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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            A LADY PONDERS A TALE

          

        

      

    

    
      June 1817

      Lily Wellingham sighed as she read the last word on the last page of The Story of a Baron. She closed the leather-bound book, relieved the fictional characters Lady Geraldine and Lord Ballantine were finally together and about to embark on their happily ever after. She wondered if the author, Anonymous, had experienced such a union and used it as the inspiration for the tale. Several characters bore a remarkable resemblance to some Lady Lily knew in real life, which meant if those characters were based on members of the peerage, then the author was certainly amongst them, either as a peer or as a servant privy to ton gossip.

      Lily smiled at the thought of a lowly servant writing such a tale, quietly earning royalties that might be used to pay for a fashionable townhouse in Mayfair when said servant was ready to retire from service. After all, she had imagined such a life for herself if only because that’s what maids did—imagined lives much like those found in fairy tales.

      A charming prince, besotted, sweeps the maid off her feet and rides off into the sunset... a handsome prince kisses the sleeping maiden to wake her from a spell, lifts her to his horse, and rides off into the sunset...

      A lowly frog requests a kiss from a princess, transforms into a prince, and they ride off into the sunset.

      Well, that last one was quite impossible, Lily decided. She rather doubted there was a princess on the planet willing to kiss a frog.

      Except, as unlikely as the events of the book were to have happened, Lily knew from her own years in service that when it came to members of the ton, anything was possible. Just as in The Story of a Baron, an earl’s sister could end up happily married to a baron—Evangeline Everly and Jeffrey Sommers were a perfect example. And truth be told, her own situation certainly qualified as unlikely. Illegitimate daughter of a maid, happily working as a lady’s maid in a viscount’s household until one day—just the year before, in fact—an earl appears to inform her he is her half-brother and wishes to acknowledge her as such.

      Lily looked up from the book, realizing she was sitting in the very chair in which she had been sitting that fateful day when Gabriel Wellingham, Earl of Trenton, introduced himself as her brother and said he would see to it she was settled with a suitable dowry and all manner of clothes and frippery appropriate for her new station. Thank goodness Lady Samantha Fitzsimmons had volunteered to see to it Lily was transformed into a lady, her efforts resulting in a successful introduction to the ton at the Earl of Mayfield’s ball. Lily had also ended up with a number of suitors.

      There were too many suitors, in fact.

      Lily set the book on the tea table and slumped in her chair. One or two suitors would have been welcomed. The first two had been such a surprise, she remembered feeling rather special, remembered feeling wanted. But then another appeared and still another so that she found herself the subject of too much attention, both by the men who claimed to want her hand in marriage as well as by the gossip mongers. As well as those who wrote the gossip for the daily papers. Goodness! The articles made it sound as if she were being courted by half the eligible men in the peerage!

      Well, four suitors weren’t exactly unmanageable, but by now she had hoped one of them would be the man she thought of every night before she fell asleep. The man who appeared in her dreams. The man she thought of first thing in the morning. The man featured in her daydreams.

      But none of those men were that man.

      For the man she thought of nearly every day wasn’t a member of the peerage. He wasn’t even a well-to-do cit. In fact, she wasn’t quite sure what he did for a living. Or where he was living. Or if he even remembered what he had done for her all those years ago.

      Was it normal to hold a candle for a man who had saved her from certain ruination? Who turned on a friend to make sure said friend didn’t extend his licentious behavior onto a defenseless maid?

      Probably not, but Lily remembered how the young man had saved her. She wished he could have been one of her suitors. Instead, she had four aristocrats claiming they wanted her hand in marriage.

      She was a former maid, half-sister of an earl, and an illegitimate daughter of an earl. With four suitors and none she was particularly keen to marry.

      Some stories were just too unbelievable. And she found herself right in the middle of this one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            ON THE TOPIC OF A POPULAR SISTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah Wellingham, Countess of Trenton, speared her fingers through her husband’s butter blond curls. “Why, give me a glance with those beautiful blue eyes and toss me a sovereign and I’ll give you a tumble right here and now.”

      Gabriel Wellingham, Earl of Trenton, straightened at his desk and regarded his wife with widened eyes. “What?” he replied in shock. “It didn’t cost me anything last night!” he claimed in mock dismay.

      Grinning in delight, Sarah shrugged. “It’s those blue eyes and that blond hair,” she whispered as she ruffled up his hair with her long fingers. A gold filigree bracelet dotted with sapphires encircled the wrist at the base of her hand. Although the piece of jewelry was more appropriately worn at balls and the opera, Gabriel had insisted she wear it everyday. “You’ll need a reminder you’re a countess now, and no longer a commoner,” he had said when he first wrapped it around her wrist.

      Sarah tore her eyes away from the winking blue jewels and settled them back on her husband’s blue eyes. “And speaking of your very best trait, you must know your sister is receiving a good deal of attention, and not all of it because of those blue eyes and blond curls of hers,” she said with an arched eyebrow. “She was mentioned again in The Morning Chronicle.”

      The earl rolled his eyes and sighed. “I am a bit concerned about that,” he admitted, “Which is why I’m considering sending the coach to London for her. It would do her some good to spend some time in the country.”

      Sarah nodded her understanding, not about to tell him she had already sent a letter to her sister-in-law with the invitation to visit Trenton Manor.

      Although Sarah was still the manager of the Spread Eagle in Stretton, she had arranged for Margery Higgins, her eventual replacement, to see to the operation of the coaching inn while she prepared for her sister-in-law’s arrival. At some point, probably sooner than later, Margery would simply take over and run the inn, but Sarah had promised the owner she would continue her involvement until Margery was truly ready to assume command. With a toddler hanging onto her skirts and what she was sure was another baby on the way, Sarah hoped it would be sooner.

      “I fear those who pay her such attendance don’t necessarily have her best interests at heart,” Sarah said as she took the chair across from her husband’s desk. Although she had only been his countess a bit more than a year, Sarah had settled into her role much like she had when she agreed to manage the Spread Eagle.

      An earldom, as it turned out, was very much like a business.

      Gabriel frowned. “You think they mean to ruin her and... what?” he asked in alarm.

      Allowing a sigh, Sarah leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Ruin her and marry her,” she clarified. “She’s a very pretty chit, but there is another reason all the young bucks, and some not so young ones, are interested in taking her as their wife.”

      His blue eyes widening in alarm, Gabriel shook his head. “Her dowry, do you suppose?” he asked finally.

      It took everything Sarah had not to roll her eyes. Although Gabriel was usually a smart man—he hadn’t always been, but that had more to do with blind ambition and youth than brains—he sometimes seemed a bit dense when it came to matters of finance. “I suppose,” she replied with a hint of derision. “Gabriel, every man vying for her hand may only be doing so because they expect their wedding day to be the means to pay off their gambling debts, hire another mistress, buy a yellow phaeton, and enjoy an auction or two at Tattersall’s,” she admonished him.

      Visibly wincing, Gabriel slumped in his chair. He had been guilty of everything she mentioned and more when he inherited the Trenton earldom three years ago. At least he didn’t have to marry for a dowry. His inheritance was quite substantial. “Don’t you think she’ll be able to discern the fortune hunters from the legitimate suitors?” he countered, hoping his half-sister was smarter than Sarah implied with her comment.

      Just fifteen months ago, Lily Harkins had been a lady’s maid for Lady Samantha Fitzsimmons. The illegitimate daughter of a house maid, Lily knew the identity of her real father, but given the Earl of Trenton never acknowledged her as his daughter, she never expected any consideration from him— nor from his estate. So imagine her surprise when Gabriel showed up at Fitzsimmons Manor and announced he was recognizing her as his sister! Gabriel made it clear he intended for her to enjoy all the comforts afforded to one who was a relation of a rich earldom.

      The fact that Lady Samantha had stepped forward and volunteered to take Lily under her wing and see her through her first Season was a testament to his sister’s pleasant demeanor and willingness to learn everything she needed to know to succeed among the fickle ton. Gabriel often wondered if Lily did it simply to prove to him she could. She certainly hadn’t seemed very pleased to learn that she was being acknowledged as a Wellingham at the time.

      Sarah considered her husband’s question for a long time.

      “I cannot speak for Lady Lily when I say this,” she hedged carefully, “But I do not believe sincerity is always so easy to determine.”

      Gabriel leaned back in his chair and rested his head against the soft leather back. “I suppose you are right,” he replied. “And given the Fitzsimmons’ plan to spend the summer in Europe looking for a suitor for Lady Samantha, I’m going to suggest she spend the rest of the summer with us.”

      Sarah blinked, rather surprised her husband had thought of such an arrangement. The idea of having another woman in the house for a couple of months was rather intriguing. “An excellent idea,” she said. “She can regale us with stories of her time in the ton. Tell us a bit about the men who may have asked to court her or who have made it clear they wish to marry her,” she continued, her excitement building. When she noticed Gabriel’s increasing frown, though, she added, “And you can decide if any of them are suitable prospects.”

      The earl took his wife’s hand and brought it to his lips. “That, my dear, is a capital idea. I’ll send word to her of our plan on the morrow.”

      Sarah gave her husband a nod, hoping Lady Lily would agree to the arrangement. But, of course she will. What else is there to do in London in the summer?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            A CLERK MEETS A LADY

          

        

      

    

    
      The very next day

      William Overby made his way toward Puddle Dock, his destination the large brick building that housed Wellingham Imports. Having been employed as a caddie for owner Thomas Wellingham since before he was six years old, William had worked his way up in the company and now held a position as an inventory clerk. His responsibilities included keeping track of the goods delivered by incoming ships and matching them with customer orders. With a ship due into one of the Wellingham docks later that day, he expected to work later than his usual seven o’clock end time.

      Not having anything better to do, mostly because he didn’t wish to spend his hard-earned funds to gamble or employ a mistress or take in many plays on Drury Lane, he didn’t mind the late nights at work.

      As he neared the side of the building facing the River Thames, he was suddenly aware of a coach coming up from behind him. Stepping toward the front entrance of the import company, he dared a glance over his shoulder and paused. The ancient coach, painted a glossy black but with no markings indicating the identity of its owner, had come to a halt. The driver jumped down from his perch to open the door.

      “Thank you, Farley. I don’t expect I shall be long.”

      William stilled himself at the sound of the feminine voice. Familiar, but not quite the same, it reminded him of his mother’s voice—his real mother’s voice—with its lilt and pleasant tone, its promise of a stern admonishment coupled with a loving hug.

      All at once, he was back in the one-room hovel he shared with her and his sister in the Seven Dials, a barely habitable space that his mother, Madeline Overby, had kept as clean as she could until illness prevented her from doing more than her seamstress skills could manage. Death had taken her, he hoped to someplace better.

      Turning, William watched as a young woman made her way around the matched Cleveland Bays and headed in his direction. Of all the times to need a haircut, he thought in dismay, realizing he had probably needed a trim for over a month.

      But the thought of a haircut was gone with the rest of his reasoning ability when he was suddenly aware of her eyes—cornflower blue eyes—for when they caught sight of him, William felt as if he couldn’t move. He was also quite sure that his mouth was hanging open in awe, but for some reason he was unable to close it. He knew those eyes, he was sure, knew he had been held captive by their gaze sometime in the past. Blue eyes.

      He blinked, not quite wanting to remember that night when he had first been caught by those eyes. But the woman who approached him was far better dressed, far more refined than the girl whose eyes had him so mesmerized all those years ago.

      How could that be? Was she a sister? Perhaps a relative?

      He was about to give the thought some more consideration, but a smile appeared beneath the blue eyes and seemed to brighten the day even more than it already was.

      “Good morning,” the young lady said with a nod in his direction. A yellow parasol floated above her head, although sunlight still bathed her porcelain complexion and reflected in golden glints from her blond curls. A golden yellow pelisse edged in delicate ruffles and embroidered flutterbies topped a yellow muslin gown embroidered with the same flutterbies.

      Blinking, William was about to look around to discover the identify of whomever it was she addressed with her greeting when he realized he was the beneficiary of her attention. “Good morning, my lady,” he was finally able to say, his voice nearly cracking, its hint of Cockney marking him as a commoner. He remembered to bow and then reached for her hand, thinking he rather wished he was one of the flutterbies that decorated her ensemble.

      His adoptive mother, Livia Bingham, had taught him how to greet a lady, and he put the lessons to good use as he brushed his lips over the back of her white kid-gloved hand. “William Overby, at your service,” he managed to get out.

      A blush colored the porcelain complexion, and the blue eyes widened in surprise. Or was it recognition? “It’s very nice to meet you, Mr. Overby. I am Lily Harkins, and I am in search of the proprietor of this establishment. Could you tell me where I might find him?” she asked as she executed a perfect curtsy.

      William was quite sure he heard a hint of Cockney in her query despite her highborn manner and otherwise refined speech. “Thomas Wellingham. Yes, I... I can take you to him, in fact,” he replied with a nod, completely forgetting what he had been about to do when he stopped to regard the coach. Whatever it had been couldn’t be as important as escorting the young lady to the owner of Wellingham Imports.

      William was about to turn and lead her to the front door, but something about the way she stared at him gave him pause. Good God! If eyes really are the windows to one’s soul, then she has the most beautiful soul imaginable, he thought as he was momentarily mesmerized by their cornflower blue irises and dark lashes. I could get lost in those eyes, he considered, swallowing hard. And, indeed, for a moment, he was lost, for now he was quite sure he had seen those eyes before. It was several years ago, in fact, whilst in the company of a young woman at Vauxhall Gardens.

      He had never forgotten that night, mostly because that was the night he ended his friendship with Zachary Hayer, his best mate from his youth. They had gone to the pleasure gardens for an evening of what he thought would be fireworks and a stroll through the gardens. Instead, his friend had used the opportunity to take advantage of a young lady, claiming he would be making his own fireworks on the lawn.

      At the moment, William rather wished he hadn’t been reminded of that night, for it hadn’t been nearly as enjoyable an evening as it should have been, especially when he had been forced to send one of the young women fleeing lest she be Zachary’s next victim.

      William shook his head as if to clear the unwelcome memory. Concentrating on the woman who stood before him, he simply stared at the chit with what was probably the same look a stableboy displayed when seeing an Arabian stallion for the very first time.

      Although Lily Harkins was well aware the young man was staring at her, she couldn’t tear her eyes away from his. Not until she had determined their color. Hazel? Or are they golden brown? she wondered. They’re golden brown. Which suits him perfectly, given the golden brown color of his hair. The slight waves in his hair suggested it might be curly if it weren’t so long. His hair certainly didn’t follow the current conventions for a man of his age—cropped short and combed forward to look like a senator from Rome’s earlier age. Goodness, it reached beyond his collar! A rather nice collar. Not made of worsted wool, but rather of superfine, as was the rest of his top coat. His breeches were Nankeen, she thought, and although she didn’t dare break her gaze to take in his boots, she was quite sure they were made by a decent cobbler. They would have to be, given how finely tailored the rest of his clothing appeared.

      He had no doubt been dressed by a valet who prided himself on keeping his master looking his very best, as this man was certainly looking rather fine. Rather rich, despite his age. He couldn’t be much older than five-and-twenty.

      Is he an aristocrat? But if he were, she didn’t recognize him from any of the events she had attended the past two Seasons. And wasn’t there just a hint of a Cockney accent to his otherwise perfect diction? She dared a glance at his hands, surprised to find he wasn’t wearing gloves, and his fingers were stained with ink.

      He looked familiar, and yet, Lily couldn’t quite place where she had seen him before. Was it in the park? Or perhaps in a shop? His voice sounded familiar, but where had she heard it before?

      She would have given herself more time to contemplate the young man, but she was suddenly aware he was staring at her. Staring, and not even trying to hide the fact that he was staring at her!

      “Do I have something on my face?” Lily asked as she lifted a gloved hand to her cheek and attempted to wipe away whatever it was that held Mr. Overby’s attention.

      William sighed as he gave his head a shake. “Only the most beautiful blush I have ever seen,” he said in wonder.

      Lily blinked. And she blinked again. Well, there was something to be said for a man who came right out and said what he was thinking. But, of course, the man would come to his senses at any moment and realize what he had said, apologize profusely, beg her forgiveness, and take his leave of her with his proverbial tail betwixt his legs.

      Except that he didn’t. He continued to stare at her.

      “Why, thank you,” was all Lily could manage, momentarily wondering why she was there.

      Why am I here?

      Cousin Thomas!

      She was about to finally meet the man who owned Wellingham Imports. He was the man who was the son of her late uncle, Graham. Graydon Wellingham’s brother. Although Graham had been the black sheep of the Trenton earldom, eschewing a life of privilege to build his own import business, she had heard his son, Thomas, was more accepting of his family’s origins. Apparently the man was as comfortable in a room full of gentlemen as he was in a warehouse full of laborers.

      She wondered how he would greet her. Would he afford her the welcome of a relative? Or give her the cut direct for being the illegitimate daughter of his uncle? Well, she was about to find out. At least, she would if the young man who was staring at her would provide an escort into the huge building that stood behind him. “Could you take me to Mr. Wellingham now?”

      William blinked, the spell cast over him suddenly broken. Good grief! I’ve been staring at the poor chit like a damned puppy in love! he realized. He was sure he recognized her, but since she hadn’t shown the least hint of recognition toward him, William wondered if she just looked like the young maid he remembered from all those years ago. Back at Vauxhall Gardens, at dusk. Just before the fireworks and that nasty business with his best friend at the time.

      But he had promised himself he wouldn’t revisit that night. Promised himself he would keep the events of that evening tucked away in the back of his brain, never to be thought of again. Well, the events anyway. There was no forgetting her. No forgetting the maid.

      Suddenly all business, William gave her a nod. “Yes, of course, my lady. Right this way.” He offered her his arm and Lily took it, rather liking the idea of being escorted by such a nice gentleman to meet her cousin for the very first time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            A LADY MEETS HER COUSIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Thomas Wellingham regarded the stack of manifests on one corner of his desk, the stack of orders on another, and an invoice that one of the clerks claimed required his immediate attention. He sighed. “Remind me again why I allowed Mr. Vandermeer to take off an entire month?”

      His wife, Emma Fitzsimmons Wellingham, set down her quill and turned from her desk that was located beyond the door and at the back of his office, a grin replacing the grimace she had been displaying only the moment before. “Because he’s worked here far too long without a holiday, and his wife threatened to leave him if he didn’t take her and the children to Derbyshire,” she replied with a sigh. “A tactic I am considering using on you if we don’t have a chance to take a holiday this fall,” she added before turning her attention back to the ledger spread out before her.

      The ledger had been a source of concern the entire morning, not because the numbers were poor, but rather because they proved that business was booming. Their import business, a trade Thomas had inherited from his father and built up to its current status as one of London’s premier import and transportation concerns, might become a victim of its own success if they didn’t see to adding more employees—and another broker along the lines of Todd Vandermeer.

      A bit alarmed, Thomas rose from his desk and joined his wife. Although she had awakened him that morning with a kiss on the temple and a body ripe and ready for his arousal, he had sensed something was wrong by the time they had mounted their horses for the ride to London from their manor house, Woodscastle, near Chiswick.

      Thomas reached down and wrapped his arms around Emma’s middle, lifting her from her chair. He spun his surprised wife around so he could pull her into a hard hug.

      “I was merely teasing,” she managed to get out when he released his hold on her.

      “No,” he whispered, his head shaking against her forehead. “I promise we’ll take off, perhaps when Todd returns next week,” he murmured. “’Bout time we took up Gregory’s offer of a stay at Cherrywood.”

      At the mention of the Grandby estate home in Derbyshire, Emma relaxed into Thomas’ hold. “Sounds divine,” she whispered, her lips meeting his for a brief kiss.

      The sound of footsteps—and the slight vibrations in the floor—indicated someone was climbing the stairs to the office level of Wellingham Imports. Given the unevenness of the thumps—thump-thump thump thump-thump—and the occasional slighter tap-tap tap-tap in between, Thomas realized it was two persons on their way up. Reluctantly, he gave up his hold on Emma. “Are you expecting anyone?” he asked.

      Emma shook her head. “No, but given the time of day, it’s probably someone for you,” she said as she returned to her seat.

      Thomas frowned, hoping it wasn’t another merchant in need of an almost impossible-to-get product. London’s appetite for unusual goods was becoming a bit of a bother.

      “Perhaps it’s that young lad from the warehouse, asking if he can take tomorrow off because he’s finally mustered the courage to ask his gel to marry him,” he said as he returned to his desk. “’Bout time I had some success at matchmaking,” he added to no one in particular, his comment ending just as a familiar knock sounded at the door. This must be William Overby. “Come, he called out as he lowered himself into his chair. He was back up to his feet in a second, though, when he took in the sight of the rather attractive young woman William escorted through the door.

      “Mr. Wellingham, you’ve a visitor,” William said as he indicated the comely blonde with her kid gloved hand resting on his arm. “Miss Lily Harkins, this is Thomas Wellingham,” William said by way of introduction, his manner rather nervous. Finding he didn’t have anything else to say, he suddenly gave Lily a bow and took his leave of the office.

      Lily managed a quick curtsy as she watched the clerk depart. A bit disappointed he didn’t stay for what she imagined would be an awkward first meeting, Lily turned her attention back to Thomas. She then nodded to Emma when she noticed the tall woman standing in a doorway at the back of the office.

      Before she could say anything, Thomas moved from behind his desk to give her a deep bow. He reached for her hand, brushing a kiss over the back of it before he angled his head. “You really must be a cousin on my father’s side,” he said, the corners of his mouth turning up. “In fact, you look as if you could be Trenton’s sister.”

      Her eyes widening in surprise, Lily nodded. “I am, indeed,” she agreed. At Thomas’ sudden frown, she added, “Half-sister, actually.”

      “Welcome, Miss Harkins,” Emma said as she moved to stand next to Thomas. She dipped a curtsy. “Emma Wellingham. This is quite a nice surprise,” she said, giving her husband a quelling glance. “I must apologize for my husband’s reaction. Despite my having told him several times of your existence, he seems to have forgotten he has another cousin,” Emma explained with a slight shrug of her shoulders.

      “You’re Lady Lily,” Thomas said suddenly, his eyes widening. “Of course. Oh, I apologize for not realizing the connection,” he said. “Please, have a seat, won’t you.” He waved to the leather chair across the desk from his own.

      “I’ll get the tea,” Emma offered as she disappeared through the door at the back of the office.

      “Thank you,” Lily replied. The blush that had colored her face was finally fading as she took the proffered chair. “May I ask about the young man who brought me here?”

      His eyebrows arching up, Thomas allowed a grin. “That was William Overby. He’s one of our inventory clerks here. Been an employee since he was...” He held out a hand to indicate the height of a very young boy. “... Yay high. He’s in desperate need of a haircut. I do hope he was polite,” he said with some concern.

      “Oh, very,” Lily said quickly. “He was most helpful, in fact. Married, I suppose?” she asked, wincing when she realized she sounded a bit obvious with her query. These days, thoughts of marriage seemed far more important than they should.

      Emma returned with a tea tray and set it on the one corner of Thomas’ desk where there wasn’t a stack of papers threatening to spill over. “Still a bachelor and probably will remain so until he feels he can support a wife in fine style,” Emma said as she poured a cup of tea, wondering at Lily’s interest in William.

      Although he was in his early-twenties and had grown up in the slums, Emma knew William was determined to earn a living that allowed him a decent place to live and money for all the essentials. His mother, a seamstress, had died in their Seven Dials apartment, leaving William and his younger sister, Katie, orphans. Stephen Bingham, Wellingham Imports’ warehouse manager, had taken in the two waifs upon the death of their mother. Stephen’s wife, Livia, took on the role of their surrogate mother, a role she played to perfection. “Sugar? Milk?”

      Lily nodded. “Please. It’s so nice of you to make me feel welcome when I haven’t made an appointment. Samantha and Lady Chamberlain have left for Italy, you see, and Lord Chamberlain will be on his way to join them next week.”

      At the mention of Samantha Fitzsimmons, Emma suppressed the urge to gasp. “Italy?” she repeated. “And they didn’t take you along?” she added, her brows furrowing.

      Lily felt a bit of satisfaction in hearing the concern in Emma’s voice. Of course, she could have gone with them, but under the circumstances, she thought it better Samantha and her aunt make the trip without her. “I was invited, of course, but I have reason to believe I would have been a bit of a distraction,” she said with some hesitance. “And my brother has plans for me.”

      “Distraction?” Thomas repeated, taking the cup of tea Emma had prepared for him.

      The blush reappeared on Lily’s face. “Lady Chamberlain is determined to find a husband for Lady Samantha. I seem to have more than my fair share of suitors, so I am staying here in London until my brother sends for me,” she explained. “I expect a Trenton coach to arrive any day from Staffordshire. I’ll be staying with him for most of the summer, you see.”

      Emma took the other chair in front of Thomas’ desk, eager to hear what the girl had to say. “In the meantime, you’re staying at Fitzsimmons Manor all by yourself?” Emma asked, an eyebrow arching in surprise.

      Lily shook her head. “Hardly, given the number of servants there,” she replied. “My mother used to be a servant there as well, but she died a couple of years ago.”

      Lily’s mother, Beatrice, had been a maid in the late Earl of Trenton’s London townhouse. Once Beatrice’s pregnancy with Lily became apparent, though, Charity Fitzsimmons Wellingham, Countess of Trenton, took action in an effort to deter gossip. She saw to it the maid’s employment at the townhouse was terminated. Charity then arranged for Beatrice to work for her brother, Matthew, Viscount Chamberlain. Fitzsimmons Manor had been Lily’s home from the time she was born.

      “What’s this about your brother sending for you?” Thomas asked as his brows furrowed. At one time, Thomas hadn’t thought much of his cousin, Gabriel. The son of Graydon Wellingham, a somewhat cruel man who used his privilege to take advantage of others, Gabriel might have followed in his father’s footsteps. His first few months in Parliament and a disastrous Little Season seemed to humble the man, however. Now that he was married and the father of a toddler, Gabriel was nothing like his late father.

      Lily gave a shrug. “I’ve been expecting a summons, I suppose you could say. Now that I’ve been out for two Seasons, I have been the subject of several news sheet articles suggesting I am about to accept an offer of marriage. A recent letter from his countess has me believing it won’t be long. Apparently, the earl is curious as to who will claim my dowry,” she added with a wave of her hand.

      Emma exchanged a worried glance with Thomas. “You seem to have settled well amongst the ton,” Emma offered as she took the last tea cup. “And have you been made an offer? Or two or three?” she asked carefully.

      Taking a breath as if she intended to answer in the affirmative, Lily slowly exhaled. “Or four, I suppose,” she finally admitted. “Although, only one was what I would call a true marriage proposal,” she hedged.

      Emma stirred her tea, wondering at the young woman’s words. Sensing the talk of marriage was uncomfortable for Lily, she changed the subject. “You could not have had a finer sponsor than Lady Samantha for your come-out.”

      Truth be told, Emma had felt a bit of jealousy when she learned the illegitimate sister of Gabriel Wellingham was spending so much time with her own half-sister, Samantha. Since she hadn’t yet been allowed to introduce herself to Samantha as her sister—she had agreed to Caroline Fitzsimmons’ suggestion that she wait until the viscountess had a chance to tell Samantha about her real father—Emma wasn’t at liberty to mention her relationship to Samantha.

      “She has been ever so helpful,” Lily agreed with an enthusiastic nod. “And I would have come to meet you sooner, but...” She stopped and finally shrugged.

      “Trenton probably should have made the introductions when he was last in town,” Thomas said with his own shrug, referring to Gabriel. “But, I must admit, Gabriel barely knows me. My father, Graham, was the black sheep in the family, after all,” He glanced over at Emma before returning his attention to Lily. “You really must come to the house for dinner tonight,” he insisted. “Meet my sister, Christiana, and her husband and their brood.”

      “The Grandbys?” Lily clarified, hoping she had kept all the names straight. The only reason she had learned about Gregory Grandby was because, unless Lady Torrington gave birth to a boy in a few months, Gregory would probably inherit the Torrington earldom.

      “And you can meet our son, Graham, when he returns from Eton for the summer,” Emma added, her face splitting into a huge grin.

      Lily’s eyes widened. “Another relative?” she murmured. “I must admit to a bit of surprise at how welcoming everyone has been, considering I was born on the wrong side of the blanket.”

      Thomas exchanged a quick glance with Emma. “Wrong side or not, you’re family,” he said with conviction. “And whilst Lady Samantha is away, and until Trenton’s coach comes for you, we can see to whatever you might need.”

      Lily’s face brightened. “Truly?” she replied. “I have been a bit concerned about... well, a proper escort. Samantha insists I should have a man with me whilst I’m out of the house— for safety’s sake—and said I could always request a footman accompany my maid and me. But having been a servant, I know I would be taking a footman from his duties. I would feel just awful at being an inconvenience. Do you know of someone who wouldn’t mind squiring me about? Someone who knows their way around London?” she asked hopefully.

      Emma arched an eyebrow as she gave her husband a knowing look. Having seen the expression on William’s face when he introduced Lily to Thomas, Emma wondered if the young man wouldn’t mind spending more time in the lady’s presence. “The clerk who escorted you to the office knows his way around town quite well,” she offered.

      “Quite well, indeed,” Thomas chimed in. “Mr. Overby used to be my caddie.”

      Lily’s eyes widened as she allowed a nod. “Oh? Do you suppose Mr. Overby could be... compelled to escort me on occasion?”

      Emma had to suppress a snort. “Why, I think Mr. Overby would be grateful for the opportunity to escort you anywhere you would wish to go,” she said, a bit of mischief in her voice.

      Thomas straightened in his chair. “Well, that is, if he’s not at work—”

      “I can see to it that Mr. Overby’s responsibilities are covered should his presence be required by you,” Emma interrupted, quite aware her husband was glaring at her in surprise. She ignored him as she continued. “Yes, within reason, of course. How often is it you require an escort?” she asked then.

      Lily blinked as she considered the question. Now that Caroline and Samantha were gone on their trip to Italy and the summer season meant fewer invitations for soirées and balls, her only wish was to continue her daily walks in the park.

      She dared a glance at Thomas before turning her attention to Emma. “Once a day. I know I should probably go to the park during the fashionable hour, but I prefer to go in the early morning. Before the nurses arrive with their charges.”

      Emma’s eyes widened, not sure what time the general populace invaded Hyde Park for the day. She rarely had the opportunity to visit the park given the long days of work at the warehouse. “And that would be …?” she questioned.

      “At half-past six o’clock,” Lily responded with a nod. “I try to be at the gates around seven so that I’m leaving the park by eight.”

      Well aware of the hours most aristocrats kept, Thomas’ jaw dropped. “You must get up at dawn!” he said in surprise.

      Her own eyes widening, Lily appeared almost embarrassed as she gave a shrug. “Habit, I suppose. From my days as a maid. I’ve tried to sleep until ten, but I just cannot,” she replied. “I awaken that early even after an evening at a ball.”

      Emma suppressed a chuckle, understanding the young lady’s comment. She and Thomas tried to be at Wellingham Imports by nine every morning, but to do so meant rising before the sun. “Should I have Mr. Overby call on you at Fitzsimmons Manor at say six-thirty, tomorrow morning?”

      Thomas was about to protest on the clerk’s behalf—what if William Overby wasn’t interested in escorting Lady Lily through the park at an ungodly hour of the morning?—when his cousin suddenly shook her head.

      “I couldn’t impose on Mr. Overby like that!” she said in alarm. When Emma gave a small shake of her head, Lily added, “He doesn’t even know me.”

      Emma ignored the look of surprise she knew was on Thomas’ face. “I should think that won’t be an issue after a day or two,” she replied.

      Lily considered the offer and finally nodded her head. “If you’re sure he won’t mind —”

      “Of course he won’t. He’ll be at your door at half-past six. And we’ll see you at Woodscastle for dinner tonight.”

      Nodding her agreement, Lily gave her thanks and took her leave of Wellingham Imports, all the while wondering why she had been so worried about meeting her cousins.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          
            A CLERK RECONSIDERS BACHELORHOOD

          

        

      

    

    
      William Overby entered his bachelor’s quarters in Golden Square and sighed, happy to be home and surrounded by the familiar accoutrements he had carefully assembled in the four rooms that made up his apartment. The parlor, bedchamber, bath and study were beautifully appointed, and his wardrobe was extensive, although not varied—and it wasn’t because William had spent his hard-earned annual salary of two-hundred-and-twenty pounds to make them so.

      As an inventory clerk at Wellingham Imports, William benefited from situations considered unfortunate to others. When a ship arrived in port carrying goods that might have suffered damage en-route, William simply salvaged what he could.

      For example, when a single bolt of snowy white silk in a shipment of one hundred from India arrived having been soaked in seawater whilst in a ship’s hold, William accepted the ninety-nine good bolts, arranged for the payment of the shipment, and took the ruined bolt off the hands of the sea captain.

      His housekeeper and laundress, Mrs. Greenleaf, was quite adept at restoring sea-soaked fabrics, and his tailor, Mark Woolgemuth, was equally talented in making neck cloths out of silk—hence his extensive collection of starched white cravats.

      When a shipment of blue superfine arrived from the Continent, one bolt exhibiting a snag from the wooden crate in which it had been packed, Woolgemuth managed to work around the snag to create topcoats in the latest designs. As a result, William had a different topcoat for every day of the week. A similar situation had occurred with Nankeen from the Orient, which meant he had plenty of pairs of breeches.

      Every piece of upholstered furniture in his parlor was because of similar circumstances for lengths of tapestry and brocade, since Margaret Greenleaf ’s talents didn’t end with silk. His employers were friends of an upholsterer in Leadenhall, so William was able to employ the tradesman to turn what had been cast-offs from an aristocrat’s London townhouse—a settee and several chairs—into new-looking furnishings.

      His bed’s headboard had been one of ten carefully crafted by a woodworker in the United States, but when one arrived with a damaged foot, William merely paid a fraction of the total price and employed a local woodworker to make the necessary repairs.

      Even the accessories—a slightly chipped vase in the parlor, a barely cracked hurricane lamp in the bedchamber, a figurine missing its mate in the study—gave William’s apartment the air of quarters belonging to a rich aristocrat. Having begun his life in the slums of London, he had decided years ago he would live better than he did as a child—promised himself he would.

      But what value did beautiful rooms and comfortable furnishings hold if William didn’t have someone with whom to share them? After over ten hours a day, six days a week at Wellingham Imports, William rather hoped that one day he would arrive home to find a comely blonde chit waiting for him in his bedchamber, preferably naked and anxious to make his acquaintance.

      He could dream, couldn’t he?

      He was doing just that when he pulled a note from his waistcoat pocket. Mrs. Wellingham had given him the missive just as he took his leave of his desk in the clerk’s office. “I do hope you won’t be too inconvenienced,” she had said before bidding him farewell. In a hurry to meet a friend at a nearby public house for supper, William had forgotten about the note.

      Unfolding the small sheet of parchment, William read the script and frowned.

      
        
        Be at Fitzsimmons Manor at 6:30 in the morning to escort Lily Harkins to the park. You’re welcome. E.W.

      

      

      William’s head snapped up. He blinked. He glanced back down at the note and reread it.

      Six-thirty? In the morning?

      Lily Harkins?

      The park?

      “Thank you, Mrs. Wellingham,” he murmured aloud, wondering if he really did feel gratitude for the arrangement.

      Although he was usually up that early in the morning—he had to be in order to arrive at the warehouse by seven o’clock—he would certainly have to wake up much earlier in order to arrive at Lady Lily’s house by half-past six. She lived at...

      He returned his attention to the note.

      Fitzsimmons Manor.

      William sat down—hard—into the nearest chair, the fingers of one hand raking through his long hair as he reread the note again. I need a haircut.

      What if Lily Harkins really was the young woman from that night in Vauxhall Gardens? The comely blonde with eyes so blue he thought he might drown in them? The woman he found he couldn’t live without so he simply conjured her image every time he felt lonely.

      William settled back into the chair, remembering how beautiful she looked in the morning sun, how her smile seemed to brighten his day. Indeed, every time he thought of her for the rest of the day, his heart seemed lighter.

      Was this how other men felt when they noticed a woman like Miss Harkins? Did they think of her all day? Did they imagine escorting her on their arm as they window shopped along New Bond Street, as they sat across from her in their favorite public house whilst eating their supper? Did they imagine sitting in comfortable chairs next to the fire whilst reading or enjoying a quiet conversation? Imagine undoing the buttons down the back of her gown so that she might undress without the help of a maid? Help her get ready for bed by pulling a night rail onto her svelte body, warm fingers caressing her as they gently smoothed the fine lawn over her silken skin?

      Well, he rather doubted he would bother with the night rail. He would simply lift her into his arms and carry her, naked, to his bed. Settle her onto the feather mattress and slowly cover her with the bed linens before stripping off his own clothes so that he might join her in the bed. Draw one hand down the length of her body whilst his thumb caressed the side of her breast, her belly, then lightly touch her thighs and back up the other side. He would delight in hearing her soft gasps, in feeling her body’s shivers of delight, in seeing her nipples swell and harden into ruched buds begging for his tongue and teeth.

      He imagined her urgent whispers, pleading for surcease, pleading for him to take her. And he would. He had no plans to make her beg, to make her wait for his turgid manhood, wait for a release that would bring her the ultimate pleasure and send her into ecstasy. How could he? It would be cruel to tease and then withhold such pleasure. To fondle and caress and kiss without finishing what he had started by simply sitting with her by the fire.

      William jerked upright.

      Is this what married men did during their evenings? What wealthy men did with their mistresses on their appointed nights? What rakes did at brothels nearly every night?

      No wonder nearly every clerk at Wellingham Imports was married! A woman awaited his arrival at home. A woman who enjoyed his company by a fire, his kisses by candlelight, and his caresses in the dark. One who enjoyed the feel of his touch on her bare skin, of his lips on hers, of his tongue as it explored her mouth and plundered every inch of her body, including the swollen nub at the base of her thighs, flicking and tasting and teasing until she came apart into a billion tiny pieces of pure pleasure.

      William sighed as he closed his eyes and imagined doing such things to Lily Harkins. Bringing her to ecstasy seemed so easy to achieve, so desirable, so...

      Necessary.

      William blinked. And then he blinked again.

      Where had that last thought come from? From where had he determined he needed to see to Lily Harkins’ pleasure? To her ultimate ecstasy? For he couldn’t do so unless he was married to the chit. He was quite sure she wouldn’t allow such intimacies outside of the promise of marriage. Probably even outside of marriage at all.

      Which would mean he had no other choice but to take the poor girl as his wife.

      One hand covered his face as he groaned with his realization. Making her his wife meant he would have to become a husband. Which would mean he would be taking on all the expenses of another person, of being responsible for her, of providing her protection and paying for all the fripperies and finery she required, of seeing to her daily needs, her wants, and her desires.

      The costs would be considerable!

      Could he afford her as a wife?

      William closed his eyes and ran the numbers in his head, adding up the expenses, guessing when he wasn’t sure what things cost and wincing when he was, for to take Lily Harkins as his wife meant he would soon be a very poor man. So poor, in fact, he might end up in debtor’s prison.

      Shaking his head, William sighed.

      Should he truly want Lily Harkins in his life—and he did—he could no longer imagine a life without her—he would have to make her his wife. There didn’t seem to be another alternative. But to do so meant a life of work. Late nights at the office and perhaps a second job.

      Was she worth it?

      Was Lily Harkins worth the extra effort, the extra cost?

      Well, until he met her at the front door of Fitzsimmons Manor—he still wasn’t sure she was who he thought she was— he wouldn’t allow his imagination to run away with him. He would find out who she was and then how much she would cost—or wouldn’t—soon enough.

      At half-past six in the morning, in fact.
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