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      Should she live in fear or turn to the man who she once rejected?

      

      Lady Pamela Manning has happily made her home in Bath after several disastrous Seasons in London. Although she sings like an angel, Pamela cannot complete a full sentence without stuttering.

      

      The life of a social recluse with two friends whom she adores is fine with her, and she easily dismisses the attentions of Mr. Nicolas Smith, the owner of an exclusive gambling club in Bath. However, something strange is going on in the boarding house where she lives, and she is afraid she has accidentally stumbled into a dangerous situation.

      

      Who else can she turn to, except a man who grew up on the streets and the most likely person to help and protect her?

      

      Mr. Nicolas Smith.
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        Receive a free book and stay up to date with new releases and sales!
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        London, England

      

      

      “She is an embarrassment, David. There is just no way around it. I am humiliated every time she opens her mouth.” Lady Corinne Mulgrave smoothed her deep rose satin gown over her bottom and settled on the sofa in the drawing room, her back straight, her pointed chin thrust forward.

      Anticipating an argument, David, the Earl of Mulgrave walked to the sideboard and poured a brandy. “A sherry, my dear?”

      “Yes.” His wife placed her delicate folded hands in her lap and waited patiently for the glass. There was really no reason to delay the discussion—argument—so he poured the sherry and brought it over to her, taking his place across from his wife on the comfortable green and white striped chair.

      Not his favorite, but then nothing in the room was his favorite. “Pamela is my sister, Corinne. Since Papa died I am her only family. What do you propose I do? Lock her in her room?”

      Corinne took a sip of her sherry and hesitated for a moment. “I think Pamela should move out.”

      David almost choked on his drink. “Move out? Whatever are you talking about?”

      “Your sister is four and twenty years. She should be married by now with her own home, husband and children. She is a burden to us.”

      David narrowed his eyes. “Pamela is no burden. She is a sweet young woman who has done nothing to deserve such harsh treatment, to be abandoned by her family.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic, David. She will not be ‘abandoned’ I’m suggesting you send her to one of your estates in the country. She would be happier there since she detests Society anyway.”

      David oftentimes wondered what happened to the sweet, biddable, demure young girl he married five years before. During their courtship and betrothal, she’d been the epitome of sweet womanhood, all yes David, of course, David, you know best David.

      Within a month of their marriage a more unpleasant side to the woman appeared that, although not pleased, he had reconciled himself to.

      “I will not put my sister out of my house.”

      Corinne placed her glass on the table in front of her and sniffed. “Then I shall leave.”

      David waved his hand. “Now you are being the dramatic one. I know you adore London and all its frivolity, so you have no intention of moving to the country.”

      She gave a very unladylike snort. “No. I shall not move to the country but lease another residence here in London in which to reside.”

      Always aware of his reputation among his peers, blood rushed to David’s face. “You will do no such thing. I won’t have all of London talking about my wife living on her own.” He stood and strode to the sideboard, replenishing his drink.

      “Then do something with your sister.” The woman remained cool and calm as she insisted on uprooting his sister.

      “For heaven’s sake, Corrine, she only stutters. It’s not like she does anything scandalous.”

      “Have you ever had to sit through listening to her converse with other women at a social event? It is painful. I will no longer subject myself to it.” She stood and brushed off her skirt. “I am retiring. I have the beginnings of a megrim. It has been a dreadful night with Pamela stuttering her way through the evening, and I need my rest.” She turned to leave the room and came to an abrupt halt as Pamela passed through the doorway.

      Her face was flushed, and her hands were fisted at her side. “Have n-n-no fear, my l-l-lady. I will n-n-no longer t-torture you.” Pamela raised her chin and looked over at her brother. “If y-y-you will be s-s-so kind as t-t-to assist m-m-me in finding a p-p-place to live, I would appreciate it.”

      David reached out his hand. “Pamela. Wait.”

      She shook her head and hurried back through the doorway.

      David turned on his wife. “You are a mean woman, dear wife.” He downed the rest of his brandy, slammed the glass on the sideboard, and strode from the room.
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        Bath, England

        March 1887

      

      

      Pamela ran her sweaty hands down her dress and took a deep breath as she entered the Assembly Rooms in Bath. In the three years she lived in this lovely city, she’d never attended even one dance.

      It was highly improper to attend the Assembly unescorted, and since her affliction was more pronounced around gentlemen, she did her best to avoid them. She had always been shy, both because of her stutter and her personality. After the sister-in-law’s tirade about how difficult it was for people to understand her, she had become practically a recluse.

      Last year, however, she met Lottie Danvers and Addie Mallory—now Lady Berkshire—and they had formed a close-knit circle of friendship.

      Lottie taught young girls how to be polished and graceful when they went about in Society, and Addie owned a bookstore. The three of them met each afternoon for tea and to share stories of their day.

      Pamela kept herself busy and earned a bit of money by teaching piano and voice to young girls. Her brother deposited money into her account each month which helped with her living expenses. It really wasn’t much, since she was certain her sister-in-law begrudged her whatever David was able to send.

      But for the most part, since she’d been in Bath, she’d been very happy.

      Mr. Carter Westbrooke, a friend of Lottie’s had invited the two of them to attend the Assembly with him. Pamela had been excited by the invitation because she always wanted to see what the dances were like.

      From her place at the entrance, she was immediately taken with the lovely pale blue walls, with white trim and numerous chandeliers hanging from the ceiling.

      They handed off their coats to a man stationed at the door, then Lottie took Mr. Westbrooke’s arm. He extended his other elbow to Pamela, and the three of them strolled into the space.

      It was like a fairyland from a child’s book. The women were all dressed in lovely evening gowns of various colors. Deep blue, red, green, and gold gowns flashed by as the dancers swayed and dipped to a waltz. Every sort of fabric was represented, too. Satin, silk, fur-lined collars of light wool gowns, and even a few velvets.

      The gentlemen were as well turned out as the ladies. Dark trousers, stark white shirts, colorful waistcoats and well-tied ascots, all covered with dark jackets.

      “Oh, t-t-this is lovely.” She looked around, turning in a full circle to take it all in.

      Mr. Westbrooke smiled at her. “It is quite a place, isn’t it?”

      “Y-yes. Ind-d-deed.”

      “Westbrooke. Why is it you always show up with the most beautiful ladies in the room?” A tall, slender man slapped Mr. Westbrooke on the back and stared at the two women. The gentleman seemed to take particular notice of her, which made her a bit uncomfortable.

      “Do I get an introduction?” Despite his question to Mr. Westbrooke, his eyes were riveted on her.

      Mr. Westbrooke turned to her and Lottie. “Ladies, may I make known to you Mr. Nicholas Smith.” He gestured toward the man. “Smith, this is Lady Pamela Manning, and Miss Lottie Danvers.”

      They both gave a slight dip and Mr. Smith bowed. “I will certainly be happy to take one of these lovely ladies off your hands, Westbrooke.” He turned to Pamela. “May I request a dance, Lady Pamela?”

      Startled at his swift request, she said, “Y-y-yes. That w-would be f-f-ine.” She felt her blush rise from the top of her bodice to her hairline. Yet, she was speaking to a stranger—a gentleman no less—and agreeing to a dance.

      She certainly hadn’t expected to be asked to dance so quickly. However, while they waited for the music to start up again, the four of them chatted about the usual things, England’s weather, parliament’s latest blunder and the horrible condition of the roads.

      She tried to keep her comments short, but it was obvious that she had a problem with speech. Lottie, being such a dear friend, maneuvered the conversation away from her so it wasn’t necessary for her to speak much.

      While they conversed, she observed Mr. Smith who seemed to be in his late twenties and a pleasant man. His looks were average, but he had a way of carrying himself and smiling that transformed him into someone very attractive. And he seemed to be doing a great deal of smiling in her direction. His straight dark hair was slicked back, but kept inching forward toward his eyebrows, giving him a rakish look.

      His hazel eyes were framed by long dark lashes that most women dreamed of. Although they all spoke together, he seemed to address most of his comments to her. She tried to answer, but the man’s presence unnerved her. She did a great deal of nodding, certain that he must’ve thought her a simpleton.

      He was so confident, almost arrogant. There was no doubt in her mind that he was taken with her. But she did not want to encourage him. Since she’d been banned from her brother’s home because of her stutter, she decided that the single life was best for her. She certainly didn’t need a husband whom she would embarrass every time she opened her mouth. She had her two friends who accepted her the way she was and that was all she needed.

      Just as the conversation came to a lull, the Master of Ceremonies announced the next dance, a quadrille.

      “It appears you are anxious to join the others on the dance floor,” Mr. Westbrooke said to Lottie, who’s feet were already tapping. He took Lottie’s arm and moved them to the end of a line of dancers.

      Mr. Smith took Pamela’s arm and followed Mr. Westbrooke and Lottie, ending up in the positions right next to them. It was a lively dance, and Pamela enjoyed it very much. What she didn’t enjoy was how Mr. Smith studied her, like she was a bug under a magnifying glass.

      Because of the type of dance it was, they did not have the opportunity to speak, which was fine with her. She just allowed herself to enjoy the music, the fine atmosphere and dancing once again. How much she enjoyed the social life that she was not destined to delight in.

      All too soon the number ended, and Mr. Smith took her by the arm. “I believe a beverage would be nice right about now.”

      Pamela found herself being led away from her friends and toward the refreshment table. So far, she hadn’t said very much to Mr. Smith, so he probably had no idea that she would either annoy or embarrass him if he tried to have a normal conversation with her.

      Mr. Smith handed her a glass of lemonade. She took a sip, hoping he wouldn’t try to begin a conversation.

      “Do you live with your family here in Bath, Lady Pamela?”

      “No. I l-live in a b-boarding house.” There that should dim any interest he had in her. She couldn’t even say a complete sentence without bumbling it up.

      “Ah, the stalwart safety of young, single ladies.” He smiled at her and a strange tingling started in her stomach. Hadn’t he listened to her? Didn’t he sense her lack of poise?

      “I assume you haven’t been to many events here? I know if I’d seen you before tonight, I would certainly have remembered you.”

      She shook her head. “N-n-no. I don’t g-go out much.”

      She was confused. Why was he continuing to talk to her? Didn’t he hear her?

      He took the empty glass from her hand just as the master of ceremonies announced a waltz. “Lady Pamela, I would be pleased if you would honor me with a waltz.”

      She would love to waltz—it had been so long—and since this was most likely her only time visiting the Assembly Rooms, she nodded. “Y-y-es.”

      He took her by the hand, linking their fingers, and led her to the center of the dance floor. For some reason, holding his hand seemed more intimate than resting her hand on his arm. Before she could ponder that, he swung her into his arms, and they began the dance.

      “May I call on you sometime?” His eyes bore into her, almost as if he was willing her to say yes. They passed another couple and he pulled her a bit closer.

      Now it was time to end this. So far, she’d felt like Cinderella, but like that fairy tale, midnight was approaching for her and she would soon return to her real life. Where she didn’t have to talk too much but could teach her students and express herself through her playing and singing.

      “I d-don’t think that is a good idea, Mr. Smith.”

      “May I ask why not?” He looked genuinely confused, which confused her further. No gentleman she had ever spoken to or danced with had indicated an interest in courting her. What was wrong with this man?

      “B-b-because I am b-b-busy.”

      “So am I, but I would make time for you. I would like to take you to the theater, or to dinner.”

      She almost wanted to cry. He sounded so sincere, but in a very short time he would grow frustrated and annoyed with her constant stumbling to express herself. She could not take another rejection because of her affliction.

      The music ended and he took her arm once more. “Let’s take a stroll.”

      Before they moved more than a few steps, two gentlemen approached them. “Say, Nick. What brings you here on a Saturday night? Who’s watching the club?” The man who spoke was a middle-aged man with scant white hair on his head and full muttonchops. His stomach preceded him, and he had the red-flushed face of a drinker.

      “A man has to have a night off once in a while. I have plenty of employees who know the club as well as I do.” Mr. Smith didn’t seem to want to continue the conversation, but the second man nodded toward Pamela and raised his brows at Mr. Smith.

      He was a shorter gentleman, about Pamela’s age. He had a way of looking at her that she found daunting. So much so, that she edged closer to Mr. Smith, who turned to Pamela. “Lady Pamela, may I introduce you to Mr. Fenmore and Mr. Davis. Gentlemen this is Lady Pamela Manning.”

      Both men smiled in her direction, and she merely smiled back and said nothing.

      “Smith, if this is the reason you’ve abandoned your post tonight, I can’t say as I blame you,” the unnerving Mr. Davis said. “Lady Pamela, may I request a dance?”

      The muscles in Mr. Smith’s arm where Pamela rested her hand tightened. He didn’t exactly scowl, but it was obvious, at least to her, that he was not pleased by Mr. Davis’s request. Since Pamela was not comfortable with any of the men, deathly afraid she would have to converse with them, she said, “Th-thank you very m-m-uch, but I feel I must f-f-find the ladies retiring r-r-room now.”

      Before any of the three could say anything, she turned and headed toward the entrance where she hoped the ladies retiring room was. It took her a few twists and turns but she finally found the room and stayed there for some time.

      

      Nick watched Lady Pamela hurry away from him, all the time cursing Davis and Fenmore for scaring her off. And scaring her is precisely what they had done. She was not exactly comfortable with him, but the addition of the two men apparently pushed her over the edge. He’d noticed from first being introduced that the girl stuttered. She was also extremely shy which might have come from her stutter, or just her natural personality.

      Whatever it was he had every intention of seeing her again. He’d spotted her across the room when she entered the building with the other woman and Westbrooke. He was quite pleased when it appeared Westbrooke’s interest was with the other woman. Miss Danvers, he believe he’d said.

      But he found Lady Pamela beautiful, with curly blonde hair that made him want to remove all her hairpins and crush its glossy length in his fists and take her lush mouth in a possessive kiss. Her deep blue eyes were open and innocent, with no guile behind them. It was almost like an invisible force drew him to her. He’d never reacted that way to a woman before, and it bewildered him. As he’d walked across the floor, the word mine beat a cadence with each step.

      Some would say with his background growing up on the streets of London as a cutter and mudlark made him unworthy of such a fine woman. But very little stopped Nicholas from getting what he wanted. And he wanted Lady Pamela Manning.

      As a babe, he’d been found in a rubbish bin and then sent to the foundling home where he escaped almost as soon as he could walk. He was taken in by a lads-man and joined his group of young thieves.

      Once he had realized he had an unusual head for numbers, Nick cleaned himself up and entered into an agreement with some of the London doffs. Nick would go with them to gambling clubs as the doff’s son and instead of just observing would offer tips to balance the odds in favor of the gamer.

      That started his rise from the gutter to the owner of the most exclusive gaming hell in all of Bath. He left London behind and reinvented himself from the scrubby lad, Reece, with no last name, to Mr. Nicholas Smith.

      At the mere age of eighteen, a young Mr. Smith bought a small building in Bath and began his club. His rules: no women allowed, no women sold. Plenty of the best liquor and games began to attract the upper classes, and he was on his way.

      Now, as he watched the woman he wanted hurry away from him, he set himself a new goal.

      Lady Pamela Manning, you are mine.
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      A few weeks after the Assembly, Nick adjusted his ascot, smoothed his hair back and dropped the knocker on the front door of Mrs. O’Leary’s Boarding House for Young Women of Good Repute.

      That was truly a mouthful.

      “Good afternoon, sir. How may I help you?” The older man who greeted him barely opened the door, guarding his domain like a sentinel.

      “Yes. I would like to call on Lady Pamela Manning.”

      The man stood for a few moments just staring at him. “And you are?”

      “I am a friend of Lady Pamela.” He moved forward a bit, causing the guardian to move back just enough for Nick to enter the house. “Will you please notify Lady Pamela that Mr. Nicholas Smith has called?”

      Giving him a thorough perusal and apparently not finding anything wrong with the lady’s caller, the man sniffed and pointed to a doorway on the right side of the entrance. “You may wait there, and I will see if Lady Pamela wishes to see you.”

      Nick wandered into the small drawing room over to the window that faced another boarding house. There were several boarding houses on this street.

      In the time since the Assembly dance and he had tried his best to forget Lady Pamela. No such luck. When he wasn’t thinking about her, he was dreaming about her, and those dreams were enough to make him grouchy with his employees.

      Luckily, he’d visited Carter and had no trouble convincing him that he didn’t want Lady Pamela’s information for nefarious purposes. Even though she had told him at the Assembly that calling on her was not a good idea, he refused to believe that would be the end of their association.

      He turned at the sound of footsteps on the stairs. He smiled when Lady Pamela, and not the supercilious man who admitted him to the house, entered the room.

      If anything, the girl looked confused. “Mr. Smith?”

      Had she really thought he would just walk away after showing interest in her? If so, she had a lot to learn about Nicholas Smith.

      “Good afternoon, Lady Pamela.” He gave her a slight bow and held out the small bouquet of roses he carried. “These are for you.”

      Obviously well mannered, she accepted them and smiled back. “Th-thank you.” She seemed to be at a loss which told him she was not used to gentlemen callers. Strange.

      He waved to two chairs next to each other, facing the fireplace. “May we sit down?”

      She sat and placed the flowers on her lap. “W-why are you h-h-here?”

      Disturbed that she seemed sincere, he said, “I would think a beautiful young lady such as yourself would know precisely why a gentleman bearing flowers would call.”

      “B-b-but I s-s-said I d-d-didn’t want you t-t-to c-c-call.” She shook her head furiously, obviously annoyed with her stumbling.

      He knew very little about stuttering, but it appeared Lady Pamela’s stutter grew worse when she was nervous and agitated. Which she appeared to be at this moment. Certainly not something he wanted to cause.

      “I hoped you had changed your mind. If you are free at the moment, I’d be honored if you would accompany me on a ride in the park. Or perhaps a trip to the ice cream parlor on Milsom.”

      He couldn’t believe that Nick Smith, brought up on the streets of London, owner of a gambling establishment, and feared by many men, was asking a woman to accompany him to the ice cream parlor. If any of his club employees heard him, they would laugh themselves daft.

      She shook her head, maybe not trusting herself to speak again. Then taking a deep breath, said, “No. I am e-e-expecting a s-s-student s-soon.”

      “Ah, yes. Miss Danvers said you taught piano.”

      “And v-v-voice.” She sighed. “As s-s-strange as th-that might s-s-seem.” Her flushed face told the story of her anxiety and humiliation. Someone in her life must have made her believe she was somehow wanting because of her affliction.

      Ignoring her discomfort, hoping she would be more at ease if he didn’t react to it, he said, “Not so. Miss Danvers also said you sing like an angel.”

      “It s-s-seems Miss D-Danvers had a l-l-lot to say about m-m-me.” She smiled at those words and that encouraged him.

      “Perhaps tomorrow afternoon?”

      Lady Pamela took in a deep breath. “I’m s-s-sorry, Mr. S-smith, but I am n-n-not suitable f-f-for comp-pany. It m-m-makes me t-t-too uncomfortable. As I’m s-s-sure you noticed.”

      “If you are referring to your stuttering, it doesn’t bother me in the least. I have found you to be a lovely young lady, beautiful, smart and witty. And I also noticed you stutter more when anxious.”

      She didn’t respond but just watched him warily.

      “And I would like for you get to know me well enough that you are not anxious around me.”

      Her sad eyes told him her answer. She stood and gave him a slight dip. “Th-thank you f-f-or the f-flowers. I m-m-must return to m-my room to await m-m-my st-st-student.” With those words she turned and fled the room.

      “I will show you to the door.” The annoying doorman was back again. As if Nick was unable to find the door which was about five feet from where he stood watching Lady Pamela escape.

      He nodded and left the house.

      His next stop was Once Upon a Book, the store owned by Lady Berkshire. He knew Berkshire from one of his clubs. Whenever Nick felt the need to escape the confines of his gambling club, he would spend some time drinking brandy and reading the newspaper at The Bath and Country Club. His final step in becoming the man he wanted to be was being accepted as a member of the club.

      Westbrooke told him Lady Berkshire no longer ran the shop since she was about to give birth in a few months. Nick planned to speak to whoever was running it now, hoping there might be a book on stuttering, if there was even such a thing.

      He laughed, remembering that was how Berkshire met his wife. He’d gone to her bookstore looking for a book on deafness for his son, Michael.

      
      He let another almost three weeks go by before he presented himself to Lady Pamela’s boarding house once again. This time he carried a bouquet of daisies. The same man answered the door.

      “How may I help you?” He looked down his nose at Nick again.

      Nick held his temper. “I would like to speak with Lady Pamela.”

      The man sniffed. “And you are?”

      It had almost become a comedy. But at least he knew Lady Pamela was safe in this house. “The same man I was two weeks ago. Mr. Nicholas Smith.”

      “If you would wait in the drawing room,” he pointed to the doorway as if Nick didn’t remember where the room was. “I will see if her ladyship wishes to speak with you.”

      Nick walked into the same room, stood at the same window and waited.

      “Mr. S-s-smith?”

      “Yes. It’s me.” He walked toward Lady Pamela, held out the flowers, and bowed. “These are for you.”

      Every time he saw her, he was taken with her beauty and innocence. Others might believe he wasn’t good enough for this sweet woman, but Nick had spent a good part of his life preparing
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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.
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