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      To my boyfriend

      My very own

      ‘Friends to Lovers’

      Trope coming to be a reality

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      PS this is not a friends to lover setting for Thomas & Maribel but a fast-paced, passionate novella!

      

      Tropes

      Class Difference

      Age Gap

      Employer/Employee Relationship

      Stuffy Duke & Confident Governess

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Can you share with me what you find so amusing?”

        “Your disdain for Mr Whiskers! What prejudice do you hold against cats?”

        “Their attitudes. They lack obedience and humility, and the way they make eye contact, with such impertinence. It raises my ire.”

        “Yes, cats are full of unapologetic confidence—which is personally what I adore! Though I now understand why you react in such a way to Mr Whiskers. You are unyielding when it comes to your views, your needs, and your wants, and luckily for you, you can be.”

        Maribel lowered her head to daintily sniff the steamed mackerel emitting the scent of fennel and mint and smiled.

        “This smells divine.”

        “You are right, Maribel. I am unyielding. My wants, my needs. And what I need and want right now—is you.”
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      London, 1815

      "Your Grace, I have news. News that will bring you joy, and news, Your Grace, that will bring sorrow, for which I am most sorry."

      Thomas Denby, the Duke of Avondale, already knew what news the doctor brought. He had heard the cries of his staff. The hushed but distressed whispering of the doctor and his butler. And most distinctly, the wails of a newborn child. His child.

      "In a single moment, I have gained a child and lost a wife. Is this the news you speak of?" Thomas’s voice was hollow, and he barely recognised it. Only wed a year and so soon with child, the time had passed quickly, and he had been happy. Content. Blessed. To wed and produce an heir was one's duty, and his sweet bride Anne had been raised to be a duchess. Her own father was a duke. Now he was widowed and solely responsible for this new life.

      "I am so very sorry, Your Grace. My heart weeps in sorrow."

      "Thank you, Doctor. Is the child a boy or girl?"

      "A girl, Your Grace. A healthy and beautiful baby girl."

      He heard the slight tremor in the doctor's voice, and he could not blame the man. It would be hypocrisy to do so, as when he had heard the word girl—to his shame—he had been disappointed. Wallowing in the selfish moment a little longer, he closed his eyes and breathed deeply, trying to rationalise his thoughts. A girl meant he would need to remarry, to try to produce a male heir. The next Duke of Avondale. 

      Slowly, Thomas opened his eyes and saw the doctor still standing there, watching him solemnly. Thomas gave him a curt nod of dismissal. There was no will in him to extend any polite courtesy. Walking over to the table, he poured himself a claret, swallowing the bitter liquid in one motion.

      "Your Grace?" He turned to see his butler, Mr Jones, in the door.

      "What is it?" he asked through gritted teeth.

      "The babe has settled, if you would like to meet her?" he heard the hopeful plea, and instead of feeling shamed by his coldness, it emboldened him. 

      "No. Please inform the rest of the staff that I wish to be alone until I advise otherwise."

      He heard Mr Jones walk away and picked up the bottle of claret to pour himself a second drink, but before he could do so, a raging fire erupted inside him, and he threw the bottle at the wall with a roar of anger. The shattering glass echoed through the haze of his fury. Or was it grief? All he knew was that, in a single moment, he had been given one life and had had another taken away. And now he alone was responsible for this new life. His daughter. What did he know about raising a daughter?
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      English Countryside, 1822

      Miss Maribel Lewisham slammed shut the heavy book she had been reading from. The resounding smack echoed throughout the room, and the two boys in front of her fell silent. Her younger brothers stopped pushing each other and looked up at her.

      "We are sorry, Mari." It was bad enough to have one set of those sweet brown eyes turned up at her in an apology, but both was too much, and she shook her hand fondly at the incorrigible pair. Being the sister of five brothers, she had seen this look many a time. The twins, Frederick and Richard, were bundles of energy but their terrible attention span only helped her work on the patience she would need as a governess. As she had with their brothers, who were now of age to be working men themselves. John was now a clergyman, Matthew was studying to be a solicitor, and Liam had joined the church.

      "I will accept your apology if one of you can recount what I was just talking about."

      Looking to each other, they whispered for a moment before responding.

      "You were reading a story about the Greeks battling," offered Richard.

      "Close—”she withheld an eyeroll“—but not quite. I was reading you a piece of Roman history, from their greatest statesman, Cicero, and his time in exile.”

      "If you start again, we promise to listen this time, Mari," Frederick assured her with his sweet smile.

      "Very well. Sit down, and I will begin."

      Opening the book, she flicked through to find the page she had been on.

      "Mari, a letter has come for you."

      This announcement from her mother made her forget her own decorum, and she dropped the book to the floor with a thud as she squealed in delight.

      "I am coming, Mother. Please let it be an offer of employment!"

      Running to find her mother, she almost collided with the poor woman when she entered the kitchen.

      "Slow down, Mari, where are your manners?" Mrs Lewisham scolded.

      Snatching up the letter, she saw that the heavy wax seal was rich and imprinted with a lion crest. She ripped the parchment open and then quickly closed it in excitement.

      "It is from the duke!"

      Maribel had applied to a governess role for the Duke of Avondale's daughter and had been eagerly awaiting a response. Pausing for a moment, she tried to calm herself, her good sense reminding her it may not be the answer she wanted. Taking a deep breath, she opened the letter and read the contents.

      
        
        Miss Maribel Lewisham,

        The Duke of Avondale, Thomas Denby, seeks your employment in the position of governess to his daughter. Please come prepared, including any belongings you need, as if a suitable fit, you will be required to start immediately…

      

      

      An interview? With a duke? She had assumed a steward or the butler would be conducting the interview. The duke himself? And to move in straight away!

      "Mari, what is it?" her mother asked anxiously, knowing how much this news would mean to her.

      'The Duke of Avondale wants to interview me. He, himself. A duke!"

      "Freddy, our Mari is going to meet a duke," Richard stated in awe.

      "This is wonderful news, Maribel! Wipe the concern from your face. You are educated and well-mannered. And he may be a duke, but title aside, he is just a human. Like you. Like us."

      Maribel nodded her head slowly. Her mother spoke true, of course.

      But it did not make her any less nervous. She was aware of the Duke of Avondale for reasons aside from his need of a governess. The women of the ton found him a most desirable marriage partner, and season after season, he had not taken a bride, despite being widowed for the last eight years. She had heard he was charming and attractive but also cold and rigid. That was the natural state of a duke though, was it not? Maribel hugged her mother and brothers, telling them she needed to go prepare, but really, she wanted a moment alone. As eager as she was for this opportunity, the reality of leaving her family was starting to dawn on her. Throwing herself on her bed, she looked up at the wooden ceiling and tried to calm her racing thoughts.

      One at a time, she told herself, always frustrated when she could not catch a single thought. Instead, when her emotions heightened, they flurried around her mind like a blizzard. Shaking her head with such vigour that her bonnet flew off, she took the opportunity to knead her scalp, massaging away some of the tension.

      She heard a self-important meow and looked to the door as Mr Whiskers strolled in, meeting his haughty expression.

      “Mr Whiskers, I shall take you with me.”

      The black feline, short-haired and sleek, had been her closest confidante for six years. She had found the kitten asleep in the barn atop a bale of hay. When she had gently nudged him, one eye had opened and he had released a menacing meow. They had been inseparable ever since.

      “Enough with the dillydallying! It is time to prepare.”

      Mr Whiskers was well-accustomed to her change in moods and paid no mind as she went from procrastinating to pacing and gathering her wits. The moment she had been waiting for had arrived.
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      The Duke of Avondale, Thomas Denby, was not a man known for his patience. Nor was he reasonable. And he simply did not care. In the years since he had been widowed, he had made his peace with the reality of raising his daughter alone. But by raise, he really meant oversee. She was a girl after all. And he loved the sweet child, impish as she was, always wreaking havoc throughout his halls. All he sought was a governess with a spine of steel, who would not faint at the sight of a worm on her pillow or cry tears of frustration at dealing with a stubborn child. Each previous governess—there had been four now—had been interviewed by his steward. This time, Thomas would be doing the interview himself to ascertain the mettle of the woman and not waste his time. He pictured a bland woman, having assumed she would be plain, otherwise why be a governess. Even a middle-class maiden of beauty could marry into a comfortable life. Instead of being in London, he was waiting for this gentlewoman. If she met his requirements, he could continue his social life in London soon enough.

      Thomas sat at his desk, tapping the heavy wood with impatience. He had said noon, and according to the pocket watch that lay open before him, it was almost that time. It was not a positive sign that she lacked the good sense to arrive early instead of right on time. Scowling, he stood and paced the length of the room. How very impertinent she must be!

      A few moments later, there was a rap on the door. “Enter.”

      He did not turn immediately, wanting to calm his frustration.

      “Your Grace, I have Miss Maribel Lewisham here to be interviewed for the position of governess.”

      “Thank you, that will be all.”

      Footsteps left the room, and the door shut.

      Then, in the silence of the room, a throat cleared.

      Thomas knew it was rude that he still had his back to the woman, nor had he greeted her properly, but to clear her throat? Impertinence!

      Turning around with his glare firmly in place, he faced her. His frustration was quickly replaced by surprise, and his brows lifted at the attractive girl that stood before him. He was equally dumbfounded by her disapproving look.

      “Your Grace, as announced, I am Miss Maribel Lewisham and here for the role of governess. Shall we sit?”

      Before he could respond, she walked towards the desk, her short legs taking long, confident strides against the floor. Thomas shook his head in disbelief.

      Who did this chit think she was, addressing him so cooly and with such evident disapproval?

      He stomped towards the desk, sat in the chair opposite her, and glowered. The impertinent woman did not even blink. Her warm chestnut eyes held his gaze.

      “How old are you?”

      “I am twenty years.”

      “What experience do you have? If any.”

      “I have no experience working for an employer, however I have played governess to my younger brothers, as well as to three elder, which I assure you only strengthened my resolve.”

      “Where did you learn and study?”

      “I spent time in Bath with Miss Francine Porter, an esteemed governess who provides training, and I also received a fairly advanced education as a child.”

      “What can you teach?”

      “I can teach fluent French, reading and writing skills, simple arithmetic, many historical topics, and for the young lady, needlepoint, water painting, and all social  expectations.”

      “Do you have any other skills? Musical perhaps?

      His daughter had gone through many a piano teacher, and he was determined to see her master at least one instrument.

      “I do not possess any natural talent, but I can teach the pianoforte.”

      Her tone was polite but the answers were direct, firm. It was as if she was a teacher and he was a student in this exchange. The only thing keeping him from reprimanding her for her lack of civil address was his recognition of her comportment. Perhaps she would be able to handle his daughter after all.

      “If I may, Your Grace, can I have some details about your daughter. What is her name and age?”

      Her tone implied she found it improper that he had not yet provided this information. That same air he had been momentarily impressed with now induced annoyance.

      “My daughter’s name is Clara. She is seven. Is there anything else you need to know, Miss Lewisham?”

      The slight pink tinge that touched her cheeks gratified him. Finally, a sliver of a reaction. Looking her over, he spied what appeared to be luscious curves under her muted clothing. 

      “Do you have any other questions?”

      “Am I permitted to bring my cat?”

      His jaw dropped. She wants to bring a cat? He could not stand felines. They had a smug, entitled air about them. His mother had owned one, and he had hated the damn species ever since. “You may not.”

      He had not meant to sound so cold and stiff, noting her lips had pressed into a thin line at his response.

      “As you wish, Your Grace.”

      Refraining from clearing his throat to relieve the awkward silence, he stood.

      “Consider yourself employed, Miss Lewisham. Someone will attend to you shortly.”

      Striding out of the room, he again had to stop himself, this time from looking back. He could feel her sharp gaze boring into him as he closed the door behind him. She had provoked something in him—a heady mix of excitement and frustration—and it suddenly dawned on him that perhaps hiring a governess who stirred his loins was not a wise decision.

    



OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/cat.jpg
LIt






OEBPS/images/img_0985.jpg





OEBPS/images/ss.jpg





