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Philomena shivered in the drafty dining room of the grand country house—and not only because of the snow swirling outside. The snow was light and feathery and would melt before noon. Her mother’s wrath would last much longer.

“Philomena, I simply do not understand what would cause you to do such a thing,” the duchess said for perhaps the third time in so many minutes. “Viscount Knoxwood is not yet forty, has all his teeth and a full head of hair, and is, if not wealthy, not in the poor house. Why on earth would you refuse his offer?”

Phil pushed her toast to one side of the plate and back again. The trick here was not to allow her gaze to stray to the other side of the room. She had to focus on her plate or her mother. “Mama, I do think marriage should be based on more than finding a man who is not elderly and has a full head of hair.”

It was the wrong thing to say. Her mother set her teacup down with a clatter. Phil cringed.

“I agree. Marriage should be based on mutual respect. Viscount Knoxwood has been courting you for the last six months and has shown nothing but respect. The sacrament of marriage should be entered into by equals, and you and he are of the same social rank.”

Phil stared very, very hard at her plate.

“And, though I know this is out of fashion, a marriage should forge an alliance. Viscount Knoxwood has several estates. Your dowry would help him make the repairs and improvements he wants, enriching both our family and his. So tell me, please do, what is your objection?”

Phil shrugged.

“Do not shrug your shoulders, Philomena. It is unladylike.”

Phil looked directly at her mother. “I don’t love him, Mama.”

This was really the wrong thing to say. The duchess looked as though she might throw her teacup across the room. “Listen to me, Philomena. I do not want to hear another word about love from you. I have had quite enough of that from your brother. If Phineas wants to ruin his life by marrying a woman old enough to be his mother then taking up with her in Berkshire, of all places, that is his mistake.”

“She isn’t quite that old, Mama.”

“She is too old to bear him an heir, and now what will become of the title?”

The Mayne title was in little danger of extinction, but Phil knew her mother did not wish to be corrected. Wisely, she kept her mouth closed.

“You are the last of my children. I have seen four sons put in the grave and one daughter whose husband has been disgraced. My only living son has made a mésalliance I have little choice but to accept. But you, Philomena, you will marry well, and you will make me proud.” The duchess rose. She was not a tall woman, but she stood very straight, which gave her the appearance of height. “Either make the decision yourself, or I will make it for you. You have one month from today.”

With that shocking pronouncement, the Dowager Duchess of Mayne strode out of the room, her skirts swishing.

Phil waited a full minute before raising her eyes to the sideboard. James stood there in his light blue livery. His back was straight, his eyes focused on an indistinct spot across the room, his face expressionless. Of course, the footman had heard every word, but one would never guess it from his behavior.

Phil lifted her teacup and drank deeply, all but draining the cup. As if on cue, James lifted the teapot and came to stand beside her. “More tea, me lady?”

“Yes, please.” She held the teacup in place while he lowered the pot. By raising her arm just slightly, she grazed the underside of his wrist with the outside of hers. Of course, he wore white gloves, but she could see the slightly darker color of his flesh between glove and coat sleeve. He lifted the teapot, and his gaze met hers briefly. She nodded and he withdrew, back to his spot across the room, though it might as well have been an ocean away.

***
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PHIL WORKED DILIGENTLY on her correspondence for the next hour or two. This was no easy task with her mother at the desk behind her. The two had often written their letters in the morning room in companionable silence, but the silence this morning was strained. Phil’s hand shook as she wrote and she blotted her ink several times, forcing her to begin letters anew. Each time she crumpled a sheet of ruined vellum, her mother would huff as though disappointed. Finally, the clock chimed eleven and Phil rose.

“Have you finished your letter to Aunt Joyce?” her mother asked without looking at her.

“I have, Mama.”

“It seems a bad idea to ride today. There might be ice.” Her mother continued to write, her pen scratching the paper in front of her.

“I thought I would take a walk. I trust that is acceptable.”

Her mother made a sound of acquiescence and Phil started away.

“Perhaps I shall join you,” the duchess remarked, looking up and out the window. The sun was shining now, glittering off the quickly melting snow making a thin covering on the grounds.

Phil held her breath. Everything inside her screamed no, but she couldn’t very well say it aloud. Her mother would want to know why she shouldn’t go out walking with her daughter, and Phil had no answer for that.

Finally she said, “Shall I have Miss O’Malley bring your pelisse, gloves, and hat?”

Her mother made a face. “Never mind. That seems a lot of trouble to look at dead trees and grass.

Phil blew out a silent breath of relief. 

“I’ll have Cook put out some cold dishes about one o’ clock. Help yourself if you’re feeling peckish.”

“Yes, Mama.”

“We will have guests for dinner.”

Phil paused, trying to remember who was coming to dinner. She’d ask Miss Dawson, her lady’s maid. Feeling lighter than she had in days, Phil rushed up to her chamber and found Dawson laying out several of her dresses. She saw a pretty green one she would have liked to change into as it made her eyes look even bluer, but it was a spring and summer dress, and winter hadn’t quite loosened its grip on the world. Phil decided to content herself with the warm dove gray dress she had donned this morning. 

“What are you doing, Dawson?” she asked.

“I’m looking to see if these dresses need mending. I know we travel to Town in a few days to order your gowns for the Season, but you can still wear these from last year when you are at home.”

Phil sat on the edge of the bed and let her fingers trail over last year’s gowns. Each of them held a memory of dancing and music and garden parties. She had always looked forward to the Season before. But this year the riot of balls and routs held little appeal for her. She would have rather stayed in the country. Her mother’s pronouncement meant that by the time she attended her first ball of the Season, she would be engaged.

“Mama says we have guests for dinner. Do you remember who?’

“It’s Reverend Maypole, Mrs. Maypole, Viscount Knoxwood, his mother, and sisters, my lady.”

“Oh. That should prove awkward.”

Dawson gave her mistress a sympathetic look. “Perhaps it will snow this afternoon and the roads will be impassable.”

Phil rolled her eyes. That was about as likely as her mother agreeing to allow her to marry their footman. She stood. “I should take my opportunity to go for a walk now then. I don’t want to be out if the weather does miraculously turn. Can you help me change into my boots and cloak?”

That done, Phil pinched her cheeks to give them some color then lightly descended the stairs and went out the door.

***
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HE HATED HOW HIS HEART sped up when he saw her coming. It wasn’t just because she was beautiful—though she was incredibly beautiful. And it wasn’t because she was rich—though she was almost as rich as she was beautiful. This was more than attraction or greed. This was something he hadn’t counted on and really couldn’t afford.

She spotted him a moment later, and he knew the exact moment because her smile widened and lit up her face. He’d heard that expression before, of course, but he’d never seen it actually happen until he’d met her. Her face actually seemed to shine brighter when she saw him. In those moments, he couldn’t even see her beauty. All he could see was her.

“Sure and ye take my breath away when ye smile like that,” he said when she was close enough to hear him.

It seemed impossible, but her smile widened. “You do have quite the way with words, Mr. Finnegan.”

“I save them all for ye, me lady.”

She stopped to stand under the eaves of the rear of the dowager house. She’d walked the long way around so that she approached from the back, not the front, which could be seen from the grounds of Southmeade Cottage. It always made James smile when he thought of the name of the sprawling country house. It was the largest, grandest cottage he had ever seen. Even the dowager house boasted eight bed chambers.

Lady Philomena wrinkled her nose. “Why so formal? You know I hate when you call me my lady.”

“Then call me James, and I’ll call ye—what did we decide? Mena?”

She shook her head. “Phil. That’s what everyone calls me.”

He could smell her scent. It was subtle, floral and earthy, and reminded him of heather. He wanted to move closer but forced himself to stay where he was. “It’s hardly a name that suits ye.”

“Neither is Mena. That’s for a petite girl with black hair like yours. I’m far too tall and my hair too yellow for the name Mena.”

He would have described her hair a thousand ways before he’d call it yellow; it was more gold than silver, more sunlight than starlight.

He almost made another quip, but he noticed she was shivering. It was a cold day, and they’d met on other cold days. Once or twice, they’d even gone inside the house. Lady Philomena had the key, but he couldn’t be the one to suggest it. “Yer shivering.”

“The damp, I think.” She fished in the pocket of her cloak and pulled out a key. “Shall we go in?”

He took the key from her gloved hand and opened the door, holding it so she could pass through first. The fact that she trusted him enough to be alone with him humbled him. He did not deserve that trust. But then she didn’t know that, did she? She had no reason not to trust him. He’d never done anything she didn’t want, though adhering to that pledge—one he’d made to himself—just about killed him. As many times as he’d met her alone, he had only kissed her a handful of times, and most of those had been as chaste a kiss as a boy gave his grandmother.

He pulled back the Holland cover on the couch and eyed the dark hearth in the sitting room they usually sat in. “Sure and I wish I could light the fire.”

“That would give us away.” She patted the couch cushion beside her. “Sit here, and I’ll be warm enough.”

He did, careful not to touch her. The small distance between them didn’t stop him from feeling her heat.

“Do ye want to talk about it then?” he asked.

She paused in the act of removing her hat. “Talk about what?”

“Oh, so it’s to be that way. I was in the dining room, and though we act like we’re deaf, servants hear everything.”

“I know.” She surprised him by reaching over and putting her hand on top of his. He wasn’t wearing gloves. His gloves were for work. He had two pair, and they had to remain spotless if he was to serve at dinner and other meals. He couldn’t afford to soil them and had left them in his rooms before sneaking out this afternoon. He could feel the heat of her gloved hand on his skin.

“It’s just that I want to forget all of that for a little while.”

“We’ve forgotten it for months. I don’t think we can put it aside much longer. Ye have to marry, Phil. Ye should have said yes to Knoxwood.”

She made a face. “I don’t want to marry him. He’s a decent enough man, but...” She looked at James, and the implication was clear. Knoxwood wasn’t him. James should have been glad she thought herself in love with him. It was what he’d wanted. But he couldn’t rejoice.

“A decent enough man is nothing to scoff at. And don’t look at me like that. Ye know ye can’t marry an Irishman. And even if I wasn’t Irish, I’m a footman. I’m no match for a duke’s daughter.”

“I never said anything about marriage.” She tossed her head in an effort to look unconcerned, but he saw the sparkle of tears in her eyes before she looked away. “I may never marry. I may devote myself to the role of maiden aunt to my nieces and nephew or perhaps I’ll travel abroad and see the grand cities of the world.”

“Without a chaperone?” he asked, his brows raised.

She looked back at him. “You could be my chaperone.”

He laughed until he noticed she wasn’t smiling. “Ye can’t be serious. How would we live?”

“I don’t know. We’d find a way, wouldn’t we?”

They could. They would. For an instant he wanted nothing more than to take her away right that moment, but he couldn’t do that to her. He couldn’t ruin her life. She’d end up hating him for it, and he’d hate himself.

Christ Jaysus. When had he become so fecking noble? It was like a disease he caught when he was near her.

She was still looking at him with hope in her eyes. He shook his head. “Ye were born the daughter of a duke, and I won’t be the man who’s responsible for making ye starve. As much as I want to”—and Jaysus did he want to—“I won’t run away with ye.”

The hope in her eyes faded, replaced with an expression he found more concerning—determination. Her eyes could turn from the soft blue of the summer sky to the hard blue of sapphires in a matter of seconds. The sapphires glittered at him now.

“I wonder if I can change your mind,” she said. He looked down and saw she’d drawn off her gloves, revealing long-fingered white hands that were as soft as clouds.

“Sure and ye can try, but I care too much for ye to do as ye ask.” He sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. Now that he’d refused her outright, she’d probably storm out, angry at his rejection. He’d miss these clandestine meetings, but it was for the best. He could never be the man she deserved. He wasn’t even the man she thought he was.

She reached out, but instead of slapping him, she touched his cheek. The feel of her fingers stroking his skin from cheek to jaw made him freeze, even while his flesh heated where her fingers stroked.

“I love the feel of you under my fingertips,” she murmured. “Your beard is rough.”

“I shaved early this morning,” he corrected. Footmen were clean-shaven, forcing him to shave twice some days. He’d always had thick dark hair that grew quickly. Mrs. Johnson, the housekeeper, trimmed his unruly hair every fortnight.

“And yet, it scratches the pads of my fingers. I wonder...” She leaned closer, and James frowned. He should stand up, move away, but he didn’t so much as breathe as she pressed close, sliding the skin of her soft cheek against his coarse jaw.

“Phil,” he murmured, his tone a warning. He kept his hands on his knees, though they itched to take her into his arms. Her lips grazed his jaw, and he closed his eyes, willing his body to remain under control. When, after a long, teasing trail, her mouth finally reached his, she kissed him gently. Summoning all his fortitude, he kissed her back—a press of mouth to mouth. But when he pulled back, she followed.

“What are ye doing?” he asked, his brogue heavier now with the effort to contain his arousal. They’d never gone further than a quick touch of lips, and even that was dangerous to them both.

“Why don’t you ever kiss me like you want to?”

His brows shot up. “And what do ye know about what men want?”

She gave him a patronizing look. “I’ve kissed other men, you know.”

“Have ye now?” He’d never thought about her kissing any other men, but of course it made sense. She was no child, and she’d been to her share of balls and assemblies. Of course, one of the nobs she danced with would take her behind a potted plant and kiss her. But if that was the limit of her experience, he wouldn’t expand it. “And a few kisses on the terrace make ye an expert, do they?”

“It’s more than a few, and why don’t you be the judge as to whether I’m an expert? Put your hands on me.”

His lungs hurt at the quick intake of breath. He couldn’t seem to move, so she lifted his stiff hands from where they were clamped to his knees and put them on her waist.

Jaysus but she had a small trim waist. He’d imagined it would be, but it was almost impossible to tell when she always wore gowns where the waists tucked up under her bosom. His arms remained stiff as he fought to keep from spreading his fingers or allowing his hands to drop an inch or two and explore her tempting body. She wrapped her arms around his neck, bringing her body further into contact with his. He was glad they hadn’t lit the hearth now as he was too warm. The heat of her was burning him, raising the temperature of his blood to a boiling point.

“This is better,” she murmured, her gaze fastening on his. He wanted her so badly it hurt. Never had he been so tempted, and he had faced a great deal of temptation in his life.

“Should I kiss ye now?” he said, his voice low.

“Do you really need to ask?”

He didn’t, and he had reached the limit of his chivalry. The strain of playing the well-mannered footman in the house and the perfect gentleman with her suddenly felt too much. For just three minutes he would be himself—James Patrick Finnegan. Damn all the rules of decorum straight to hell.

His hands on her waist tightened and closed, and he pulled her closer so that her breasts pressed into his chest. Then he dipped his mouth to hers, but instead of the sweet kisses he usually bestowed, he nipped at her full lower lip. She made a sound somewhere between desire and shock, and he licked at the spot he’d bitten to soothe the slight sting. Then he pressed his mouth to hers, kissing and coaxing and seducing until she did as he bade and opened for him.

His tongue slid inside her warmth. Her own met his and tangled for a moment. She had been kissed before. But he was no fumbling, soft, lily-fingered nob. He stroked her, teased her, claimed her until she was breathing hard and her hands had fisted in the material at the back of his livery coat. And then he deepened the kiss, letting all the desire and darkness and velvety softness of her skin sink into him.

He could have bent her back, lowered her to the couch, and had her. She was practically trembling from want, and he hadn’t even run his hands over her. He imagined she’d come quick and hard, her eyes a soft shade of blue and her lips a pale pink O.

He wanted her. He needed her.

But that small voice he’d always been able to ignore, up until now, whispered. She’s not for you.

James pulled away, ending the kiss abruptly. Lady Philomena made a sound of distress and tried to pull him back, but he stood and gave her his back. He needed to get his breathing under control and looking at her would not accomplish that. Not to mention, if she stared at the erection tenting his breeches, he’d never regain control.

“I shouldn’t have done that,” he said. “I apologize.”

“There’s no need, I—”

Christ Jaysus, if she told him she liked the kiss, he would not be able to stop himself.

“If ye value yer virtue, Lady Philomena, ye had better go. Now.”

He could hear the rustle of skirts, knew she’d stood. “But James, can’t we talk—”

He rounded on her. “Get out of here. Now!” he roared.

And she did.
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She didn’t run. That would have been humiliating. But she hadn’t tarried either. The way he’d looked at her had scared her—no, that wasn’t right. The way her body had responded to the way he’d looked at her scared her.

When James had turned around, there’d been no trace of the charming footman in the man she saw. He’d looked dark and dangerous and sinfully handsome. Heat had shot through her, making her knees buckle. Now she stood, back braced against a tree, the cold air cooling her hot cheeks. Her legs were still wobbling, and her belly was still fluttering.

No one had ever kissed her like that. She hadn’t even known it was possible to kiss like that or to feel the way she did in that moment. Her body practically throbbed with want. It took everything she had not to go back to him and let him have his way with her.

But something in addition to common sense and propriety stopped her. For just a moment there, she saw something in him that gave her pause. Yes, she knew him as James, the footman. But she’d seen someone else in him too. And it made her wonder, who was James? Who had he been before he’d come to work for her family? Who was he when he was not at work?

She didn’t really know him. Up until now they’d talked of trivialities and she’d enjoyed their time together because he made her laugh and, well, he was no chore to look upon. But she’d never really tried to know him. He evaded questions that were too personal, about his family or his childhood in Ireland. He turned those conversations back to her and her life.

She’d thought it was because he was uncomfortable telling her about his modest upbringing. But what if it was something else?

“My lady, do you need assistance?”

Phil blinked and focused on her surroundings. Mr. Jennings, the groundskeeper, was walking toward her. With spring coming soon, he was no doubt surveying the grounds and determining what needed to be done as soon as the weather turned.

“Oh, Mr. Jennings. How lovely to see you.”

“Are you well, my lady? Do you want me to take you inside?”

“I’m quite well. I just stopped to rest and enjoy the cool air.” How long had she been away? Was her mother worrying about her? “What time is it, Mr. Jennings?”

“Almost half past one, my lady.”

“Ah. Thank you. I should go inside and eat something. No wonder I’m feeling tired.”

“Shall I escort you, my lady?”

“No need.” She pushed off from the tree, feeling more grounded and less shaky now. “Do carry on, Mr. Jennings.” And she strode away, resisting the urge to look over her shoulder at the dowager house in the distance.

Once inside, she slipped into the dining room. With relief, she noted her mother was not there. Phil grabbed an apple and headed for her brother’s library. With the current duke in Berkshire with his new wife, the library hadn’t been in use much. Her mother preferred to deal with matters of business in the morning room. Though their butler would deal with most of the hiring of staff, Phil hoped one of her brothers or her mother would also have records.

She paused at the door to the library, glanced over her shoulder, then went inside, closing the heavy door silently behind her. The chamber was dark, and she pulled the curtains open to let in some light. Fortunately, she hadn’t removed her pelisse as the room was also cold. She went to the desk and opened several drawers before she found records of payments to the staff. Looking through those, she confirmed James Finnegan had been added to the household the year before in June. She had been in London then and hadn’t met him until she’d returned. She stared out the window now, remembering that day in late July when she’d returned to the country at the close of the Season and spotted him among the other servants lining the front drive.

Of course, she’d noticed him. He was taller than many of the other men and it was clear his stockings needed no padding. He had dark hair, thick and black, and eyes almost as black under thick eyebrows. She’d known him for an Irishman even before he’d spoken. With effort, she’d drawn her gaze away. As the daughter of a duke, it was unseemly to stare at the footmen, but again and again that summer, she had found herself looking for him.

He had been everything that was right and proper. If he’d ever looked at her with more than polite deference, she had not caught him. Of course, he must have noticed her and wanted her as she’d wanted him, but he had not pursued her.

It was only after the death of her brother Richard at Christmastime that they’d spoken more than what was customary between mistress and servant. With Richard dead and Phineas to rise to the position of duke, no one had much time to spend with her. She’d been crying quietly in the dining room one afternoon, and James had entered. He’d looked appalled to have disturbed her, but instead of leaving as she’d expected, he’d offered her his handkerchief and sat with her. He’d been kind and understanding, and she found herself spilling all of her worries and sorrows. He’d listened and been sympathetic.

The next day she’d sought him out and apologized for her behavior, but he had insisted there was no need for an apology. And he’d left her with a phrase she hadn’t forgotten to this day: I was honored to serve as your friend.

She’d needed a friend during that time, and gradually they began to find ways to spend more time together. That time became more than simply friendly. She had been the one to suggest meeting at the dowager house, and that was where he’d first kissed her. She knew what people would say if they found out—he had seduced her. But the truth was that nothing had happened that she hadn’t wanted to happen.

But James Finnegan had a life before that summer of 1816. Why hadn’t she thought to ask more about it before now? She put the ledger of payments away and sifted through papers until she found notes that the butler had taken during his interviews with prospective staff. She found the notes for James Finnegan and read through them. There was nothing remarkable in the interview—questions about previous experience and pertinent skills. Attached to the interview had been letters of reference, including one from Lady Birtwistle, whom she knew from various social functions. The other letters had been from people she did not know and with little rank, so it must have been the letter from Lady Birtwistle that secured James the position. Lady Birtwistle’s brother Rafe had served on the Continent with her own brother Phineas.

Phil put the documents away and sat in the chair behind the desk, staring unseeing out the window. She’d be in London the day after tomorrow. Then a month after that she’d be there for another Season—months of social engagements where her mother would foist her upon every eligible peer between the ages of eighteen and eighty. She could suffer through that or she could agree to marry Viscount Knoxwood and spend the Season having her betrothal celebrated. No, she didn’t love Knoxwood, but he was as good as any other man her mother was likely to pair her with and better than most.

She’d been foolish these past few weeks when he’d been courting her. She’d allowed her infatuation with James to influence her. It had been lovely to daydream about running away with him, marrying him, falling into bed with him. But the staff records before her reminded her he was a servant in her family’s employ. She couldn’t be with him. They’d never be allowed to marry, and how could she bring that scandal upon her mother after all she’d suffered these last months and years? Phineas had caused enough scandal with his marriage to the Wanton Widow.

She’d always known that her destiny was not her own. Perhaps she hadn’t had it pressed on her as much as her brothers, but she’d been taught from an early age that there were certain expectations of a duke’s daughter. The first of these was to marry well.

Phil stood and brushed off her skirts. She would marry Knoxwood. She’d tell him she’d reconsidered when he came to dinner tonight. She’d do it quickly and before she had time to think too much about it. Her mother would be happy, her brother would be happy, all of Society would be happy.

Perhaps one day even Lady Philomena herself would be happy.

***
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JAMES HAD A FREE HOUR before he had to report for dinner service. He’d polished the silver when he’d returned from the dowager house and was then sent to his room to change into formal livery. As it took him all of three minutes to change, James took the additional time to lie on his small bed and stare at the ceiling. Usually William, another footman, shared the room with him, but William was in charge of the front hall and coat room tonight. James had privacy as well as a moment of leisure. He didn’t intend to waste it.

But his thoughts seemed to wander where they would, and he couldn’t manage to steer them toward lazy pursuits. His mind would not let go of the morning’s rendezvous with Lady Philomena. Generally, he tried not to think about her. He didn’t waste his time thinking about piles of gold or treasure chests of precious jewels, and both of those were about as attainable as Lady Philomena. Of course, he didn’t have gold or rubies waved in front of his face on a daily basis. Lady Philomena and he crossed paths almost every day.

She was not a woman he could ignore. James managed to ignore the rest of the family quite easily. It was his job to at least to pretend to ignore them, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t stop himself from watching her. Part of the problem was that she was beautiful. He’d never seen a woman with eyes so blue or hair so thick and golden. Her skin was a delicate and translucent pearl that he longed to touch but feared he would soil. She was always so clean and sweet-smelling. Even the beds of her fingernails were clean.

In the slums of Dublin, where he’d grown up, he’d never seen anyone with soft hands. Everyone worked hard and their hands were rough and red. His ma had been a stern woman, though she’d loved him beyond measure. She would have liked to see him serving as a footman in a great house, if she’d still been alive. She’d told him often enough to stay away from the rabble and make something of himself.

Would that he’d listened to his ma sooner.

His door opened and he sat, feeling guilty that he wasn’t yet dressed. William, almost out of breath, stuck his head in. “Letter for you.”

James tempered his surprise and schooled his face as he rose and took the proffered paper.

“Who’s it from?” William asked.

“Me ma,” James answered, mentally crossing himself at using his mother in a lie.

“Oh.” William’s brows lowered as his interest waned. “You’ll be ready soon? The guests should be arriving any minute.”

“I’ll be ready.”

William closed the door and James waited until he heard his footsteps retreat before he opened the letter. He didn’t recognize the handwriting right away, so his gaze skipped to the end of the short missive where it was signed P. Birr.

It was from Patrick then. Now he was a man James had no trouble forgetting, though Patrick made sure it was never for long.

Time’s grown short. Meet me at the Blue Boar in two nights.

James would have liked to throw the letter in the fire and forget it, but if he didn’t meet Patrick, Patrick and his minion, Sean, would come and find him. That would put all three of them in jeopardy and Lady Philomena too. After all, she was the reason Patrick wanted to meet.

James tossed the letter in the fire anyway. He didn’t want William to read it and ask questions. Then he finished dressing and made his way to the kitchen where the cook was bellowing orders. The first footman was already there, and he ordered James to fetch the necessary serving pieces. The next hour was a blur of running here and there until finally the family had gone in to dinner and it was time to serve. All of the food for the first course had already been laid on the table, and James stood on one side of the room while Mr. Balcolm, the first footman, stood on the other, and Mr. Caffold, the butler, oversaw everything.

As the family entered, James and the other servants stared straight ahead, pretending to see and hear nothing. The guests did not note the men either. Instead, they continued their conversation from earlier as they took their seats and began passing dishes. James kept his head high, his eyes unseeing, but he still caught a glimpse of golden hair piled high and the smooth slope of pale shoulders. Lady Philomena’s back was to him, but he was certain she knew he was there.

He watched for Mr. Caffold’s nods to indicate he should fetch a dish from one end of the table and present it to a lady or gentleman at the other end. When not fetching and carrying, he returned to his position at the side of the room to await the signal to clear for the second course.

James kept his eyes on a distant point near Mr. Caffold, but he couldn’t stop his ears from hearing Lady Philomena’s voice when she spoke or the light sound of her laughter. He could tell it was forced laughter. Knoxwood made an effort to amuse, but it often fell flat. Not that James thought he could do much better. He doubted he would have more than three words to say to any of these nobs, save Phil, but he’d stood through enough dinners to know what was and was not amusing.

Finally, the signal to clear came, and he played his role then returned to the kitchen for the next course, presumably a fish. And so it went until the dessert course. When James entered, he heard the conversation had turned to the planned trip to London in two days. The ladies discussed the best shops and the latest fashions, none of which interested him much as he wouldn’t be needed. The town house had a full staff and only the ladies’ maids and other essential staff would accompany the duchess and her daughter. He would stay behind and be ordered by the housekeeper to assist with all of the housekeeping tasks she wanted done but which she felt would inconvenience the family too much if undertaken when they were at home.

Mr. Caffold gave the nod, and James fetched a dessert to bring to Viscount Knoxwood. It was some sort of bread or pastry with a sweet red sauce that must be drizzled on top. James held the plate within reach of the viscount, aware Lady Philomena was just to his left, and then, when the viscount had taken a portion, offered the sauce boat. At the same time, the viscount waved his arm to make a point, made contact with the boat, and sent sticky red sauce flying. James reacted quickly, withdrawing the boat and saving it from turning over completely, but he felt the sticky liquid soak through his gloves and stepped back quickly as the viscount stood and stared down at the red stain on his white shirt.

“What the devil?” he said, grasping his napkin and trying to wipe it off.

“I’m terribly sorry, me lord,” James said quickly, offering his serving towel as well.

“Oh, dear,” the duchess said. “I do think that will stain.”

“I daresay you’re right, Your Grace.” The viscount glared at James. “You cost me a shirt, sir.”

“I’m terribly sorry, me lord.” James kept his gaze down, not out of embarrassment but because he didn’t want the viscount to see his anger. The spill was wholly the fault of the viscount, and yet James must take the blame. At least he’d be sent upstairs for the remainder of the evening. Maybe one of the maids knew how to clean the sauce out of his gloves.

“It’s not James’s fault,” Lady Philomena said.

James’s head snapped up, and he met her gaze. He gave her a quick shake of the head. What was she doing? She did not need to defend him. He was a servant. It was a given he was always in the wrong.

“That’s quite enough, Philomena,” her mother said, giving her a stern look from across the table.

“But it’s not his fault, Mama. Knoxwood spilled the sauce, not James.”

James could feel all eyes land on him. The back of his collar felt hot, and he wished he would be dismissed. He was supposed to be invisible, and now he had captured the party’s attention twice. The silence seemed to drag on for a long moment, then Knoxwood turned to James and looked him up and down.

“You’re quite right, my lady. It was my fault entirely. No harm done, eh, James?”

“As ye say, me lord.”

The viscount sat again, and the butler gave James a speaking look. As soon as he was no longer the center of attention, James slipped out the door and returned downstairs.

“They done already?” Meg, the kitchen maid, asked.

“No. There was a spill.”

“Oh, heavens! You’d better go to your room before Mr. Caffold comes down. He’ll have your head.”

“It wasn’t my fault.”

“Doesn’t matter. And hand me your gloves. If I soak them now, I might get that stain out.”

He handed her the gloves and went up the back steps so there would be less chance of meeting the butler. But before he went to his chamber, he made his way to the coat room to tell William he would be needed after all. He gave William the news then started back across the foyer just as the party adjourned to the drawing room. He stepped into an alcove under the stairs and out of sight. As he stood in the shadows, he heard Phil’s voice. “Might I speak to you in private a moment, my lord?”

“Certainly,” Knoxwood answered.

“There’s a parlor just here.”

James made himself smaller as they passed him and entered the parlor across from him. She did not close the door, and James could hear their voices as the viscount asked what she wanted to speak to him about. James couldn’t see them unless he leaned forward. He could easily slip out of the alcove and make his way to the servants’ stairs without being seen.

“It’s about our discussion last night,” Phil said, and James could not seem to move. His feet had grown roots and held him fast in place. “More precisely, your proposal.”

“Oh, that,” Knoxwood said, not sounding the least bit put out that she should mention her rejection of him. “You made yourself clear. I won’t bother you with it again.”

“Actually, I was rather hoping you would.”

No. James realized what she was doing right away. She’d reconsidered the viscount’s offer of marriage, and she had decided to accept. He’d told her to accept it himself, but now that she was doing so, he wanted to run in and stop her.

“You are too kind, my lady,” Knoxwood said. “But upon reflection, I am actually rather glad you declined my offer last night.”

Silence. James leaned forward slightly and caught a glimpse of Phil on one side of the room, seated on a couch with her rose-colored skirts about her. Her hands were tightly clasped in her lap and her expression was determined. The viscount must be opposite her. James couldn’t see him. But he could see Phil, and at the viscount’s words the color rose in her cheeks. Finally, she said, “Are you?”

“I am. You seemed to know better than I that we are not a good match.”

“We’re not?” she said, her voice rising slightly as though she was almost, but not quite, asking.

“No. We wouldn’t suit at all, you and I. Your family is old and distinguished, but it’s become obvious of late that your values are, shall we say, rather more liberal than those of my own family. I would want to raise any offspring of our union to uphold the morals and principles I was raised to believe in.”

“And you think...what? My morals are lacking?”

James stepped back against the wall and deeper into the shadows. Lady Philomena had risen, and he could see her standing with her hands on her hips in the center of the parlor.

“It’s not you, in particular, my lady,” the viscount said, his voice soothing. “But your brother’s recent marriage, coupled by the suspicious circumstances surrounding the deaths of the previous dukes, is rather off-putting.”

“And why is it off-putting tonight and not last night?”

The viscount crossed to Lady Philomena. “Last night, after our conversation, I spoke with my mother. She helped to clarify the situation.”

“I see. And what situation is that? That my brother married for love rather than Society’s approval? That we’ve had great tragedy in our family? But why should I expect you to understand any of that?”

The viscount took a step back. “I can see I have upset you.”

“You’ve done more than that, my lord. You’ve insulted me.”

He bowed. “The slight was unintentional. Please believe me when I say I have nothing but the highest regard for you. Excuse me.”

James held his breath as the viscount walked past him without seeing him.

In the parlor, he heard the sound of glass shattering.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Three


[image: image]




Phil stared at the remains of what had been a Sevres porcelain cow. She’d never liked it, but she supposed she shouldn’t have smashed it. It had just happened to be the closest item within reach. “The highest regard for me,” she muttered as she knelt to gather the cow’s broken pieces. “But not high enough to marry me.”

“Careful ye don’t cut yerself.”

Phil looked up and James was in the door, his hands tucked in his coat pockets and his expression filled with concern.

“I think I can manage to pick up a few pieces of porcelain. I’m not wholly incompetent.”

He knelt across from her and picked up the rest of the pieces, then took them from her and set them on the table. “I’ll fetch a broom and dustpan when ye go up to the drawing room.”

She could always count on James to take care of her. Phil sighed and sat back on her bottom. “I suppose you heard that conversation.”

“I was on my way upstairs and saw ye go in. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but—oh, what’s the point? I did mean to eavesdrop.”

“Well, now my humiliation is complete.”

“Sure and I don’t know why ye’d be humiliated.”

“Oh, perhaps because I was desperate enough to try and solicit another proposal and then so pathetic that he refused me.”

“The way I see it, me lady, ye were wise to refuse him the first time. Else ye’d be tied to a man who didn’t respect ye or yer family.”

She shrugged. “He won’t be alone in that sentiment. My brother has made things uncomfortable.”

“Sure and a little bit of discomfort helps us grow, so it does.”

She closed her eyes.

“Not the helpful words of wisdom ye wanted?”

She shook her head. James took her hands. She hadn’t yet pulled her gloves back on after dinner, and his hands were bare. The heat of their flesh meeting jolted her so that when she’d gained her feet, she needed to take a breath.

“I just wanted to do as I ought. I have been told all my life that I must make a good marriage. Now I shall have to suffer through another Season of my mother’s matchmaking efforts.”

“It must be quite the chore, having men call on ye at all hours, falling at yer feet to read ye poetry or declare their undying love.”

She tried to keep from smiling, but she felt her lips curve upward. “It is. It’s awful.” She looked up at him with his handsome face, his eyes so dark now as he looked down at her. “I wish I could stay here with you.”

“Don’t talk like that now, lass.”

She gripped his hands tighter. “But I don’t want to go to London without you.”

“Ye’ll be back in no time.”

“Until I leave again.”

“I’ll be waiting when ye return.”

She cupped the back of his neck to tug his mouth down to hers, but he shook his head. “Not here. Ye’ll be missed in a moment.”

Phil blew out an impatient breath. “Then when?”

“Before ye go.” And he stepped back and bowed formally. “I’ll see to the china cow, me lady.”

“Fine.” She began to pull her gloves on as she started for the door. Once she reached it, she paused. “I am sorry about dinner. It really wasn’t your fault about the sauce.”

“I know, but ye saying so didn’t help matters.”

“I didn’t say it to help. I said it because it was the truth.”

He gave her an odd look, but she didn’t have time to ask him for his thoughts. He was right that she would be missed, and she was fortunate her mother hadn’t sent Caffold to look for her already. She hurried up the stairs and entered the drawing room. As expected, her mother said, “There you are! I was about to send Caffold to find you.”
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