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            Prologue

         
         
            London

            1854

         

         The pain came swift and hard.

         
         Ettie Trewlove gasped, pressed a hand to her swollen belly, and dropped the ladle filled with soup. It hit the scarred oak
            table, splattering her eldest as he held his bowl out toward her. It wasn’t the first contraction to hit her. They’d been
            coming all day, but this one was definitely the sharpest, and she felt the wetness rolling down her legs. “Mick, go fetch
            Mrs. Winters. Quickly now.”
         

         
         The lad who’d been delivered to her in the dead of night fourteen years earlier didn’t hesitate to dash out the door to search
            for the midwife. Her other darlings—three boys and a girl—stared at her with large eyes as round as saucers. She gave them
            a reassuring smile. “You’re going to have to fill your own bowls. Have your dinner in the garden. Stay there until I come
            for you.”
         

         
         Slowly she made her way to her small bedchamber. As she began unbuttoning her bodice, she became aware of the quiet footsteps.
            Glancing over her shoulder, she beamed encouragingly at her daughter. “Off with you now, Gillie. Do as you were told.”
         

         
         “I’m stayin’.” Her lips pressed in a mulish expression, she marched over to the wardrobe. It had been nearly thirteen years
            since, wrapped only in a blanket, she’d been left in a wicker basket on Ettie’s stoop. But then all of her children had been
            brought to her door, one way or another. Gillie took out a nightdress and held it toward her.
         

         
         Ettie sighed with resignation because her daughter was the most stubborn of the lot. “Until Mrs. Winters gets here.”

         
         By the time Mick returned, breathless and flushed, she was in her nightdress, tucked into bed, having suffered through two
            more contractions without screaming, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to hold her tongue.
         

         
         “She’s off deliverin’ another babe,” Mick announced with such solemnity he might as well have pronounced the midwife dead.

         
         “Well, then.” Ettie tossed back the covers. “I’d best boil some water.”

         
         “We’ll do it.” The stoic set of Gillie’s mouth didn’t hide the fear in her eyes.

         
         “I can handle it, love.”

         
         “Just tell us wot to do, Mum.”

         
         And so she did. And four hours later, within her arms, she cradled the most beautiful babe upon whom she’d ever set eyes.
            Skimming her fingers lightly over the dark hair, with sorrow, she reminisced briefly about the two babes she’d given her husband,
            and the sweet joy they’d brought with their arrival. But then Michael had died, and shortly thereafter, so had her little
            ones. She’d begun taking in by-blows as a way to earn a few coins. Now she had one of her own.
         

         
         “Wot ye goin’ to name ’er?” Gillie asked.

         
         “Fancy. Because one day she will not live in the squalor her mum did. But she will marry a fancy man, live in a fancy house,
            and enjoy a fancy life.” She smiled warmly at the five children surrounding her. “You’ll all have fancy lives.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            London

            1873

         

         A man’s life was bookended by two events: the day he was born and the day he went toes up. Interspersed throughout were other
            critical moments, but for the Earl of Rosemont, only three were of any consequence: the day he wed, the night his wife died,
            and the morning she rose from the grave to wreak havoc on his life.
         

         
         Sitting at the desk in his library, opening the newspaper his butler had dutifully ironed, he once more read the letter that
            had ruined his appetite at breakfast three days earlier.
         

         
         
            To the noble ladies of London:

            It is with unheralded sorrow tempered by a great deal of hope that I pen this letter. The very fact that you, gentle ladies,
               are reading it today signals that it has been one year exactly since my passing. We all know gentlemen seldom observe the
               full mourning period of two years while women always have the more dedicated hearts and adhere more fervently to Society’s
               strictures.
            

            I, for one, am glad we allow such leniency toward men as I want my darling Rosemont to be saddened and without the comfort
               of a woman for as short a time as possible. To that end, dear ladies, I call upon you to hasten the close of his period of
               sorrow and bring forth his smile.
            

            For you see, it was his smile that first drew me toward him.

            It was ever so slow in coming, but when it did arrive, it fairly took my breath and softened the countenance of a man whose
               pride sometimes has the better of him. He is not an easy man to love and yet love him I did for I saw a side to him that few
               witnessed.
            

            He has brushed my hair, rubbed my feet, and not only read me poetry with animated passion but written it as well. Ah, dear
               ladies, his voice is a soothing baritone, his features most comely, and his shoulder incredibly comforting when I required
               a haven to absorb my tears. His eye never wandered . . . well, except toward sweet shops. He does so enjoy his lemon balls.
            

            In spite of my flaws, he remained the most loyal and steadfast of husbands. Win his heart and find yourself falling into a
               lifetime of happiness.
            

            With my most sincerest regards,

            The Departed Countess of Rosemont

         

         Each time he read it, the coldhearted lie she’d meticulously penned mocked him. She hadn’t loved him. Not in the least. Not
            with one iota of her being.
         

         
         The daughter of an industrialist knighted by the Queen, Elise had been in want of a titled husband and, at only nineteen,
            she’d known well how to work her wiles on him. He had little doubt his smile had drawn her—that much was true—but she’d also
            been lured by the title he’d inherited only the year before. He’d been all of twenty-three, infatuated with her beauty and
            teasing eyes that promised wicked adventures and a tantalizing escape from all cares. When she’d suggested a tryst among the
            plants in the conservatory during a ball held at his married sister’s country estate, he’d been only too keen to accommodate
            her. Being caught by Elise’s father with her skirts up and his trousers down had resulted in a rather hasty trip to the altar.
            But the triumph mirrored in her eyes when they were interrupted alerted him that he’d been cast into the role of gullible
            fool.
         

         
         It had been a hard lesson learned, a high price paid, and he’d made a solemn vow to never again be duped by anyone of the
            female persuasion.
         

         
         A marriage based on a lack of trust was no marriage at all. During the first two years, they’d not confided in each other
            at all, preferred to spend their time apart, he in the country, she in the city. He’d been in no rush to get her with child.
            The joy of having her had died in the conservatory, and he’d been hard-pressed to work up any enthusiasm when it came to the
            bedding of her. The third and final year, he’d seldom left her side as the cancer had its way with her. Elise had made a point
            of listing all the things she’d never do. She’d not welcomed death, nor should she have. She’d been all of twenty-two, with
            hair that would never gray and skin that would never wrinkle with age.
         

         
         Still, her letter confounded him. Why had she gone to the bother of writing it and arranging to have it published? To ease
            her guilt at having duped him? Knowing her deceptive ways, he couldn’t take her missive at face value, so what was she striving
            to accomplish? Based on what he’d experienced since the message first appeared, perhaps she merely wanted to make his life
            as unpleasant as possible. As though the coldness of their marriage had not been punishment enough for falling into her trap.
         

         
         At the approach of hushed footsteps, he glanced up to see his butler enter carrying a silver salver. The slender man, graying
            at the temples, came to a stop and bowed slightly. “My lord, Lady Fontaine and her daughter have come to call.”
         

         
         In frustration that Elise had placed him in this unenviable position, he slammed his eyes closed. His first visitors of the
            day. He could expect at least a dozen more before the sun finally bid its farewell. If he wasn’t home to them now, they’d
            only return later. After carefully folding the broadsheet, he shoved back his chair and stood. “Have tea brought to the parlor.”
         

         
         And so it went. Day after day after day.

         
         A parade of eligible young ladies through his front door. They had talked, talked, talked. Recited poetry. Sung on occasion.
            Played his pianoforte with gusto. He was invited for walks in the park as though he were a hound in need of having his legs
            stretched. They issued him invitations to dinners, recitals, the theater, and gatherings in their gardens. They sought promises
            of a waltz at upcoming balls once the Season was fully underway. They alternated between cooing over his abhorrent loss and
            assuring him that happiness waited around the corner if only he would march briskly toward it—and they were more than willing
            to become his countess and accompany him on the journey toward discovering what glories life still held in spite of the unfairness
            fate had already visited upon him.
         

         
         It was the lemon balls that finally became the last straw. Within two weeks of the letter’s appearance, he’d received so many
            of the damned things he could have opened his own sweet shop. If he ever smelled lemon and sugar again, he might go stark
            raving mad.
         

         
         Hence, after having his belongings packed up and his London residence shuttered, he went in search of peace.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Standing behind the polished oak counter in her bookshop, Fancy Trewlove read once more the letter she’d clipped from the
            Times a month earlier. The Countess of Rosemont’s words regarding her love for her husband had deeply touched Fancy’s romantically
            inclined heart, a heart she had feared would cause her—when she was introduced into Society at a ball the following week—to
            be foolish enough to fall for a lord who viewed her as someone to be only bedded but not wedded.
         

         
         All of nineteen, she was more than aware of the realities of the world and understood fully that the circumstances of her
            birth would not serve her well when it came to securing her place among the aristocracy. Still, her family was determined
            to see her married to a noble. The man had to be titled. Not the second son or the third, but the first. A duke was preferable,
            a marquess adequate, an earl acceptable, a viscount . . . an outcome to be avoided if at all possible.
         

         
         From the moment she’d made her entry into the world they had decided her destiny and moved her unerringly toward it, but the
            life they had mapped out for her seemed to lack one crucial element: love.
         

         
         She yearned for love more than she wanted to breathe. Oh, her family loved her, she had no doubt about that, but she longed
            for the sort of devotion about which sonnets were written and poets waxed, a grand love like the one her mum had known. When
            Fancy was a wee lass, yet still old enough to be curious about the absence of a man about, she’d worked up the courage to
            ask about her father. With tears in her eyes, her mum had explained how she’d fallen for a handsome regimental officer. They’d
            not been married when they’d given into passion on the eve of his departure to a foreign land, but he’d promised to wed her
            upon his return. However, fate had intervened, and he’d died heroically, yet tragically, on a bloodied battlefield on the
            Crimean Peninsula.
         

         
         “But, still, he gave me the most wonderful gift of all—you.” Even now, the recollection of her mum’s words caused her eyes
            to dampen. From that moment on, Fancy had understood she was special. Unlike her siblings who had all been left at her mum’s
            door, she had been wanted.
         

         
         And so it was that she had a tender regard for stories brimming with romance, and Lady Rosemont’s letter certainly fell into
            that category, serving as a talisman, offering hope that she, too, might discover a passion not to be denied.
         

         
         At that very moment, with long, slender fingers, her future husband might be opening the gilded invitation that would set
            him on the path toward meeting her. Unlike her brothers’, his hands would be soft and without calluses or scars, his movements
            would reflect elegance. He would have mastered the waltz to perfection, and when he took her within his arms to sweep her
            over the parqueted flooring, although he would hold her at a proper distance and with decorum, his gaze would capture hers
            and communicate his intense regard toward her, would reveal how firmly she’d already won him over. His eyes would reflect
            warmth and hint at his desire—
         

         
         Jingle. Jingle.

         
         As the bell above her shop door heralded the arrival of a customer, she gave a guilty start. Based on the heat scalding her
            cheeks, she was blushing profusely at being caught dreaming the afternoon away. It didn’t help matters that the man crossing
            the threshold had smoothly removed his black beaver hat to reveal a handsome countenance, a face that no doubt set many ladies
            to swooning. Quickly, she folded the letter and slipped it into the pocket of her skirt, where she had handy access to it
            when she needed a reminder that love could be found among the aristocracy and that the path her family had set her on was
            one worth traveling.
         

         
         The gent surveyed the various areas of her shop—the shelves lining the back wall, the parallel bookcases with the elaborate
            scrollwork standing perpendicular to it, the small tables with novels stacked on top of them, books gathered in corners. Books,
            books, books, everywhere he looked. She could never have enough of them, which was obvious to anyone entering her shop, whether
            for the first time or the hundredth.
         

         
         In her youth, a lad had once told her she had a fetish when it came to books. Because of how much she read, she knew the word
            and that he was implying something untoward, and so she’d bloodied his nose. What she had for books was a healthy appreciation
            for all they offered, an admiration for those who penned them, and a gratitude to those who published them. She wasn’t ashamed
            of it; rather she reveled in it.
         

         
         She couldn’t decide if her customer, who seemed absorbed by all surrounding him, was enthralled by her collection or appalled
            that so much space was taken up with literary works. Knowing she’d never before seen him within these walls—his mere mien
            indicated he was not one easily forgotten—she straightened her narrow shoulders to welcome the gorgeous stranger into her
            midst. “May I be of service, sir?”
         

         
         He swerved his head toward her, and she became ensnared in the most striking green eyes she’d ever beheld. His black hair,
            a tad longer than was fashionable, every strand in place, made the green stand out all the more. Her wits seemed to have deserted
            her, and she knew staring into those emerald depths for the remainder of her life would be an insufficient amount of time
            to fully appreciate the various facets of them, of him. He seemed at once imposing, yet approachable—and she dearly wanted
            to approach him but remained where she was, unwilling to risk any action that might cost her a sale, or at the very least,
            placing a book into a hand.
         

         
         “The sign on your door indicated you were closed.” His enunciation, hinting at an education, good breeding, and possibly an
            affluent background, was posher than that spoken by most of the people who lived in the area. But it was his deep smooth voice
            that sent a warm shiver through her.
         

         
         Interesting that in spite of the sign, he’d given the door a try. A man who obviously didn’t quite trust what was before him—or
            perhaps one who merely needed proof that what he was told was true.
         

         
         Glancing at the tall standing clock resting against the wall to her left, near her office, she saw that indeed it was ten
            minutes past the hour of six when she usually locked her doors. She’d been so engrossed in the letter she’d failed to even
            notice the chimes signaling the time. “My posted hours are more a suggestion, not a law. Nor am I one for turning away someone
            in need of a book. If you would like to browse . . . or I’m happy to help you find something to your taste.”
         

         
         He edged farther inside but only by a couple of steps. “I don’t wish to impose if you were on the verge of latching up for
            the night.”
         

         
         “It’s no imposition I assure you. Partnering people with books is one of my greatest joys. I can even recommend a few of my
            favorites if you like.”
         

         
         “As long as you’re so graciously willing to accommodate me, I’m in the mood for some dastardly deeds. Have you the latest
            penny blood?”
         

         
         She blinked, parted her lips—

         
         And heard the smallest of scoffs beneath his breath. “You’re no doubt too young to recall that phrase. I believe it’s more
            popularly known these days as a penny dreadful.”
         

         
         “Ah, yes, over here.” She skirted around the edge of the counter and approached a narrow stand of slanting shelves where she
            displayed the weekly publications. “I have the individual serials available here and, on this shelf”—she walked a short distance
            away—“I’ve bound editions containing all the episodes for a particular tale.”
         

         
         “Very good.” Having approached, he leaned down to study the covers facing out revealing the title of the series represented
            within. He’d brought with him the scent of bay rum. Had he not lowered himself, she’d have not noted that the curling strands
            of his hair at his nape appeared damp on the ends, leaving her to believe he’d bathed shortly before beginning this sojourn.
            But he’d not bothered to shave as dark bristles shadowed his jaw. It was a magnificent jaw, strong and squarely cut. She thought
            it a shame to hide it away beneath a light coating of whiskers yet couldn’t deny the masculinity of them. His broad shoulders
            also gave her pause, and she wondered if he’d come by them naturally or if his labors, whatever they were, had formed them.
            Those prone to leisure didn’t reside in the area and seldom shopped here, so he no doubt was engaged in some occupation. He
            seemed an odd mixture of rough and smooth, like the brandy she enjoyed on occasion.
         

         
         “Ah, Dick Turpin.” A warm fondness marked his tone. “When I was a lad, I spent many an afternoon reading about this highwayman’s
            exploits.” He pulled it from the shelf. “I’ll take this one.”
         

         
         “It’s six shillings. If that’s a bit of a stretch for you at the moment, I can give you credit until the end of the month
            if you live or work in the area.”
         

         
         It wasn’t exactly a smile he gave her, but more a twitch of his lips—and fine lips they were, full and nicely shaped with
            a natural tilting up at both corners as though he were constantly amused by the world at large. “I’ll settle things between
            us now.”
         

         
         “Excellent.”

         
         She wandered back over to the counter. He removed a small purse from inside his jacket, withdrew the necessary coins, and
            passed them over to her. She couldn’t help but notice his large gloved hands and the elegant ease with which they tucked the
            supple leather back into place. Suddenly drawing in breath seemed a challenge as images of those hands tucking other things—hair
            behind an ear, a button back through its mooring, a stocking over a knee—raced unbidden through her mind. She didn’t know
            what was prompting her to have such lascivious thoughts where he was concerned, although of late she had begun noticing the
            pleasing attributes of men. Her family would no doubt be horrified to learn that she’d recently started reading books banned
            by obscenity laws—when she could find one. She didn’t want to be a complete innocent when she made her foray into Society.
         

         
         His eyes narrowed as he studied the shelf behind her that housed her rare finds, some she had restored to perfection herself.
            They brought her such pleasure and joy, it took everything within her not to parade him on a journey through the extraordinary
            tomes, allowing him to carefully handle them in order to see how well preserved they were.
         

         
         “Is that an early edition of Pride and Prejudice?”
         

         
         “A first edition.” She couldn’t stop the bright smile from forming. “It was found in a rubbish bin of all places.” Outside
            of a house in Mayfair. With great care, she had removed the soiled, discolored leather binding and worked with it until it
            was once again supple. When the book was reassembled, it gave the appearance of being barely used.
         

         
         “Sort through rubbish bins often, do you?”

         
         “You’d be amazed by the treasures people toss out.”

         
         “I suppose I would.”

         
         “However, I don’t rummage through the rubbish, but some poor or orphaned children do, and they bring me their finds, in hopes
            of gaining a few coins.” Even when the book was beyond use and couldn’t be restored, she paid them to ensure they had a bit
            to see them through to the next day.
         

         
         “You don’t think you’re encouraging them to steal from elsewhere?”

         
         “Aren’t you a cynic? No, I’m encouraging them not to accept the harsh life they’ve been dealt but to know it can be improved
            upon with effort, hard work, determination, and a bit of ingenuity.”
         

         
         “I wish you the best with that, then.” He tipped his head slightly.

         
         But she couldn’t let him go without telling him more. “I once had a lad bring me a story written on bits of foolscap he’d
            collected here and there. He’d sewn the pages together with needle and yarn. I bought it for two pence. My hope was to encourage
            him so perhaps he’ll grow up to be a storyteller. You might have noticed it on display in the window.”
         

         
         She’d taken great effort in arranging small shelves of knickknacks in the front bay windows as a means to entice people inside.
            Books, a statuette of a woman reading and another of a boy, book in hand, sitting with his back leaning against a tree. One
            of the windows exhibited an extremely tiny desk with paper, quill pen, and inkwell—all to signify a writer at his labors.
         

         
         “I did notice it. I was intrigued and wondered what it was about.”

         
         She offered him a warm smile. “Now you know.”

         
         “I do indeed.”

         
         He was studying her with the same intense scrutiny he’d given her shop when he’d first walked in. She didn’t know why she’d
            told him as much as she had. Yes, she did. She so loved talking books. They’d been her passion ever since Gillie had first
            sat her upon her lap and turned back a cover to reveal the magic hidden within. She was rather certain, based on the warmth
            spreading through her cheeks, that she was blushing under his examination. “Apologies, sir. I didn’t mean to carry on so.
            I’m keeping you.”
         

         
         “’Tis I who have been keeping you. Thank you for so graciously remaining open for me.”

         
         “It was my pleasure.” How could it not be when he provided such a compelling view? She’d only ever seen paintings of mountains,
            and yet she couldn’t help but think he rivaled them in majesty. “I hope you enjoy the book as much as you did when you were
            a lad.”
         

         
         “I’ve no doubt I will.”

         
         She followed him to the door where he hesitated a heartbeat—as though he wished to say something more—before opening it and
            exiting her shop. Closing it after him, she watched as he halted to study her window display, the one with the miniature desk,
            before carrying on. A wistfulness, a sadness shadowed him. She wondered if he was without family, alone in the world.
         

         
         Turning the lock, she was grateful for the sale. It would have been her first day without dropping a single farthing into
            her till, and she refused to be disheartened by the shortage of customers. She knew not everyone grew up in a family that
            cherished books as much as hers did, nor could a good many people afford them. Although for some years now, the publishing
            world had been working to make literature more affordable to the masses, which was the reason she’d been able to sell the
            one-volume collection of serials so inexpensively.
         

         
         Her shop had been open for a little over a year now, and business was slowly increasing, thanks in no small part to her brother
            Mick’s rejuvenation of this area of London. A few years earlier, he’d torn down the dilapidated ruins he’d purchased and replaced
            them with sturdily built brick buildings. Shops lined either side of the street. On the corner across from hers—and taking
            up quite a bit of the area—was Mick’s crowning achievement, his grand hotel that bore the Trewlove name. While he’d not wanted
            to see her working, had preferred she spend her time preparing for her entry into Society, she’d managed to convince him to
            allow her to use one of his smaller buildings as a bookshop. All her siblings had met with varying degrees of success, and
            she’d wanted to do her part to make a difference, not only in her life and for her family but in the lives of others.
         

         
         Walking back to the counter, she smiled as her cat leapt onto it, stretched languidly, and glared at her through green eyes.
            She ran her fingers through his thick fur, as white as pristine snow. He’d been scrawny and practically furless—what little
            bit remained in his possession had been matted—when she found him in the mews, bound up like a sausage. If she ever discovered
            who’d abandoned him there like that, she’d give the tosser cause for regret. It had taken a while to earn the cat’s trust.
            “Jealous, Dickens? His eyes were a far richer shade than yours, but you’re still my favorite fellow.”
         

         
         He merely purred in response and began licking his paw.

         
         Picking up her till, she popped into her small office, crossed over to a painting of a woman poised on a ladder while reaching
            for a book, and took it down to reveal the safe securely tucked away behind it. Tugging free the chain hidden beneath her
            collar, she pulled forth the key and inserted it into the lock, always feeling a bit mysterious that she had a place in which
            to secret things away. After swinging open the door, she tucked the till inside and then relocked the safe. The painting went
            back onto its spot on the wall, and she stuffed the key behind her bodice.
         

         
         That chore taken care of, she snatched up her small flower-adorned hat, moved over to the oval mirror hanging on the wall,
            and positioned the brim just so, giving her a rather sophisticated air. From her siblings, she’d learned how she presented
            herself should reflect all she hoped to attain. “Half the trick is leading people to believe you’ve met with success,” Mick
            had told her the day she opened the shop.
         

         
         Grabbing a tiny book and slipping it into her pocket—most of her frocks contained large pockets where she could easily carry
            things—she wandered across her beloved shop to the door and stepped out onto the walk.
         

         
         People were scurrying about, some on their way home from their jobs, others from their shopping expeditions. The fragrance
            of freshly baked bread wafted on the air, courtesy of the bakery two doors down. They were no doubt finishing up the order
            they would deliver to the hotel for the guests who dined there that evening. The elegant dining room was gaining a reputation
            for serving delicious meals—not that Mick would have settled for anything less than perfection. After locking up, Fancy strolled
            up the street.
         

         
         “Hello, Miss Trewlove,” a young woman with a lad and a lass clinging to her skirts called out as she hurried the little ones
            along.
         

         
         “Good evening, Mrs. Byng. Will I be seeing you during story time tomorrow?” Every Friday afternoon, Fancy gathered children
            in her shop and read to them.
         

         
         “My moppets wouldn’t miss it.”

         
         Fancy suspected her son and daughter favored the sweets she provided as much as the stories. While this area resembled the
            rookeries not in the least, she was very much aware that many of these folks had little money left over once they’d paid for
            necessities and it made her feel charitable to offer them something extra. Her afternoon readings provided a bit of respite
            to many of the mothers, especially those with numerous small tykes. She often noticed some of them dozing while Fancy worked
            to keep their little ones entertained. Knowing few households contained books, she liked the notion of not only introducing
            children to the power of reading, but possibly giving them a desire to attend school. While the recently passed Forster Education
            Act provided public funding for children whose parents couldn’t afford to pay their education fees, it hadn’t made school
            attendance compulsory, which she found unacceptable. Not all parents cared to see their children’s lives improved. She’d grown
            up in an area where some had felt it was more important for their broods to work and provide coins for the family coffers
            than to spend a few hours each day in a classroom.
         

         
         Several other people greeted her as she carried on. She would miss living here when she married, but was well aware that her
            future husband, no matter his title, would have a posh residence in an exclusive area of London that he would expect her to
            share with him. To be a proper lady, she would have to give up the management of her shop. Although Gillie still ran her tavern,
            it had always been understood that Fancy was destined to become a scion of Society, and that wouldn’t happen unless she immersed
            herself fully into that culture by making morning calls, as well as hosting afternoon teas, dinners, and balls. Not to mention
            providing her husband with his heir and spare and a daughter or two.
         

         
         But until her official introduction into Society, she was free to do as she pleased, and it pleased her to have dinner at
            the Jolly Roger, a pub Gillie had opened in the area six months earlier. Because she was busy managing her tavern, the Mermaid
            and Unicorn, overseeing her duchess duties, and raising the daughter she’d delivered to the duke, she’d handed the reins of
            her new venture over to Roger, who’d assisted her at the Mermaid. The cook, who also happened to be his love, had come over
            with him. Hannah prepared simple fare that was a delight to the palate and often reminded Fancy of her mum’s cooking.
         

         
         While she appreciated having her own lodgings, she did miss her mum quite a bit, just as she had when she’d been off at a
            posh finishing school paid for by Mick as the first step in achieving her mum’s dream of seeing Fancy well married. As a result,
            her manners were above reproach, her speech more refined, and she didn’t sound as though she crawled out from the gutter.
         

         
         Although she’d never truly spoken as though she came from humble origins. Gillie had insisted all her siblings speak well,
            with clear pronunciation, because she believed proper speech was essential to bettering one’s life, and her first employer
            had educated her regarding correct enunciation. Before Fancy had ever attended a formal classroom, Gillie had sat her down
            and taught her how to speak like those who lived in the most affluent areas of London.
         

         
         While Fancy had made the most of her time at the finishing school and understood the need to learn how to speak, walk, and
            eat as those among the upper classes did, she had resented the time it had required to be away from her family. Although her
            brothers and Gillie were much older than she was and had moved to their own lodgings before she’d seen half a dozen years,
            they’d remained a constant in her life, frequently visiting, taking her on outings, bringing her sweets, dolls, and other
            gifts. They’d spoiled her rotten—still did—and she loved every one of them for it, didn’t want to let them down by not earning
            a place within Society that would make them proud. The magnitude of what she needed to accomplish weighed on her constantly.
            But she would see it through and not give her family any cause to be ashamed of her.
         

         
         Enough thinking about that. She was going to spoil her dinner if all those thoughts kept rumbling around in her mind. She’d headed to the pub for the
            distraction it would provide. Opening the heavy door, she stepped over the threshold and stumbled to a stop, very nearly smashing
            her nose against the broad wall that appeared before her. Not a wall. A chest. One that had been in her shop only moments
            earlier. Plastering a smile on her face, she looked up. “Hello again.”
         

         
         “Hello.”

         
         Although undeniably handsome, if he would only sport a grin, he’d be quite devastating. “You ate rather quickly.”

         
         “I’ve been waiting for a table. It seems none are to be had.”

         
         “Oh.” She’d arrived later than usual. Glancing around, she could see he had the right of it, but then on the other side of
            the room—
         

         
         “Look! One at the back there is becoming available now.” Two gents were heading away from a small square table nestled up
            against the wall.
         

         
         “I’ll snag it for you.”

         
         Before she could tell him that it was his by rights for being there ahead of her, he was gone, his long legs and lithe frame
            making short work of his edging his way between the crowded tables until he reached the empty one only seconds before the
            lad with a small copper tub did. Without being told, the young man who had probably seen fifteen or sixteen years began gathering
            up platters and glassware before using a damp linen to wipe the top of the table and the wooden seats of the chairs.
         

         
         The customer who had been in her shop earlier lifted his arm and beckoned her over. She was struck by the ease with which
            he communicated a great deal with so simple a movement, as though he were accustomed to commanding and being obeyed without
            question. With no help for it, she wended her way around the tables, chairs, benches, and people, greeting those she knew
            as she passed by. Finally, she reached him. “While I appreciate your gallantry, you were here before me. The table should
            be yours.”
         

         
         “You’d have arrived ahead of me if I’d not delayed you in your shop.”

         
         His mien reminded her of her brothers, and she was well aware of the time involved in striving to win an argument with them,
            so she graciously accepted her defeat, but decided one last rally was in order. “As there are two chairs, I don’t see why
            we can’t share the table.”
         

         
         He narrowed his eyes slightly, in what appeared to be disapproval, as though she’d suggested they strip off their clothes
            and dart about through the establishment. “You’re an unaccompanied woman.”
         

         
         “Which is the reason the other chair is available.” She kept her tone amiable and pleasant, rather than pointing out she knew
            exactly what she was. For the span of a heartbeat, she thought he was going to smile, but he seemed to be fighting his inclination
            to do so. “Please. You can read your book and I’ll read mine. We needn’t speak. It’ll be as though we’re dining alone.”
         

         
         “You have a book?”

         
         “A miniature. In the pocket of my skirt. Please join me. Otherwise, guilt shall gnaw at me for delaying your dinner, and I
            won’t enjoy mine.” She didn’t know why she was insisting when he seemed so uninterested in her company, but she never had
            liked the thought of inconveniencing another.
         

         
         With a slight bowing of his head, he pulled out a chair and indicated it was for her. Gracefully, because she’d mastered the
            lessons that had taught her it was the only way a lady sat, she eased down to the wooden seat, grateful when he took the one
            opposite her, yet surprised he exhibited almost as much grace. She’d watched countless men drop into their chairs within these
            walls. Few did it with such deliberate care, as though every muscle, bone, and bit of sinew had been trained to respond with
            an elegance of motion, as if their owner were accustomed to being observed and intended to ensure none found fault with him.
            He tugged off his gloves and set them aside, while she placed hers across her lap.
         

         
         “Evenin’, Miss Trewlove.”

         
         She glanced up at the young woman whose face was flushed with her efforts and her bosom in danger of breaking free of her
            black bodice’s restraints. “Hello, Becky.”
         

         
         “Wot ye be havin’ this evenin’?”

         
         “What has Hannah prepared?”

         
         “A lovely shepherd’s pie ’n’ mutton stew.”

         
         “I’ll have the pie and half a pint of light beer.”

         
         “Yes, miss. And ye, sir?”

         
         “I’ll have the pie as well, along with a pint of Guinness.”

         
         “Very good, sir. I’ll be back in a tick.”

         
         Fancy watched as Becky hurried off, grabbing empty tankards and glasses as she went, nodding toward those asking for another
            pint or beverage. The woman was like a juggler, tossing far too many balls in the air, yet effectively keeping each one from
            landing on the ground.
         

         
         “Miss Trewlove.”
         

         
         The quietly spoken name, drawn-out almost like it was a bit of confection to be savored, caused her attention to swing back
            to her table companion. “You say that as though you didn’t know who I was.”
         

         
         “I didn’t. I assume you’re related to Mick Trewlove.”

         
         She couldn’t stop her pride in her brother’s accomplishments from beaming forth. “I’m his younger sister. And you’re not to
            blame. We never introduced ourselves. I’m Fancy Trewlove.”
         

         
         “The Fancy Book Emporium.” He mulled it over. “The name of your shop is lacking an apostrophe and an S.”
         

         
         Trust a man to point out the obvious or seek to correct what needed no correction. “Their omission was intentional. It’s a
            play on my name you see. A bit of fun. You’ve yet to tell me who you are.”
         

         
         A hesitation as though he weren’t quite sure of himself. “Matthew Sommersby. Two Ms.”
         

         
         She held out her hand. “It’s very nice to meet you, Matthew Sommersby, two Ms.”
         

         
         The smile he bestowed upon her fairly stole her breath. She’d seen hints of it, a twitch here, a small curl of a corner there,
            but when he spread his lips into a full smile that revealed perfect straight teeth, when his eyes sparkled as though he was
            truly pleased, she found herself astounded by the seeming swiftness with which he’d been transformed from a man of such seriousness
            to one who projected an image more welcoming, more inviting, more sensual, more . . . everything.
         

         
         “A pleasure, Miss Trewlove.” His palm, hinting at the slightest roughness like the finest grains of sand on a beach beneath
            her soles, came to rest against hers. For some reason she envisioned him kissing the tips of her fingers. He possessed an
            elegance and refinement that reminded her of courtly gestures. But he merely released his hold, then opened and closed his
            hand as though wanting to hoard the sensation he’d experienced while touching her.
         

         
         “I assume you live in the area,” she said.

         
         “The next street over. 86 Ettie Lane. I can see the back of your shop from my upstairs window.”

         
         Which meant he had a view of her bedchamber, or at least the light from it before she closed the draperies. She doubted he
            could actually see inside to make note of the furnishings, although she might be visible walking about. “Mick named the street
            after our mother. Have you lived there long?”
         

         
         “A little over a fortnight now.”

         
         “How are you finding it?”

         
         “To my liking thus far.”

         
         “My brother has worked hard to make the area welcom—”

         
         “Here you are, loves,” Becky said, setting the pewter tankards on the table. “Drink up ’n’ enjoy. Food’ll be here shortly.”

         
         After the girl wandered off, Fancy continued, “Welcoming, I was going to say.” She lifted her tankard. “Cheers.”

         
         While he lifted his pint, she took a sip, enjoying the crisp flavor. Gillie served only the best. Watching as he turned back
            the cover on his recent purchase, she removed the miniature book from her pocket, taking satisfaction from his gaze darting
            over to capture her movements, unsure why she wanted to bask in his attention. Perhaps because she’d never garnered a man’s
            full interest before. It was no secret in the area where she’d grown up that her family considered her destined for greater
            things, so most of the boys had kept their distance, none of them wanting to face her irritatingly intimidating brothers.
         

         
         “What are you reading?” he asked.

         
         “Aesop’s Fables.”

         
         “Have you a favorite?”

         
         “The Ant and the Grasshopper, I think. It applies to my family. They’ve always worked hard, seldom taken time for play. Have you one you favor, one to
            which you can relate, perhaps?”
         

         
         “The Fox and the Crow. Be wary of flatterers, or something to that effect.”
         

         
         She could have sworn a tinge of bitterness laced his voice and wondered at the cause. Yet she didn’t know him well enough
            to ask for the reasons behind his selection. Although his choice of fable was certainly one she should take to heart when
            she began making the social rounds. Although as she understood it, the entire Season revolved around flattery. “Have you any
            advice on how to differentiate between flattery and honest compliments?”
         

         
         “Unfortunately, no.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Not that Matthew Sommersby wasn’t presently tempted to let loose with a foray into flattery that would have his dinner companion
            blushing with pleasure. It had been a good long while since he’d been drawn to a woman.
         

         
         He wasn’t certain he’d ever met anyone as small of stature as she was who still managed to project such a large presence.
            The Queen perhaps. The moment he’d walked into the shop, Miss Trewlove had caught his attention without artifice or fawning
            or inuendo. She’d merely welcomed him with a warm smile and a sultry voice that had caused him to recheck his surroundings
            to ensure he’d entered a bookshop and not a brothel. His mind had filled with images of that voice lowered into a rasp as
            she whispered wicked suggestions in his ear. He had no idea why he’d reacted to her as he had. Most certainly she was a beautiful
            woman with her high cheekbones, delicate square jaw, and inviting brown eyes, but her attraction had more to do with her confidence
            and bearing.
         

         
         He shouldn’t have been surprised, at least not once he realized she was a Trewlove. In spite of their humble origins, they
            were making their mark on Society—Mick Trewlove especially with his tearing down of what had been left to rot and replacing
            it with buildings in which merchants and residents could take pride. It was one of the reasons Matthew had decided to lease
            a terrace house here. It was modern and clean, while the area itself provided a good many amenities.
         

         
         “Why a bookshop?” he asked.

         
         The smile she bestowed upon him seemed to encompass every aspect of her, to reveal her very soul. “The simple answer is that
            I love stories, but there’s more to it than that. My siblings are all quite a bit older than I am. My mother sent them to
            a nearby ragged school. It cost her nothing as the schools are free, funded by the generosity of others. Lessons were only
            given in the morning, and they were only allowed to attend until they were eleven, so all that was over by the time I came
            around. But they learned to read, you see, and after that there was no stopping them.”
         

         
         The fire in her voice, her expression, held him captivated. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d felt passionate about anything.

         
         “They continued to educate themselves. Informally. They pooled their earnings together and paid a guinea a year to a lending
            library. They could only borrow one book at a time, and they took turns deciding who would choose the book to be borrowed,
            but it opened up worlds to them—and to me. My fondest memories are of each of them reading to me, when I was quite small.
            It was magical. So, I wanted to open a bookshop in order to surround myself with the stories that my brothers and sister had
            loved enough to share with me. When I see the spines lined up on a shelf, it makes me happy. I’m happier still when someone
            takes a book home with them. Tales of adventure or romance or mystery bring undeniable and unending joy. Biographies, history,
            geography expand our knowledge of what surrounds us. Even if I don’t necessarily agree with all the sentiments expressed,
            I find value in every word written, every word read. That’s the reason I have a bookshop.”
         

         
         As though she’d not just upended his world with her impassioned diatribe, she settled back and took a long, slow sip of her
            beer. When she was done, she licked her lips before lifting her gaze back to his, and he couldn’t help but believe he’d never
            been so enthralled by a person in his entire life, nor would he ever again be so. Her love of books was genuine, she was genuine.
         

         
         “Did you attend the ragged schools?” Knowing the moniker had come about because so many of the children who attended wore
            rags, he hated the thought of her in worn and tattered frocks, possibly without shoes. Although he was aware people grew up
            in poverty, he’d never before carried on a conversation with one who had. He routinely made donations to one charity or another
            but didn’t have an active role in doing good works. He was suddenly feeling quite ashamed that his lack of action might have
            resulted in a harsher life for her or others.
         

         
         “Oh no. By the time I was old enough to be schooled, my siblings were all working, and they again pooled their coins, this
            time to ensure I went to a private school and later to a finishing school. In both cases, the students’ parents were merchants,
            bankers, tradesmen, or some other occupation that saw them with a decent income, but still I wasn’t fully embraced. Unfortunately,
            the circumstances of my birth carry a stigma.” She didn’t elaborate regarding the circumstances, but then she didn’t need
            to. It was common knowledge that the Trewloves wore their bastardy like a badge of honor. “I found my years at school quite
            lonely, not that I ever told my siblings that. I don’t know why I confessed it to you or rambled on about it. I do hope you’ll
            forgive my dip into self-pity.”
         

         
         “It was hardly self-pity, Miss Trewlove.” He didn’t want to envision her sitting alone during meals, standing at the edge
            of a garden, not invited into a game of tag. Although perhaps whatever she’d endured had motivated her to invite him to join
            her tonight. He was beginning to feel grateful she had. She was without guile and he found it refreshing.
         

         
          

         Embarrassed to have shared such intimate and personal memories and thoughts with a stranger, Fancy nodded toward the book
            he’d placed on the table. “I’d promised you could read if you took the chair.”
         

         
         “So you did.”

         
         Striving to make sense of the words in her book was proving to be an exercise in futility. Generally, she had no trouble at
            all blocking out any distractions when she became lost in a book, but her attention wasn’t usually snagged by a gentleman
            whose stories she wished to learn—for surely, he had stories to tell. He looked to be on the younger side of thirty. Where
            had he come from before landing here? How did he earn wages?
         

         
         With her return, Becky set a bowl of shepherd’s pie, a piece of linen, and a spoon in front of each of them before rushing
            off to see to other customers. Mr. Sommersby set his book aside and, in unison, they draped their linen napkins across their
            laps. He gathered up some pie, and she fought against watching his mouth close over the spoon, but it was a battle she lost,
            imagining those lips closing over hers. Whatever was wrong with her to allow such naughty thoughts to travel through her mind?
            Averting her gaze, she concentrated on her own meal.
         

         
         “Difficult to read whilst eating,” he said quietly.

         
         She usually managed it quite well, especially in her youth, much to her mum’s dismay since it wasn’t the way that proper ladies
            were to occupy their time at the table. With conversation, they were to involve themselves in other people’s lives, listen
            attentively, gleaning bits of information in order to gain an understanding of the person, build an image of his or her character.
            With Mr. Sommersby she was failing miserably, which didn’t bode well for her entrée into Society and judging the man who might
            ask for her hand.
         

         
         “I’m a bit surprised,” he continued, “Mick Trewlove’s sister would take her meal here and not dine with him in his lodgings
            at the hotel.”
         

         
         Her brother had an office where he conducted business and a suite of private rooms on the top floor. Mr. Sommersby would have
            become aware of those facts when he let his residence, since he’d have had to visit the office to sign his lease agreement.
            “I wasn’t in the mood to be put through my paces,” she answered honestly.
         

         
         He arched a dark brow in question.

         
         “Wednesday next, I’ll be formally introduced into Society at a ball that my sister, Gillie—the Duchess of Thornley—is hosting
            in my honor.”
         

         
         All her family members were a bit nervous, not quite sure whether people would attend out of curiosity about the commoner
            who had caught the attention of one of the most powerful dukes in Britain or if no one would show at all, signaling the ton’s displeasure that the Duke of Thornley had married beneath him.
         

         
         Noting the speculation in his gaze, she continued, “As for how I have a sister who is a duchess—”

         
         “I doubt a soul in London exists who hasn’t heard tales regarding the Trewloves and their various marriages among the nobility.”

         
         Mick had married Lady Aslyn, daughter to the deceased Earl of Eames and ward of the Duke of Hedley—Mick’s father, as it turned
            out, not that the man had ever publicly acknowledged Mick as his son, although they had developed a close relationship of
            late and were often seen together. Finn had taken to wife Lady Lavinia while Aiden had wed Selena, a widowed duchess. Then,
            of course, there was Gillie with her duke. Her siblings’ marriages should have given them all the social acceptance they craved,
            but it seemed the aristocracy was reticent when it came to welcoming newcomers into their midst.
         

         
         “I suppose there is some truth in that. They are all the talk from what I understand. They’ve set rather high standards and
            expectations for me, even before they began collecting aristocratic spouses. So, when I have dinner with Mick, he and his
            wife, bless them, are insistent we follow proper etiquette while dining—selecting the correct utensil from among the ridiculous
            number set out on the table—and discuss only topics appropriate for dining with the nobs. When I marry a lord, my life will
            become naught but nights of formal dining and quiet discussions about boring subjects.” She looked around her. “I doubt there
            will be robust laughter or claps on the back or such astonishing joy at reaching the end of a hard day and having a bit of
            time to relax with friends. So I came here tonight to avoid having to face any faults with my behavior and to enjoy the revelry
            surrounding me.”
         

         
         “Then why seek to a marry a lord?” His tone was flat, tinged with a bit of disapproval, as though he had the right to be offended
            by her plans.
         

         
         She wasn’t keen to have him sitting in judgment of her. “My family expects it. I grew up expecting it. To be honest, there
            are few ways for a woman to better herself except through marriage. Business ownership or hard work might gain her more success
            than a man but it doesn’t garner the same amount of respect. It’s rather irritating really, but that is the way of the world.
            You can’t disagree with my assessment, surely.”
         

         
         “I don’t suppose I gave it a great deal of thought, one way or another. It depends on the lengths you’ll go to in order to
            acquire what you want.”
         

         
         “All the lengths that are necessary. Would you not do the same?”

         
         “I’m not certain I would.”

         
         “Then I assume you are fortunate, and life has offered you few challenges.”

         
         “You would assume incorrectly.” As though embarrassed by his words, he dropped his gaze to his bowl and began stabbing the
            fluffy potatoes on top into the meat filling.
         

         
         God. How was it that they’d become so short with each other? A change in subject was needed. “If I may be so bold, you don’t
            sound as though you come from the streets. I’d wager you’ve had some education.”
         

         
         “My father insisted.”

         
         “You strike me as being a solicitor. Or a banker, perhaps.” Someone with a position of authority and influence. It was simply
            the way he held himself, the confidence that rolled off him in waves.
         

         
         “Nothing quite so interesting, I assure you.”

         
         His tone indicated that line of conversation was at an end, but she wasn’t yet ready to let it go. “Now you’ve piqued my curiosity,
            Mr. Sommersby. How do you earn your way?”
         

         
         He studied her for a long moment, as though torn between telling her to go to the devil or answering with honesty. Finally,
            he said, “I am a gentleman with means.”
         

         
         Which told her nothing at all. Had an inheritance fallen into his hands? Had he achieved success at business, investment,
            with the horses, or gambling? “How do you spend your day?”
         

         
         “Doing whatever I please.”

         
         “Yet you claimed not to be fortunate.”

         
         “Everything comes with a price, Miss Trewlove.”

         
         What price had he paid? Not that it was any of her business, not that she was rude enough to inquire. She’d already skirted
            the edge of good manners. Yet, she couldn’t deny being curious about him. It was odd how he drew her interest when no other
            man had—not in this way at least.
         

         
         She’d found numerous men attractive certainly but had never had her heart fluttering because of the beauty of one of them.
            She’d never wanted to delve into every aspect of one of their lives, didn’t know why she wanted to know all the details of
            his. Perhaps it was simply that she’d begun preparing herself for analyzing the men she would meet next week as potential
            husbands, and her mind had decided to practice her skills in order to hone them. Or perhaps he piqued her interest simply
            because he seemed so determined not to be known.
         

         
         While they’d been conversing, they’d managed to finish off their meal. Becky hurried over. “Will there be anythin’ else, loves?”

         
         “Nothing for me,” Fancy said.

         
         “Nor for me,” he responded.

         
         “Is ’e with ye, Miss Trewlove?”

         
         She glanced over to see his brow deeply furrowed, and confusion mirrored in his eyes. It was time to repay his earlier generosity
            in offering her the table. “Yes.”
         

         
         Becky smiled brightly. “Meal is on the house, then.”

         
         “No,” he said quickly, brusquely. “I’ll pay for my meal.”

         
         “But yer with Miss Trewlove ’n’ Trewloves don’t pay in a Trewlove establishment.”

         
         “This is a Trewlove pub?”

         
         “My sister Gillie’s,” Fancy told him.

         
         “The duchess.”

         
         She smiled because keeping up with her family members was a task, and it seemed he’d already mastered it. “Yes.”

         
         Coming to her feet, aware of him quickly following suit, she reached into her pocket and pulled out a crown. Unfortunately,
            the newspaper clipping came out with it and fluttered down to land near the toe of his polished boot. Before she could react,
            he was reaching down to gather it up. She pressed the coin into the serving girl’s hand. “This is for you, Becky.”
         

         
         “Ah, Miss Trewlove, ye don’t ’ave—”

         
         “You took such good care of us. Thank you.”

         
         The girl gave a quick bob of her knees. “Appreciate it, miss, sir.” Then someone was calling for her, and she was racing off
            to see to another’s needs.
         

         
         When Fancy looked at Mr. Sommersby, it was to discover him staring at the embarrassing clipping that had the audacity to open
            itself up as it made its way down to the floor. She held out her hand. “I’ll relieve you of that now.”
         

         
         “Why would you carry this about with you?”

         
         “Because I find the letter terribly romantic and enjoy reading it. And if I may be honest”—she didn’t know why she felt a
            need to confess to him, perhaps because she feared without further justification, he would think her a silly chit—“I hope
            to meet Lord Rosemont at the ball next week and have the opportunity to spend time in his company.” To offer her condolences,
            to come to know better a man who had given his wife so much of his heart.
         

         
         Mr. Sommersby hesitated several heartbeats before carefully folding the letter and placing it in her waiting palm. “It is
            a dangerous thing, indeed, Miss Trewlove, to fall in love with a man before ever having met him.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         If the mutinous glimmer in her eyes was any indication, Miss Trewlove had not taken kindly to his remark. He didn’t know why
            he’d made it. What did he care if she went around snipping poppycock from newspapers and carrying it about in her pocket?
         

         
         Perhaps because he realized, much to his mortification, that he’d misjudged her. He’d viewed her as open and honest, had begun
            to take more than a casual interest in her, only to learn that a devious mind possibly lurked behind those deep brown eyes
            that reminded him of a doe he’d adopted as a pet when he was a lad and spent most of his time in the countryside.
         

         
         It irked, irked that she was planning to land a lord and would use any means necessary to obtain him. He found it more irritating
            that because of a daft letter, she might possibly be setting her sights on the Earl of Rosemont.
         

         
         “I’m not in love with him,” she finally snapped, stuffing the clipping back into her skirt pocket. “His wife adored him, and
            I find it commendable that he should inspire such devotion. But more, her entreaty to bring him out of his sorrow touched
            my heart. Not that it’s any of your concern nor should I have to justify myself.” She heaved an impatient sigh. “Thank you
            for providing conversation during dinner. It’s late. I must be off.”
         

         
         It had grown dark. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten a leisurely meal. Generally, he wolfed down his food so the
            task of providing his body with sustenance was done, and he could move on to drink. “I’ll escort you back to your shop.”
         

         
         “I’m fine on my own. No one would dare accost me. They know my brothers would see them dead.”

         
         “You’re assuming everyone hereabouts knows you’re a Trewlove. I didn’t.”

         
         She opened her mouth to protest, and quickly shut it, obviously coming to the realization he’d already won the argument. “I
            can’t stop you if you’ve a mind to accompany me.”
         

         
         However, she was certainly determined to give it a go, because she turned on her heel and marched briskly for the door, a
            couple of lads jumping out of her way, obviously realizing they were in danger of being mowed down. Just as she neared the
            door, he easily caught up to her, reached around her, grabbed the handle, and pulled. She passed over the threshold with a
            muttered “thank you” that, for some inexplicable reason, made him smile for the second time that evening. He’d grown accustomed
            to happiness being absent for some time and it was a strange thing to feel it tapping on his shoulder.
         

         
         In silence, guided by the lit streetlamps, they crossed the street and strolled along the bricked pavement until they arrived
            at her shop. She reached into her pocket and withdrew a key. This time no paper fluttered to the ground. After unlocking the
            door, she went still a heartbeat before looking over her shoulder. “I hope you won’t be a stranger to the shop, Mr. Sommersby.”
         

         
         She was protecting her business. In spite of her ambitions. Or perhaps because of them. She didn’t strike him as a woman who
            would accept failure of any kind, including when it came to securing her lord. “I’m certain I’ll be in want of another book
            before long, Miss Trewlove. Sleep well.”
         

         
         Pushing open the door, she slipped through and closed it in her wake. He heard the turn of the lock. She’d left a gaslight
            burning, and he waited until the main part of her shop went dark. Although the windows sporting little shelves for books and
            knickknacks prevented him from having a clear view inside, he still managed to follow the journey of a lamp’s glow as it rose
            higher—no doubt her climbing the stairs—until it disappeared from his sight, assuring him that she would soon be safely tucked
            into her rooms. Glancing around, he considered returning to the pub for another brew but as she was no longer there, the din
            within those walls that usually drowned out his thoughts didn’t hold much appeal.
         

         
         He headed down the street and turned the corner. Looking up at the brick building, he could see pale light spilling out of
            a window on the top floor. She was in her rooms now, undoubtedly preparing for bed, removing the pins from her midnight-black
            hair, dragging the brush through the long strands. Braiding it. Then she would slowly unbutton the bodice of her navy frock—
         

         
         His thoughts came to an abrupt halt. He was not going to be enticed into falling into her web of deceit by her passion for
            books or her ability to create a shop that invited one in and offered comfort as welcoming as a warm blanket on a chilly evening.
            Or her large eyes or her pretty face or her kindness to a pub serving girl or her welcoming of a stranger.
         

         
         He passed the mews that ran between her shop and his residence. Continuing on, he took a right at the street, turned up the
            path to his terrace house, jogged up the steps, and let himself in. Reaching for the gaslight, he turned up the flame until
            the soft yellow glow illuminated the front parlor. He went straight ahead through the tiny hallway, ignoring the narrow stairs
            that led to the floor where he slept, and entered the small room where he ate the meals prepared by the woman he’d hired to
            come in daily to cook in the small kitchen beyond and keep things tidy. A stuffed chair rested near the fireplace, and he’d
            spent many an evening reading there. He went over to the plain table that housed a solitary decanter and poured himself a
            tumbler of scotch.
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for her beautiful, deeply
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