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Blurb

Lilith Laughton, Lady Morely, is quite content being a well-to-do widow. After a miserable marriage, she sees no reason to ever wed again. She does her best not to call attention to herself, living her life quietly in the country and avoiding anyone who might disrupt the peaceful life she has created for herself. When her good friends the Earl and Countess of Brentwood invite her to a house party, she goes so far as to disguise herself as a frumpish dowd to keep from attracting attention.

Her masquerade doesn’t fool the Duke of Carlisle, however. It just so happens that the handsome and wealthy duke is finally looking for a wife, but the twittering debutantes of the
ton
hold no interest for him. No, he wants someone more interesting with whom to link himself for the rest of his life. And Lily seems like the perfect choice. But what can he do to convince Lily that marriage to him would offer her more than she could imagine? The wily duke decides he must teach Lily all about the pleasure a lady can find with the right man in order to change her mind and win her heart.

Chapter One
Richard Wentworth St. John, the fifth Duke of Carlisle, strode down the back hallway in search of his friend Stephen, the Earl of Brentwood. They had planned to go riding this morning, but his friend was nowhere to be found. The duke suspicioned that Stephen was closeted with his lovely wife somewhere. They hadn’t been married all that long, and, unlike the majority of
tonnish
couples, the man was quite enamored of sweet Caroline and she with him. So he couldn’t fault the man for wanting some private time with his beautiful bride, which was hard to come by when one was hosting a house party at one’s country estate. Nevertheless, Richard thought, if he didn’t get away from the determined matchmaking mamas and their twittering daughters soon, he was liable to do something quite unforgivably rude, like shoving the lot of them into the fish pond. And his own mama would be completely mortified…again. The duke was not known for his tolerance.

Luckily, as a frequent and welcome guest at the Brentwood’s country home, he knew of Caroline’s private sitting room tucked away in a quiet corner of the second floor. He was certain that that was where Stephen and Caroline had hidden themselves away. Well, enough was enough. Stephen was going to have to forgo his morning cuddle and rescue his friend from certain disaster or at the very least a social
faux pas
.

As he approached the room, the sound of voices reached his ears, and he paused outside the partially closed door to Caroline’s sitting room as the trill of female laughter emerged. Humph. Sounded more like a morning gossip session between girlfriends than the romantic
tete-a-tete
he had envisioned. It was obvious Stephen was not there since there was absolutely no deep masculine rumble joining the feminine voices. He was about to knock and ask Caroline if she knew where her husband was when he was startled into stillness by a comment made in the dulcet tones of his friend’s wife. “No, really. It is just too bad of you, dressing like a dowd around all my friends. I almost fell off my chair when you first walked into the parlor last night. What on earth were you thinking?”

A husky chuckle sent an unexpected shiver down Richard’s spine. “Well, what else was I to do when you absolutely refused to take no for an answer to your invitation to this house party? Really, Caro, you know I have no love for the social whirl and absolutely no desire to attract an eligible bachelor, yet you insist on thrusting me into mobs of them at every opportunity. And don’t even try to deny it. We both know it’s the truth, otherwise you would have invited me here when you didn’t have so much company. Ever since you married your Stephen, you have become one of those dreadfully boring matrons who believes that everyone should share in the same connubial bliss. Well, I have become wise to your ways, my friend, so…my disguise. I thought it was rather clever myself.”

“It’s definitely effective, I must say,” came Caroline’s admiring if somewhat annoyed voice. “The spectacles are a particularly good touch. They completely disguise those beautiful eyes of yours.”

“As far as my beautiful eyes go, don’t be a silly chit. You’re a married woman now, Caro. Eyes are eyes.”

“Yes, but yours are such a striking emerald green. I used to long for your eyes, you know, back when we were in school.”

“Gad, well, I’m glad you never took them. I’d be quite blind without them.”

Another trill of laughter. Richard’s mouth curved up in a half smile.

“Anyway, gentlemen these days want blue eyes and blonde hair. Little cupid’s bow mouths and waists the size of a noodle. No, I hardly think even without my ‘disguise’ that the gentlemen would be flocking to me. However, I did think it best not to take any chances.”

“Oh, now you’re just being silly. You have plenty to offer the right man. You’re intelligent and witty, and you know you look quite attractive when you exert yourself.”

“Humph. Whether I do or whether I don’t is beside the point. I don’t
want
a man, Caro. Whatever would I do with him? I’m quite sure he would get in the way of my amusements. And he’d want to start telling me where to live and how to dress. You know how they are. Why, they actually believe they are in charge of things. Can you imagine?

Ugh! No, thank you. I’ll stick to my disguise, thank you very much.”

She, whoever
she
was, was quite amusing and had a devilish quick wit. Spectacles?

He cast around trying to recall which of the ladies he’d met last night wore spectacles, but he couldn’t remember anyone young enough to have been at school with Caroline.

There was a moment’s pause, and he could hear a shuffling sound that was soon explained by Caro’s next comment.

“How do you even see through these things? Good grief. Everything’s a complete blur.”

“I must confess it has been a bit difficult. I swear I nearly sat on Lady Ellwood last night. And everyone’s face is a bit…fuzzy. Sometimes I’m not exactly sure who I’m talking to, but I am managing.” She laughed. “Somewhat.”

“And that mob cap. Heavens, do people still wear those? It’s absolutely dreadful.”

“Well, I am a widow, after all. Not a young girl.”

“Ha! You’re twenty-five not eighty-five. You’re much too young to be dressing like your grandmother and burying yourself in the back of beyond.”

“Darling, Melksham isn’t the back of beyond. We’re actually quite civilized there, you know. And Bath isn’t very far away, and they have a quite lovely social scene.”

“Pooh. Old women and men with imagined illnesses gone to take the waters. Some social scene.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Caro. You know you enjoy visiting Bath whenever you come down.”

“Maybe. I do enjoy visiting the Grand Pump Room.” Richard could hear the reluctant agreement in Caroline’s voice. “But I’m serious, dearest. You are dressed so frumpishly, and all you do is stand against the wall and act like you cannot string two words together. I cannot stand it. Not when I remember how popular you used to be.

Remember in school. We all quite hated you, you know. Whenever we went to the dances, all the young men just flocked to you and the rest of us had to make do with the leftovers. We all expected you to make an absolutely brilliant match, with that beautiful black hair and your impressive bosoms.”

“Oh, lord.” More laughter. “Scamp. I think you say outrageous things just to put me to blush. And I believe your own bosoms would rival mine any day. I think we’re much of a size these days.”

“Yes. I can tell you it was a relief when I finally grew some breasts, late bloomer that I was. Stephen quite likes them.”

The lady gasped and let out a peel of laughter. “Heavens, Caro.”

“What? It’s the truth. Anyway, you should have married some outrageously handsome peer and become a leader of the
ton
. I remember the Roxham twins were quite enamored. And Lord Kemp’s son was forever trying to steal a kiss.”

“Well, that didn’t happen, did it?”

“No. Your papa married you to that ogre right out of school. How old were you?

Sixteen? I remember us all being quite shocked.”

“Seventeen. And Edgar wasn’t an ogre. He was—”

“He was an old tightwad who didn’t want you to have any fun. All he wanted was to breed you.”

“Caroline! Really.” He could hear the shocked tone, but thought there was also a touch of humor in the response.

“Well, it’s the truth. What were you? His fourth wife?” Caroline was unrepentant.

“His third.”

“And he blamed you constantly for not giving him an heir. Like you were supposed to do something his other wives couldn’t do, either? It’s obviously the old beast was incapable of fathering children. And to blame you…”

“I know. It wasn’t fair…”

“Not fair? It was outrageous. When you told me some of the things he said to you, I wanted to strangle him with one of my mama’s crocheted stoles.”

Another peal of laughter. “Dear, dear, Caroline. What would I ever do without you to brighten my days?”

“You deserve so much more, my friend. You’re still young. You need to think about marrying again…”

“Never.” The passion in that reply made Richard’s eyes widen.

“Oh, but you would make an absolutely wonderful wife. We’ll find you a man who will spoil you silly and treat you like a queen.”

“I will never marry again. Ever.”

“You can’t judge every man by Edgar Laughton. Just because he was a ninnyhammer of a husband, that doesn’t mean you can’t find one who is perfect.”

“Sweet Caroline, I will never again give any man that kind of power over me. To not be able to control my own money, my own household. To be forever at some man’s beck and call. Told how to act. What to wear. No. I went from my father’s house to my husband’s without knowing any better. But I’ve been on my own for over two years now.

Edgar left me quite comfortable, you know. I find that I like making my own decisions.

Women are just as capable as men, you know, of deciding how to live their lives.”

“You’ve been reading that Wollstonecraft woman’s book again, haven’t you?”

“
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman
. Yes. Wollstonecraft said she did not wish for women to have power over men, but over themselves. Brilliant, isn’t she?”

“Yes, yes, of course. But don’t you long for a family of your own? Children? You would be a wonderful mother.”

“Mayhap I cannot have children. You know I didn’t in the six years I was married.”

Richard thought he detected a wistful note in the reply.

“Oh, you and I both know that Edgar was probably to blame for that…even though he tried to make you think it was your fault. I’m not even convinced that he was able to perform his husbandly duties. Was he?”

“Sometimes. Not often, thank God.”

“Don’t you remember how we used to talk of raising our children together? How we could holiday together at the seaside and watch them run in the surf? You longed for a large family then.”

“I remember, but I’m not a child anymore. I’ve put away foolish dreams and am quite content with my reality. No, marriage is not for me.”

“Well, then. If not marriage, you should definitely take a lover.”

        

        
               
        
            	«
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	...
	14
	»

        

        Other books



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        LyonsPrice by Mina Carter



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        One by Kopans, Leighann



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Character Driven by Derek Fisher, Gary Brozek



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Lighthouse Bay by Kimberley Freeman



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Banes by Tara Brown



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Amish Promises by Leslie Gould



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Wild Hog Murders by Bill Crider



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Diablo Lake: Moonstruck by Lauren Dane



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Mystery of the U.F.O. by David A. Adler



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Seal of the Worm by Adrian Tchaikovsky


        
        
    



        
                    

    





    
        
            © ThomasStone 2015 - 2024    Contact for me [email protected]                    


                
            
            
            
        

    







    
    