

      She pulled the bell her husband had forgotten she’d asked him to do. “I have work to do. What are the girls’ names? And my parents— Mother— I have to send for her. They will be so happy. And surprised.”

      “Caroline, slow down. Do not over-exert yourself.”

      “Men!” Caroline rolled her eyes at him. He must think she was an invalid. If it weren’t for the morning sickness, and the occasional evening nausea, she felt fine. She entered her dressing room and the smell of Trey’s reeking dressing gown overwhelmed her in the warm room. She clapped her hand over her nose and mouth and cried, “Get that out of here, please.”

      An hour later found her in her morning room, at her desk, composing the first of the many letters she wanted to write this day. The first was to her parents, to tell them that her husband had arrived safely, how much she loved them, and to tell them that she was going to make them grandparents later in the summer. She asked her mother’s forgiveness for not telling her first, because she wanted her husband to be the first to know about his child’s imminent arrival.

      Trey had said he would take care of writing to the sister of his friend, the director of the orphanage, telling her of their decision. Meanwhile, Caroline wrote her next letter, the first one to the eldest of the girls, Rose.

      She thought how she would address the letter, and decided to lead with her heart.

      

      Dearest Rose,

      My name is Caroline Wilson. I would like you to consider coming to live with my husband and me in Lincolnshire as our daughter. My husband and I would like to adopt you and all your sisters, and give you the opportunity to grow up together in a loving and caring household which I know we can provide for you.

      We have no children as of yet, though I am expecting a babe in August. I feel you should know this, as I do not wish to enter into a relationship with you hiding anything. I believe I could be a good mother to you and your sisters, if you would give me a chance.

      I grew up as an only child and always wanted siblings. As that never happened, I knew that one day I wanted many children. When my husband returned from Edinburgh last night he told me about the seven of you. He was in Mrs. Donalson’s office the day you all entered, upset over the possibility of being separated. I cannot blame you for being worried. The mere thought of having my family separated from me would make me beyond angry.

      If you accept our offer, you will have two grandmothers and one grandfather, and many aunts, uncles, and cousins on my husband’s side of the family. We have a large home, with extensive grounds for you all to play.

      I only ask one thing of you. Give us a chance to be a family. I have heard about your situation and for that I am very sorry. But know that if your father ever returned, we would expect Mrs. Donalson to tell him where you are. That is a promise I will make to you and all your sisters.

      Please speak with your sisters. Read them this letter, and if you all agree, Mrs. Donalson will bring you all to us as soon as is possible for her. I hope you will write me and let me know your collective decision.

      I await your reply,

      Lady Caroline Randolph Wilson

      

      Caroline handed Trey her letter to read as soon as she sanded the ink. He’d been sitting in a chair in her morning room while she wrote her notes. She thought he was hovering since he learned of her changed state, but she didn’t want to take that up with him just yet. Right now she almost enjoyed his attention, though she could see where that would quickly get tiresome.

      “You write to her as though you’re writing to a friend, or another adult,” her husband said. “She’s a child. She doesn’t need to know you’re expecting a child.”

      “I disagree. She knows what a pregnant woman goes through. Remember, she’s seen her own mother deliver most of her siblings.” Caroline folded the letter when Trey handed it back to her. “I want her to know that I will not differentiate between her and any natural born children we have. I do not think it fair to her to hide from her my condition.”

      Trey handed her his letter to Mrs. Donalson, and Caroline read it. “This is very good.” Her husband had assured the woman of their joint enthusiasm at adopting the girls, and Caroline was again reminded of why she loved this man so much.

      “I am sending her a draft of a hundred pounds to get the children each a few new clothes, shoes, and perhaps ribbons for their hair. It will also pay for their travel expenses as they come to us.”

      “You think of everything. I knew there was a reason I married you,” she teased.

      Mansell knocked on the door of her morning room, and before Caroline could call out for him to enter, the door burst open and her mother swept in and hugged her as she sat at her desk. Oh dear, she thought, here it came—all the petting, coddling and… interfering.

      “I knew it! I knew it, I did! Why you didn’t tell me, I’ll never understand.”

      “Because I thought it important to inform the father of my child that he would, in fact, become…” Her mother’s crushing embrace was suffocating her. Caroline extricated herself and finished. “That he would become a father.”

      Her mother went to Trey and gave him hug, still talking at Caroline. “And that maid of yours lied to me when I asked her very pointedly, ‘Is my daughter carrying a child?’ and she just plain denied it.”

      “Please, Mama, I asked her and Mrs. Greaves to keep it a secret so Trey could learn first.” One day soon, she was going to have sit down with her mother and discuss her lack of respect for boundaries. Caroline had been a married woman for almost two years now. She understood her mother’s concern while she was sick, especially after learning what she had that day back in January when she’d learned why she had no siblings. But she was not sick, and her mother needed to respect the relationship Caroline had with Trey. Her mother often treated them both as her children, and she wanted to resolve this before her babe was born. “I have even more wonderful news, mama.”

      “Whatever could be more wonderful than becoming a grandmother, I’ll never know.” Caroline hoped her mother could manage with what she was about to learn. She was not just getting one grandchild, but eight!

      “Trey and I will likely be adopting a family of girls who have been orphaned. They are in need of parents and—” She looked at her husband, and returned his smile. Caroline feared the news might was too much for her mother as her smile began to fade. “Trey and I think we will be the perfect parents for them.”

      Her mother’s previous excitement was now gone. “Caroline, are you certain you can handle this? I mean, you will have a newborn soon, and—”

      “—And that is why we want to bring them here and have them comfortably situated before the babe is born.” Her mother would always worry for Caroline first. She was her only child, Caroline understood this, her mother just needed to realize that she and Trey were capable of making decisions. Or, perhaps it was just Caroline she doubted was capable of being an adult.

      “How many girls are you talking about? Two? Three? Hopefully they are older and will be able to help you with the babe.”

      “No, they will not be baby nurses. They will be daughters. All seven of them.”  Caroline wanted to make sure her mother understood this from the onset. These girls needed love and affection, education and direction. Just what she and Trey had to give. They wanted this together so very much.

      “Seven!” The color drained from her mother’s cheeks.

      Caroline rushed to taker her mother’s arm.  She hadn’t thought the news would affect her so drastically, but then Mama was already overexcited about the news of the babe, so perhaps that explained it.

      “I think… I might… need a chair.” Mama’s voice quavered as she groped behind her, as if reaching for a chair arm. Caroline helped her so she wouldn’t fall. It was possible that her mother was being a bit dramatic, though Caroline doubted it.
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* * *

      On a beautiful spring morning two months later, as new leaves were blooming on the trees and green shoots of future colorful garden plants were just starting to pop up out of the ground, Trey stood with Caroline at the base of his front steps, ready to greet the young ladies about to enter their new home for the first time. He hoped the girls were as happy to be coming here as he and Caroline were to finally have them here. The oldest girl, Rose, had written to Caroline and said that all seven of them had agreed to the adoption. Mrs. Donalson had also sent a letter stating she was confident that the path ahead was clear for adoption as her brother’s agent in Kentucky found no record of the girls’ father arriving in Frankfort with the party from Richmond. Trey was relieved to have that obstacle out of the way. Legally there was no barriers to adopting the children.

      Because of this, he sent for his friend the earl of Camden so that there would be a legal record of adoption for their new daughters.

      Caroline’s parents, Lord and Lady Randolph waited in the saloon, near the fire as the spring air still held a nip to it.

      The two heavy traveling coaches rounded the curve to Oakwood, now visible to all the family and staff. Anxious now that the moment was upon them, Trey reached for Caroline’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. Neither one of them slept much the night before, both nervous about the arrival of their new daughters. Of course, his wife had the added physical changes their child caused in her, and at night when he held her close, he could feel their babe move. Each time she complained about the babe moving, Trey thanked God for the child growing within her. He was infinitely grateful and thankful for his wife, and all their children.

      “How do you feel?” He was going to have to be extra vigilant over her because his wife had a tendency to try tackling everything she had on her plate, and she usually succeeded with ease. But he didn’t want Caroline to risk her health or that of the babe by over-exerting herself. At five months along, Caroline wouldn’t appear to the average stranger to be carrying a child, but at night when he held her, he felt his babe cradled there in her womb. Lately the babe had been making his presence known, too. He’d told Caroline this was his son, and she laughed. She didn’t care if it was a boy or a girl, she’d told him. It was theirs, and that’s all she cared about. “Just as the seven flowers will be ours,” she’d added in her slumberous whisper just before falling back to sleep.

      “I am so nervous about meeting these young ladies we are about to call our daughters.” She turned her face up to him. “Did you ask Lord Camden to come out this weekend? Will he bring the papers for Mrs. Donalson and us to sign?”

      “I did, and he is.” Trey gave her a smile. “He and Elise will coming out with Charlotte.”

      The lead coach was drawing nearer, and Caroline began to shiver. “Tell me again what each girl looks like so that I will know who is whom.”

      “Are you cold, perhaps you should wait—”

      “I will wait with you,” she insisted. “Now, how will I tell them apart?”

      “I was never officially introduced. I just saw them—once—while I was seated in Mrs. Donalson’s office. But they were—” Trey struggled to find the right words. The group collectively reminded him of his childhood, as a middle child of eight, a third son with three brothers and four sisters, his siblings were his friends, co-conspirators in mischief and confidants. He sensed this in this group of sisters. “They’re all adorable and their personalities—what I could determine of the older girls’, reminded me of my sisters when I was a child—stubborn and determined. They are all reddish-blonde of some sort. One of the middle girls has a riot of curls, and— Well, you’ll soon see.”

      The coaches pulled to a stop before the wide stone steps. Groomsmen rushed forward to hold horses while the coachmen stepped down from both vehicles. The steps were lowered and the doors opened. Mrs. Donalson was the first to disembark and she came forward to greet Trey and Caroline. Finally the little ones’ journey was over.

      “Captain Wilson, it is a pleasure to meet again.” The woman’s warm smile and calm mien reassured him. After six days in a coach with seven little girls, the woman wasn’t ready to dump them on his porch and flee. She’d communicated in the last letter that the girls were happy to have found a situation where they were allowed to stay together. Trey knew the girls could be happy here if they would give him and Caroline a chance.

      “Mrs. Donalson,” Trey said, “may I present my wife, Lady Caroline Randolph Wilson.” The woman greeted Caroline, and his wife immediately asked after her comfort and that of the children.

      “The girls had never been in coach before,” Mrs. Donalson said, “so we had some settling issues early on, but once the girls learned not to request toilet breaks every ten minutes, we were able to make good time.

      “I did bring one of the children’s nurses with whom the little ones are familiar.  She is willing to remain, as she grew up a resident of the home and has no family. But if you have another nurse already, she can return with me.

      “Now, let me start with the older girls who were riding with me.” She turned back to the first coach, and motioned to the occupants inside. “Come girls, there is nothing to fear.” Their hesitation to exit told him the girls were still uncomfortable with what was taking place. And he could easily understand their trepidation. A skirt shifted and someone moved toward the door. His military training told him this would be the bravest girl.

      This was the oldest girl, Rose. She stood quietly behind Mrs. Donalson, and waited. The second, then the third girl came out. Mrs. Donalson went to the second coach and the three girls followed her. Trey couldn’t fault them. They likely felt safe with the woman.

      At the second coach, the first to emerge was the nurse, then the toddler jumped into her arms. The nurse handed the little one off to her oldest sister and assisted the other three girls to the ground.

      “Oh, Trey, you were right. One look at them and you can tell they are all sisters,” Caroline whispered. “I’m nervous.”

      “It will be fine,” he reassured. If he were honest, he was as anxious as she. Except Trey had learned how to squash that fear and boldly go forward into any uncomfortable situation, not just battle. “I’m learning about them right alongside you.”

      Mrs. Donalson approached again with the girls in age order to her left. The four younger girls were staring at the facade of the home and whispering, while the older three looked very skeptical, which he thought was normal for the age.

      “Captain Wilson, Lady Caroline,” Mrs. Donalson began, “I would like to introduce you to the Matheson girls. Oldest is Rose. She has recently turned fourteen.”

      The girl smiled and curtsied. As did twelve-year-old Lily, ten year-old Daisy, eight-year-old Heather, six-year-old Iris. Four-year-old Poppy and two-year-old Violet were held by Mrs. Donalson and the nurse, Enid.

      Caroline went down the line and shook each child’s hand and kissed the littlest two on the cheek.

      As everyone moved into the house, the children began to whisper amongst themselves. In the saloon, Caroline introduced the children to her parents, and all of the sudden the youngest began to chatter unintelligibly, as the nurse tried to quiet her, she began to squirm and cry. The nurse turned to an older sister and whispered into her ear. That child stepped out of the line, and another slipped out with her.

      “Girls?” Mrs. Donalson said, “where are you going?”

      “Violet left her fuzzy in the coach,” Lily said, “and Enid asked me to fetch it.”

      “I’m going to go with her, if you don’t mind,” said Daisy.

      “Me, too,” said both Iris and Heather.

      Enid had a difficult time keeping the squealing Violet quiet as the girls began to file out of the room. Rose took the child and still she wouldn’t quiet.

      Caroline looked to her husband, her eyes asking him a silent question. She wanted to do something, no matter what it was it had to be better than listening to the commotion she littlest one was making.

      “Rose, why don’t you take all the girls out to get the fuzzy? Enid, you can watch over them, yes?” Caroline had made her first direction as the children’s mother. She smiled at him, her pride beaming through for all the other adults to witness.

      The nurse nodded and ushered all the children out to the front drive to fetch whatever it was. Trey thought it funny that all the girls had to go to retrieve something. But it left the rest of the adults to discuss the matter of whether the girls would be happy here.

      “Lady Caroline,” Mrs. Donalson began, “can you tell me if you think your affections toward the girls would change after the birth of your child? Children are very perceptive and will sense any difference in affections.”

      The woman asked a question that Trey predicted she would. Mrs. Donalson wouldn’t be a compassionate soul if she didn’t ask it. In fact, he’d told Caroline to expect it. So when it came, it wasn’t a complete shock to his wife and she was prepared with her answer.

      Caroline smiled warmly, and answered with confidence. “I cannot see that ever happening, Mrs. Donalson. When I make a commitment, I am prepared to last the duration. When I love, I love with my whole heart, not a part of it.”

      Trey was proud of his wife’s answer, and squeezed her hand to show his approval.

      “I’m glad to hear that, Lady Caroline, because they can be a handful when they are set on something.” Mrs. Donalson removed a leather folio from her bag and handed it to Trey. “Their father has as of yet, not been found, and I did wait an additional year before considering placing them anywhere. But should he return…”

      “Then we would welcome him to come visit his children,” Caroline replied.

      Trey was incredibly proud of his wife. Yes, she was young. But she’d been an extraordinary young lady before he met her, and as he had come to know her, and love her, he had realized she was truly special. She had such an even temperament that he didn’t think he’d ever seen her angry. Having grown up here, Caroline knew most everyone. She was always visiting the sick and poor in their village, and helping them as much as she could. When they were together at church or shopping, everyone in the village gave her a ready smile, and asked after her, him, or her parents. Everyone knew her and loved her. And aside from trying to keep the secret of their coming child from him for a few extra days, she had not a deceptive bone in her body.

      “Mrs. Donalson, we invite you to stay for as long as it takes for the children to decide if they can be happy with us,” Caroline said. “I will give them all my undivided attention. All I ask from them is that they give me a chance.”
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* * *

      Late that night, the girls’ very first night at Oakwood when all seven of the new residents were supposed to be tucked into their beds and sound asleep, Caroline awoke to the sound of footsteps on the floor above. The children’s nursery was directly overhead, and what the children didn’t know yet, was that there was a staircase from the dressing room to the dormitory-style nursery. It was likely constructed to aid children’s nurses in bringing the infants down to the lady of the house.

      Caroline climbed this staircase in the dark to listen to the girls’ whispered chatter. She’d never had siblings, nor cousins on her maternal side. The cousins she had on her father’s side were all much older than she. So the experience of gossiping with your friends or sisters is something she’d never had. She hoped, more than anything, that the girls would accept being one family with her, Trey, and the baby when he or she is born.

      “I can be happy here,” said one of the middle girls.

      She smiled in the darkness. It sounded like they were off to a good start so far. At least according to either Heather or Lily. Caroline knew that eventually she would come to recognize their voices, but as of yet, she was unsure which girl said what she’d heard.

      All seven girls were in nursery, but Caroline had offered Rose, as a young lady, a room to herself on the family floor below the nursery. Rose had said that for the time being she would like to remain with her sisters while they adjusted to their new residence. Caroline let her know that it would be available whenever she was ready.

      “I wan’ be p’incess w’en I gwows up.” This was from one of the very young ones. Likely Poppy, she had such a bubbly personality. And now she had an idea of what to play with the littler ones. They could all be princesses during their first tea party.

      “You will be a princess one day, darling. I just know it.” This sounded like Rose. Rose was determined, decisive. The caretaker. “They are nice people. And as long as we’re allowed to be together, I can be happy anywhere.”

      “We stay only until papa comes to bring us to America with him, right?” This was Lily. Or it sounded like Lily. She was definitely more skeptical. She’d be the hardest one to win over. “He’s coming back for us once he’s settled there. He promised.”

      “It’s been two years now and he’s never written us one letter,” Rose said. “He said he’d be back before the year was out.”

      “He’s working hard to make a home for us,” Lily argued. “He said he would come back.”

      “Not one letter,” Rose said. “Not one. I know him better than you. He makes promises and never keeps them. Remember, he told mama he’d quit gambling and drinking. He was going to live a clean life and be the husband she always wanted. He didn’t. He broke her heart again and again.  He’d come home long enough to put another babe in her belly and disappear. You don’t remember, but I do.”

      These girls had grown up in a far different manner than she had. She needed to be mindful of this in her interactions with the older girls. They obviously will always remember their parents, and love their mother, and quite possibly the father, too.

      “Don’t say that in front of the little ones,” one of the middle girls said.

      “The captain and Lady Caroline didn’t have to take us,” Rose said. “Be appreciative of that fact.”

      Caroline couldn’t hear what came next, but the fact that the oldest was in favor of their adoption made Caroline happy that she had someone in her corner, especially among the three who were influential with the younger four.

      One of the middle girls tried to quiet Poppy’s chattering.

      “We have to behave until papa comes for us?”

      “See what you’ve done, Lily?” Rose chided.

      “Poppy, sweetie, papa is not coming back,” Rose said. “This is our home now. We are together, and that’s all that matters.”

      “I miss Mama.” This sounded like another middle child. Daisy? She was unsure. Caroline was going to have to come up with a way to discern the different voices. As it was she could only differentiate Rose, Lily and Poppy. Iris, Daisy, and Heather were still indiscernible to her. Violet was likely asleep, as she didn’t hear the babbling toddler.

      “Sweeting, she’s in heaven with all the angels,” Rose said, “and Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.”

      “I want to see her. Why can’t she come visit?”

      “Ugh… Here we go again…”

      “Mama and papa can’t be here with us to raise you. So I will do the best I can. I appreciate the fact the captain and Lady Caroline will allow us to be together. Now, let us be appreciative,” Caroline noticed Rose stressed that word more than once, “that we are in a warm home where there is plenty of food, and clean beds.”

      “I liked the mouse in my bed. She was my pet.”

      Several of the girls squealed with shock-softly so as not to wake the adults below them. “Heather, I think it’s safe to say there are no mice in our beds here.”

      Caroline had heard enough. Rose was more open to giving her and Trey a chance to be their parents, and Lily was still hopeful for their father to return and take them away.

      Caroline got what she came for. She’d wanted to know if the girls were happy to be here, and now she knew. She also realized that she and Trey had their work cut out for them, as this was not going to be an easy feat to accomplish. She slid into bed next to her soundly-sleeping husband and decided she’d start with winning the ones over who might be amenable to it, and go from there. Because Caroline Randolph Wilson did not quit when a task got difficult.

      It was a good thing that she had an entire lifetime to do it and nothing else to keep her from it. She would face the issue of their father’s possible return at that time—if it ever happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Summer, 1826

      Caroline walked in the garden with her four younger daughters, as she pushed her almost two year-old son Benjamin in the new buggy her husband had brought from London for her. This one was slightly larger and faced forward rather than to the rear, so Ben could see where they were going, as opposed to always looking back at her. It was the latest trend in child-rearing, and she agreed the child had a better view if they faced forward, but she didn’t necessarily believe the philosophical babble and child-rearing theories attached with the trend. She just knew that her son was big enough to want to see more than just his mama on their walks.

      With Rose, now sixteen, Lily, now fourteen, and Daisy, now twelve, in their lessons with the tutor, Poppy and Violet, now six and four respectively, walked alongside her and Benjamin, while Heather, ten, and Iris, eight, walked ahead of them, gossiping about something. Lately those two had been coming up with pranks to play on their older sister Lily.

      Evidently the retaliating back and forth pranks began with Iris teasing Lily about a boy at church she’d seen Lily talking to. Lily had retaliated by putting a frog in the younger girls’ shared bed.

      In retaliation to that offense, Heather and Iris released a spider into Lily’s bedroom. Lily smashed the spider, then put the corpse and all the little pieces in her younger sisters’ large canopy bed.

      Now they were cooking up something to get their sister back again.

      Because Caroline had no experience with such things, Trey had told her about the revenge he and his siblings had taken on each other. As long as the girls’ pranks remained harmless and more of an inconvenience, they could continue.

      Caroline had told the girls she drew the line at anyone getting hurt. They could get creative about their pranks, but if anyone was physically hurt or publicly embarrassed by the other, she would put a fast end to their fun.

      She missed her husband. Trey had gone to Edinburgh ten days ago, at the request of Mrs. Donalson. She’d sent them a letter telling him that the girls’ father had reappeared. Trey hurried up there to do what was necessary to protect the girls they now considered their daughters.

      The girls’ father was now trying to extort money from Mrs. Donalson and the church because they had adopted his “dear daughters” out, when he’d said he’d return for them. She and Trey had said nothing to the girls yet. Trey went to find out what the man really wanted, returning four years after he’d abandoned the girls at the orphanage. Especially when he’d told Mrs. Donalson and his daughters he would return for them in one year’s time. Mrs. Donalson, the dear woman, had waited a full extra year, only placing the girls with Trey and Caroline when the threat of separation loomed over the sisters.

      Caroline couldn’t imagine the girls’ disappointment when they realized he might not return, because she’d never been abandoned. But for the girls, it had to hurt as much as losing their mother had.

      These seven little ladies and her son were now their family, and if she wasn’t mistaken, there would be another family member arriving in the spring. Caroline didn’t want anything to destroy the growing relationship with her daughters. After two years, it seemed like she was finally getting to the point where Lily trusted her. And there was more laughter among the older girls now. They were less unapproachable and reserved. They willingly sought her out now.

      She trusted Trey to do whatever he felt best for their daughters. And she couldn’t wait for him to return and tell her what was going to happen.

      “Mama, Papa is back! Look!”

      With squeals of happiness, Poppy and Violet ran toward the only man they recognized as their papa. And when Caroline saw the smile on his face she knew all would be well. He looked infinitely more relaxed and relieved than he did the morning he left.

      “Did you bring us a candy?” Poppy asked.

      “I did, my Poppy poppet, but I will give it to you when your mama says you may have it.” He gave Caroline a wink, and she returned his grin with one of her own. “Remember the last time she accused me of ruining your appetite.” He swung Violet into his arms as he continued toward Caroline and Benjamin.

      “Why did you go, Papa?”

      “I had business to conduct.”

      “‘Portent biss-ness, Papa?” the cherub-cheeked Violet asked.

      “Very important, Violet.” Trey spoke to their daughter as though she was fully capable of understanding. “The most important kind of business.”

      He arrived at Caroline’s side and kissed her cheek before bending over the baby carriage and checking on his son.

      “I think he fell asleep,” Caroline said.

      “How are you today, my beautiful wife?” He set Violet on the ground and straightened, meeting her concerned gaze.

      “I have been sick with worry since you left,” she said. “And sick with morning sickness as well,” she wanted to add but decided against it. He’d find that out soon enough.

      “You have nothing to worry over anymore.”

      “Are you certain?” She wanted to ask him how he knew but couldn’t chance the younger girls overhearing their conversation and carrying parts of it back to the older girls.

      “Very.”

      As if an enormous, invisible burden was lifted from her spirit, Caroline was suddenly free to breathe. “Thank you, Captain.”

      

      
        THE END
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