
  
    [image: The Merry Misfits of Bath: Books 1-3]
  


  
    
      The Merry Misfits of Bath: Books 1-3

    

    
      
        Callie Hutton

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        About the Book

      

    

    
      
        
          The Bookseller and the Earl

        

        
          
            About The Bookseller and the Earl

          

          
            Author’s Note

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          The Courtesan’s Daughter and the Gentleman

        

        
          
            About The Courtesan’s Daughter and the Gentleman

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Lady Pamela and the Gambler

        

        
          
            About Lady Pamela and the Gambler

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Three women turn their backs on London and the husband hunt and take up residency in the lovely town of Bath.

      

      The Bookseller and the Earl

      

      Miss Adeline Mallory, who has suffered from dyslexia her whole life, convinces her parents that marriage is simply not in her future and to release her dowry to her so she can open a bookstore.

      

      The Courtesan’s Daughter and the Gentleman

      

      Miss Charlotte Danvers escapes the reputation her mother built as the most expensive courtesan in London and supports herself by teaching young ladies all the finer points of the ton who will never accept her as one of their own.

      

      Lady Pamela and the Gambler

      

      Lady Pamela Manning cannot get through an entire sentence without stuttering. But she sings like an angel. She’s happy with her new life as a music teacher, even if most of her students have no ear for music.

      

      They come together as friends and title themselves The Merry Misfits of Bath. But the question lingers: How long will they remain misfits?

      

      The Merry Misfits of Bath is a charming Regency romance series from USA Today bestselling author Callie Hutton. Each standalone story features a heroine who doesn't quite fit in but who finally finds her happy ever after with a hero who sees her through the eyes of love.
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        Receive a free book and stay up to date with new releases and sales!

        http://calliehutton.com/newsletter/
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      Miss Addie Mallory is finished with the husband hunt. After six London Seasons as a wallflower, she convinces her parents that she should be allowed to use her dowry to buy a bookstore in Bath where she can live her life the way she wants.

      

      Lord Grayson, Earl of Berkshire, has never gotten over his deceased wife’s betrayal with his own brother. He plans to make his life all about his son, Michael, who is deaf. When Grayson’s sister-in-law serves him with court papers declaring Michael incompetent with the intention of having her own son named as Grayson’s rightful heir, he turns to Addie, a dyslexic bookstore owner, for help.

      

      Addie takes a personal interest in helping the boy. However, as time passes, Grayson and Addie’s joint venture to keep Michael from being declared incompetent leads to feelings and desires neither one of them expected.

      

      Or necessarily wanted.
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      Dyslexia is much more than reversing letters. At least in this enlightened age, the condition is not thought to be a lack of intelligence, as it was in previous years.

      

      Dyslexia is a condition that affects more than the way you read. Dyslexics have a problem with directions – right, left, up, down, forward, backward. They have issues with social interactions and of course, a lack of self-esteem after so many failures to do and see what everyone else seems to accomplish with little effort.

      

      Well-known dyslexics are among the most accomplished people in the world. Leonardo Da Vinci, Walt Disney, Albert Einstein, John Lennon, Pablo Picasso, and Steven Spielberg are a few of many among the group.

      

      If you would like some additional information on how a child in school deals with dyslexia, there is a very interesting and eye-opening video available on You Tube when this book was written, called “How Difficult Can This Be – The F.A.T. City Workshop.”

      

      When my daughter, who deals with this every day was going through school, I asked every one of her teachers to watch it. They found it so informative that many passed it along to their peers. As I say, a true eye-opener.

      

      I hope you enjoyed the story of Addie and her love of books, even though they were a struggle for her to read.
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        February 1885

        London, England

      

      

      Miss Adeline Mallory accepted the footman’s hand and climbed from the carriage in front of her family’s townhouse in Mayfair. Her chaperone, Mrs. Wesley, followed her down the two short steps, then up the stone pathway to the stairs leading to the gleaming white front door with the well-polished brass knocker shaped like a roaring lion.

      Before she reached the top step, the door was opened by Grimsley, their ancient and much-loved butler. “Good evening, Miss Mallory. I hope you had a pleasant time at the ball.”

      She didn’t have the heart to tell him that she had yet another entry to add to her ongoing chronicle Adeline Leaves the House. That was the running saga she kept in her journal, where each day she recorded the mishaps that happened to her every time she left the comfort of her home. Not that her life was full of mishaps—well, not all her life—but there were certainly enough to fill the pages of the three journals she’d kept since she had been old enough to write.

      Tonight’s misfortune, however, was the proverbial last straw. This Season was starting out no better than all the others. The red stain on her pale blue ball gown was a stark reminder of her clumsiness. Although she had a good reason to believe one of the girls who had hated her for years purposely jarred her elbow, making her glass of punch spill down the front.

      While she still had the anger churning in her stomach, she smiled and nodded at Grimsley, then marched down the corridor to the drawing room. Precisely where she knew her parents would be sitting this time of night, mother doing her endless needlework and father reading.

      Such a peaceful couple, how could they have produced such a clumsy, inept daughter? Adeline pushed away the self-pity slowly making its way into her thoughts. She’d accepted a long time ago that she was not like other girls. And at every single event for the past six years, the other girls made sure she knew it.

      Shifting the material on the front of her gown to cover the red stain, she said, “Good evening, Mother. Father.”

      Her parents looked up from their tasks and smiled at her. The love in their eyes almost brought her to her knees. How would they receive the request she was about to make? The last thing she would ever want to do was to hurt them, but she’d made up her mind on the way home from the Everson ball, and nothing would dissuade her.

      “How was your evening, my dear?” Mother patted the spot alongside her on the sofa as an invitation for Adeline to join her. Taking a deep breath, she settled next to Mother. “It was a typical ball. Nothing different.”

      “No special gentleman?” Father grinned.

      “No. I’m afraid not.” She kept a bright smile on her face, even though she was all knotted up inside and felt as if she were about to burst into tears. If she showed any sort of weakness, she would never get their permission.

      Mother patted her hand. “Not to worry, dear. The right man will present himself when the time is right.”

      “Soon, I hope,” Father mumbled as he picked up his book to continue reading.

      “Arthur!” Mother chastised.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean it the way it came out.” He raised his book to cover his face.

      “Father, I need your attention.” She turned toward her mother. “Yours, as well, Mother.”

      Unable to sit any longer, Adeline hopped up and moved back a few spaces so she could see both of her parents clearly. It was nice to have a good view when one was about to break one’s parents’ hearts. “I shall not participate in another Season. I have attended my last ball.”

      Two pairs of blue eyes similar to her own looked up at her, Mother with a slight frown, Father with a more pronounced one. “What do you mean, dearest?” Mother said.

      “I am twenty-four years old, and by most measuring sticks, a spinster.” She raised her palm when both parents opened their mouths to speak. “Please let me finish. It doesn’t matter that you don’t think I am a spinster. The rest of the world perceives me as such.”

      Mother glanced over at Father, a look passing between them she’d seen many times before. It was the ‘whatever is she talking about now’ expression.

      Before she lost her nerve, she continued. “I am aware of my shortcomings and have accepted them.”

      Father shifted in his chair and placed his book on the table next to him. “Now wait just a minute—”

      “Please, Father. Hear me out.” She needed to stay angry. If she succumbed to their defense of her, and their resistance to see her as she actually was, she would dissolve into tears, and nothing would change.

      “I believe it is time for me to make my own way in the world.”

      Mother sucked in a deep breath and placed her hand over her mouth. “What do you mean?”

      “I want to move away from London. And more than that, I want to own a bookstore.”

      “You want to work!?” Father came right up out of his chair. “No daughter of mine will work. And that is the end of it.”

      Her mother withdrew a lace-trimmed white handkerchief from the sleeve of her dress and patted her eyes. “What have we done to make you want to do this to us?”

      Adeline dropped to her knees and took her mother’s hand. “I am not doing anything to either of you. I love you both with my whole heart. But the life you have always planned for me is not going to happen. In six years of husband-hunting, not one gentleman has shown any interest.”

      “There was Mr. Abercrombie,” Mother said.

      Addie sat back on her heels. “Mother. The man was fifty years old with children older than me. And,” she added with a smirk on her face, “he needed my dowry.”

      “Arthur, say something to her,” Mother begged.

      Father looked back and forth between her and her mother, and his face softened. “Perhaps she is right, Mildred.”

      “What?” The screech coming from her mother probably brought all the horses in Mayfair to an abrupt halt.

      Father studied her, tapping his lips with his finger. “Maybe it is time. I know it is not the normal thing for a young lady to move from her parents’ home and strike out on her own, but it might be the right thing for our daughter.”

      Mother moaned. “I cannot believe the two of you.” She looked down at Adeline, still on the floor at her feet. “You must find a nice man. All right, maybe Mr. Abercrombie was not for you, but I shall ask among my friends. There are many sons, cousins, nephews, and friends of friends who we might introduce to you.”

      Adeline shook her head. “No, Mother. I am finished with the game. I don’t care if I never have a husband. I don’t care if I never have a child”—a slight lie there—“but I want to feel as though there is more to my life than changing clothes and attending social affairs.”

      Father moved to sit on the arm of the sofa and rested his hand on Mother’s shoulder. “This sounds like something you’ve thought about for some time. What do you have in mind?”

      Excited that Father would actually consider her plan, she demurely placed her hands in her lap and stared up at him. “There is a bookstore in Bath for sale.”

      “Bath!” Mother moaned again. “That’s on the other side of the country.”

      Ignoring her mother’s outburst, Adeline continued, “Since I will have no need for a dowry, I had hoped you would allow me to use the funds to buy the bookstore. I would get a small flat nearby and run the store.” She smiled, enthused about her plans. “You know how much I love books.”

      “But you can’t read,” Mother wailed.

      Thank you, Mother. It was always nice to hear one’s faults so adequately expressed.

      “I can read, Mother. It just is a bit difficult for me.”

      Ever since she’d picked up her first book and looked at the words, she’d had a problem. It appeared no one else saw what she saw because when she read, it all came out wrong. When her teacher told them she was lacking intelligence, her parents had removed her from school and hired a tutor.

      The tutor worked with her for years. She suggested that Adeline suffered from something recently termed word blindness, and she would have it her whole life. All Adeline knew of the condition was everyone else could read a book in a flash, their eyes moving back and forth over the lines on the page, while she had to stumble over every word. But that never stopped her love for books.

      She loved the feel of the book in her hands. She loved the smell of the ink when she opened the tome for the first time. She loved turning the pages, smiling, as if she could read that fast. ’Twas difficult when one loved something that didn’t love one back.

      Just then, her elder brother, Marcus, entered the room and saw her kneeling at her mother’s feet. “Paying homage to the Queen, Adeline?”

      “No. I’m pleading for a change in my life.”

      He walked to the sideboard and poured a small glass of brandy. Tall, confident, handsome, and charming, Adeline always idolized her brother, wishing she could be more like him and less like herself.

      His expression softened. “Will it make you happier than you were tonight at the Everson’s ball, poppet?” As usual, her brother had attended the same event, spending his time avoiding the marriage-minded mamas. She had only seen him briefly, but he apparently had been watching her.

      She blinked away the tears rushing to her eyes. “Yes. I believe so.”

      He downed the drink and shrugged. “Then do it.” With those curt words, he offered her stunned parents a slight bow and left the room.
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      Adeline raised the shade in the front window of her bookstore, Once Upon a Book, making a quick note that the display needed to be changed. She generally did it the first of each month, but somehow she’d gotten busy with new inventory and had forgotten to do it.

      Every month she offered the spot to one local author to showcase their books. It had helped to build her business, and the authors had been grateful for help with their sales. In turn, those authors sent their friends to Once Upon a Book.

      She’d been considering forming a book club where she would invite local authors to read and discuss their books to the members. She had already started a children’s reading circle that met every Saturday morning.

      Addie—as she was now known in Bath—had turned into quite a good businesswoman and had never been so happy in her adult life as she’d been the past year.

      After many sessions of tears and pleading, Mother had finally relented and grudgingly offered her blessing to Addie's plan. Most likely, Addie's refusal to attend any further ton affairs eventually swayed her. Though she doubted Mother truly understood Addie’s decision. Before her father married her mother, she had been one of the ton’s Incomparables. She had enjoyed a social life with numerous suitors, flowers, rides in the park, and dance partners. Something Addie had never experienced herself.

      Father had generously bought not only the store for her, but instead of renting rooms, he’d purchased a small house at the edge of town, along with a carriage and a pair of Cleveland bays.

      Addie, however, had acquired a sturdy bicycle and was proficient enough to get around town without having to make use of the carriage. She found she only used the vehicle when traveling at night since bicycle riding was dangerous after dark.

      In one of the many sessions they had when considering the bookstore, Father had told her that as far as the business went, she was on her own for keeping it running. If she felt she was capable enough to take on the project, he would bow to her intelligence and capabilities and assume she could make enough money to be successful.

      She was thrilled with his confidence in her, and so far, she had done quite well and was happy with the money she’d squirreled away in the bank. The one concession she’d made to her parents was to bring Mrs. Wesley with her. Mother was appalled that she intended to live alone with no chaperone. No amount of arguments on Addie's part changed her mind, so Mrs. Wesley was happily ensconced in the second bedroom in Addie's little house. Her companion and chaperone spent most of her day keeping the household running and supervising the cook and one parlor maid Addie employed.

      Addie turned from the window and surveyed her kingdom. Highly polished dark wooden floors supported twelve bookcases. Half of the bookcases held non-fiction books on every subject available, shelved according to the new Dewey Decimal system—most times. With her word blindness problem, books occasionally got mixed up.

      The other half of the shelves contained novels, memoirs, poetry, and to her delight, many female authors. Miss Jane Austen, George Eliot, Mary Wollstonecraft, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Helen Hunt Jackson, and several others held spaces on her shelves along with the popular Thomas Hardy, Charles Dickens, and Lewis Carroll.

      Instead of the fussy wallpapers so prevalent everywhere, she had decided on cream-colored walls with pale green trim. The only artwork displayed on the walls were a few paintings of mostly soothing scenery done by a local artist.

      Most days, the long windows along the sides of the building and the front bay window provided enough light for customers, but for evening and cloudy days, she had two pendant gas lights attached to the ceiling and a few gas lamps on small tables scattered around the room.

      With feather duster in hand, Addie smiled as she dusted the shelves, lost in her thoughts, until a soft tinkle of the bell hanging over the front door sounded, alerting her to the arrival of a customer.

      “Addie, where are you hiding?” Charlotte Danvers, known as Lottie to her friends, called out as her eyes swept the store.

      Sticking her head around one of the bookcases, she said, “Back here, Lottie. I’m dusting the shelves.”

      Lottie was one of the two best friends Addie had made since her move to Bath. At the mere age of twenty, Lottie had also escaped London and its frivolity. A strikingly beautiful girl, Lottie held a secret close to her heart that she hadn’t shared, even with her best friends. The only personal thing Addie and Lady Pamela knew about Lottie was that she was estranged from her mother, who lived in London.

      Lottie had refused to accept any money from her mother and supported herself by giving lessons in French, social manners, polite conversation, painting, dance, and music to young ladies in Bath wishing to enter the marriage mart. All things she’d perfected while studying in France.

      “Have my books come in yet?” Lottie joined Addie at the third row of books.

      “Yes, it came in yesterday. I spent the entire day unloading my most recent order from London.” Addie crossed her arms over her chest, the feather duster sticking up, almost reaching her nose. “How can you read those silly romance books?”

      “Reading keeps me from feeling sorry for myself.”

      Addie studied her friend. “I know we’ve spoken of this before, but I think you should visit your mother.”

      “Subject closed.” Lottie turned on her heel, and Addie followed her to the front of the store.

      Addie placed the feather duster under the counter. “I have the two books you requested, so that should give you days and days of happiness.” She bent over a pile of books near the front door and began sorting through them.

      The bell on the door chimed once again, but Addie continued searching for Lottie’s books. She continued what she was doing since most times customers preferred to walk around the store, browsing the shelves to see what interests them, rather than have the attention of the salesclerk immediately.

      In the back of her mind, she fleetingly realized she didn’t hear the sound of someone walking around.

      “Addie,” Lottie whispered.

      “Yes?” She started on the second stack of books. She really should sort them better when they arrived, put categories together. But like everything else in her life, things just seemed to get jumbled up.

      Lottie cleared her throat. “Addie, I think you should stop that for now.”

      “No. I know it’s here. I remember seeing it when I unpacked the cartons yesterday.” She moved to the third stack. “Just give me a minute.”

      “Excuse me, miss.” A very deep, very male voice rumbled through the room.

      Addie bolted upright, smoothing back the hair that had fallen from her topknot. “Oh, I beg your pardon, sir. I didn’t see you enter.”

      The man frowned. “Lord.”

      Addie stared for a minute. “What?”

      “Lord. I am Lord Berkshire.”

      Oh, good grief. Another aristocrat looking down his nose at her, most likely disapproving. She cleared her throat and assumed a more professional demeanor. “As in the Earl of?”

      He nodded. Apparently speaking more than a few words at a time was too much effort for his lordship. Now that she’d gotten a good look at him, she remembered him from numerous social events years ago where he looked right through her. Berkshire represented every man she’d ever met in London.

      This man, as she recalled, was a widower, and some sort of scandal had surrounded his wife’s death. Since Addie was not friends with the gossipers and those ‘in the know’ she had nothing more than that scant bit of information. She’d always thought, however, that despite his mien of arrogance and privilege, he had sad eyes. Like an abandoned puppy.

      His dark blond hair was cut in the first state of fashion. Despite the current trend for mutton chops and mustaches, Berkshire was clean-shaven, leaving his aristocratic features and the sharp lines of his jaw quite visible. His deep brown eyes regarded her with a mix of annoyance and impatience.

      He was also dressed quite fashionably in a dark gray superfine wool suit, lavender and black waistcoat, and black ascot.

      “Miss?” There was that slight rumble again of his voice. Deep, raspy, and . . . impatient.

      She was appalled to realize she’d been staring at the man. Flustered, she said, “My apology, my lord. How may I help you?” Although she had recognized him, he apparently did not remember her at all. Which was no surprise. It was rather difficult to recall someone you’d never really looked at. But then again, one did not expect to see a lady one had met at a ton event working in a bookstore.

      “I am in need of a book. I had hoped if you did not have what I require, you can perhaps order it for me.” Goodness, the man’s nose was so far up in the air, he would most likely drown in a rainstorm.

      “That I can do,” she said, “what book are you looking for?”

      Just then, Lottie tapped Addie on the shoulder. “Excuse me. I will come back for my books later. I have two students arriving shortly.”

      “All right. I will have them for you when you come by for tea.” She smiled and waved at her friend, then turned her attention back to Lord Berkshire, who was frowning at her.

      She sighed inwardly. Patience was obviously not a strong point with his lordship. “I apologize once again, my lord, what book did you say you were interested in?”

      “I am hoping to find a book that teaches sign language.” His words were clipped, almost as if he disliked saying them.

      Addie tilted her head and tapped her lips with her fingertip. “Sign language? I am afraid I am not familiar with that term. What is it?”

      A slight slumping of his lordship’s shoulders was the only indication of his distress at her words. “It is a practice over a hundred years old, but not well-known, I’m afraid. It is a way for people who are deaf to communicate with others. They use their fingers and hands to form letters and words.”

      “Oh, how very interesting.”

      He nodded, his demeanor undergoing a considerable change as he spoke. “There are even schools that teach it to children who are afflicted with deafness. It’s a growing movement.” His eyes were bright, and his initial stiffness gone.

      She became enthralled as he continued to acquaint her with the beginning of sign language and how it had progressed over the years. His handsome face grew even more so as he smiled—he had a dimple—waved his hands about—large, strong hands—and his body relaxed—truly a fine, admirable form.

      Addie was fascinated as she watched and listened to the man. This subject was a passion for him, leaving her curious. When he stopped speaking, looking a bit uncomfortable at showing such enthusiasm, she said, “My goodness. You certainly know a lot about the subject. Is there a particular reason you find this subject so fascinating?”

      He nodded, his earlier stiffness returning. “Yes. My son is deaf.” He glared at her. “There is nothing wrong with his brain. He simply cannot hear, therefore, he cannot speak. He merely grunts.”

      She reared back at the fire in his words. This was obviously a very sensitive matter for him.

      “I agree, my lord. While I cannot say I have spent time with those who are deaf, I have no reason to believe that not being able to hear results in a loss of intelligence. I am certain your boy is very bright.”

      His smile returned, and in truth, he looked as though he wanted to kiss her. Almost as if he read her thoughts, the very proper, high-brow earl said, “If it was not totally improper, I would kiss you for saying that, Miss…”

      “Mallory. Miss Addie Mallory.”

      

      Lord Grayson Berkshire was still focused on his reaction when he first entered the bookstore to find this young lady with her nicely shaped derriere in the air as she bent over a pile of books. Since Margaret’s death two years before, he had not availed himself of female company, and based on his reaction to this mere store clerk, it was time he sought some.

      She was pleasingly plump, the sort of woman that always appealed to him. Her curves were just enough to make a man comfortable embracing her. No sharp elbows poking him in the stomach or bony knees causing damage to his nether parts. This woman was all feminine cushiony softness.

      Whatever sort of hairdo she had begun her day with, wisps of brown curls were already falling onto her forehead and alongside her cheeks. Her very creamy cheeks that right now were a bright red from his comment about kissing her. He had no idea where that statement had come from.

      “I apologize, miss. That was not an appropriate thing to say.”

      She waved him off, but the glimmer in her deep blue eyes held a touch of laughter, despite her blush. A woman with a sense of humor.

      “You are forgiven. However, since I am unfamiliar with sign language, you must realize I have no books on the subject. But I do receive a bulletin each month with new books that have been released. I can go through all the ones I’ve received since I’ve owned the store to see if anything presents itself.”

      His brows rose. “You are the owner?”

      She drew herself up, but still, the top of her head only reached his jaw. “I am, indeed, my lord. I own the store.” She grinned, which had him grinning back like they shared a secret of which he was unaware.

      “I meant no insult, Miss Mallory, but it is quite unusual for a woman, especially at your age, to own a bookstore.” He hoped he hadn’t offended her because he was beginning to enjoy the young lady’s company. Aside from his initial attraction to her, he found her easy to talk to and was rather enjoying their banter.

      “I know what you say is true, but I have wonderful parents who allowed me to choose my own path.” The smile she offered told him she did not feel wounded by his words.

      “And your path is to own a bookstore?”

      “Yes. I love books.” Her lovely face glowed with pleasure. She was truly a happy person, someone with whom he would enjoy spending time. Considering what he was dealing with, he could use some cheering up.

      “You must be a voracious reader.”

      Her smile faltered. “Um, not exactly.” She looked sad, making him want to take her into his arms and comfort her. He gave himself a mental shake. From where were all these random thoughts coming?

      Leaving him with those questionable words, she continued, now all business. “I will be happy to check my stack of bulletins. Plus, Mr. Evans, the man who sold the store to me, left a huge pile of the ones he had received over the years. I will be happy to go through them for you, as well.”

      Not sure why her manner changed so abruptly at his question, he was not yet prepared to finish the conversation, but it was obvious from her movements that she was ready to have him leave.

      “Thank you very much. I appreciate it.” He turned toward the door, and once his hand was on the doorknob, he turned back. “I would be happy to help you sort through the bulletins. I imagine you have quite a bit of work to do with running the bookstore.”

      Hopefully, she didn’t see the desperation in him. He wanted more than anything to help Michael, especially with the threat hanging over their heads, but he would also like to spend time with this intriguing young lady who owned a bookstore.

      But was not an avid reader.

      She studied him for a minute, then said, “Yes, I could use the help, but I don’t wish to impose upon your time.”

      He brightened, feeling quite silly at how happy it made him to be invited back. “I can certainly find time, and you are the one doing me the favor.”

      “Very well. If you wish to return when the shop closes at six this evening, we can go over the bulletins then.” Her blush told him she was most likely not used to the attention of men, which he found quite peculiar given her lovely visage and charming personality. There were many things about Miss Mallory that intrigued him, and so many questions he’d like to ask her.

      “I look forward to it.” He opened the door and took one step back and then looked over at her. “I won’t be keeping you from some prior engagement, will I?” That was a very sneaky and subtle way to find out if Miss Mallory had a young man who would be disappointed if she were forced to work in the evening.

      She gave him a slight curtsy. “Not at all, my lord. My evenings are generally free.”

      Generally free. He smiled and continued on his way.
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      The next afternoon Addie stood back and eyed the small table she’d just set with tea things. Her very favorite pink and white china teapot, along with a sugar bowl and small pitcher of milk. Three matching cups and saucers sat alongside a plate of tiny sandwiches of watercress and butter, thinly sliced cucumbers with cream cheese, and lemon tarts.

      The front door of the bookstore opened, and she greeted her two friends as they entered. Every day at precisely three o’clock, they gathered in Once Upon a Book for tea. It had been their practice since Addie had been in Bath.

      Lottie had arrived at the bookstore the very day it opened to introduce herself and let Addie know that as an avid reader, she would be a steady customer. She, in turn, had introduced her to Lady Pamela Manning, the third woman in their group. Another escapee from the London Season, Pamela was the oldest of the group at twenty-seven. Like Addie, she had been a veritable failure at the marriage mart and had fled to Bath right after her fifth Season, three years before.

      A pretty woman, although painfully shy, Pamela also had a pronounced stutter that made itself worse when she was nervous. And she was always nervous at social events.

      Unfortunately, Pamela’s family did not approve of her move from London, so she made a comfortable life for herself in a lovely flat near the center of Bath, by teaching piano and voice to young ladies in order to support herself. Just as Addie was drawn to books even though reading was difficult for her, Pamela loved singing, despite her difficulty with speech. She never stuttered when she sang, and she had the voice of an angel.

      The three women had cheerfully labeled themselves The Merry Misfits of Bath. They loved their lives, enjoyed each other’s company, and had no need for men.

      Or so they stated.

      Emphatically.

      Every time they gathered together.

      “I have b-b-een asked to s-s-ing at a wedding!” Pamela glowed with happiness as she took her seat at the table and shook out the snowy white napkin to place on her lap. Her stutter almost never troubled her when she was with her friends. It was a sign of her excitement and probably nervousness, too, that brought the affliction back.

      “Oh, how very exciting.” Lottie clapped her hands. “Whose wedding?”

      “Mr. Calvert and Miss S-s-shepherd from our church are getting married n-n-next Saturday. They had planned on her cousin s-s-singing, but she fell ill, and they are c-c-concerned she won’t be recovered in t-t-time. So they asked me to s-s-step in.”

      “That’s wonderful. What a great opportunity for you to show off your talent.” Addie reached across the small tea table and hugged her friend.

      They chatted as Addie poured tea for the ladies and passed around the plate of small sandwiches and tarts that she picked up each day from the local bakery. This was such a pleasant time for them: when Addie locked the front door and put out the ‘closed for lunch’ sign, while they enjoyed the food and each other’s company.

      “I have a f-favor to ask y-you b-both.”

      Lottie placed her fingers on Pamela’s hand resting on the table. “Be at ease, darling. We’re your friends.”

      “I k-know.” Pamela took a deep breath. “I would l-like you both to come to the w-wedding.” She looked hopefully at her friends.

      Addie offered her a bright smile. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      “Me, either,” Lottie said.

      “Thank you so much.” Pamela let out a huge breath and took a sip of her tea. “I am very n-n-nervous about singing in p-p-public. My mother forced me to perform so many times for her friends that I swore once I moved I would never again do this. But I couldn’t turn down the v-v-vicar when he asked me to fill in for the bride’s c-c-cousin.

      Also, there will be a wedding breakfast for the b-b-bride and groom at the church hall, where we will all be w-w-welcomed. I m-m-met with Mr. Calvert to discuss t-t-the music and asked if I c-c-could bring two friends and he s-s-aid yes.”

      “Wonderful.” Addie wiped her mouth. “I guess I will have to look through my wardrobe to find a dress appropriate for a wedding.”

      “Yes. Me, too,” Lottie said. She swallowed the last of her sandwich and looked over at Addie. “I rode by the store last night, and you were locking up.” She glanced at Pamela and smirked. “With a man.”

      Addie shrugged, hoping the blush she felt in her middle didn’t rise all the way to her face. “A customer.” She fiddled with her napkin, not meeting her friend’s eyes.

      Lottie looked at Pamela again, who was staring at Addie wide-eyed. “Really? It seemed the two of you were chatting away quite comfortably.”

      “Well, of course.” Addie raised her chin, aware that her face was most likely red as a beet. “I talk to all my customers. It’s good business.”

      Lottie smiled and leaned back in her chair. “True. But . . . this was about a half-hour after you normally lock up.”

      Addie sighed. “All right. What is it you’re asking me?”

      Lottie leaned forward as did Pamela. “Who was the man?”

      “In fact, you know him, Lottie. Well, you met him. Or rather, you saw him.” When Lottie tilted her head and frowned, Addie added, “Yesterday, you were here about your two romance novels when Lord Berkshire came in.”

      “Oh. Yes. Now I remember.” Lottie crinkled her nose. “He seemed rather rude to me.”

      “Not really rude. More abrupt. Or impatient, actually.” She thought back to how comfortable he’d become when he began to speak about his son and his hopes to help the lad learn to communicate.

      Pamela took her last sip of tea. “Since you know his name and he was here last night—past closing time—tell us more about him.” She grinned. “And you.”

      “There is no me and him. Or him and me, rather. Or maybe it’s him and I? I always get that mixed up. Anyway, he is looking for a book on sign language, and I told him I would search through all the bulletins I have from publishers on new books to see if I can find one.” She looked back and forth between the two. “That’s all. No mystery. Nothing like you’re thinking.”

      “How do you know what we’re thinking?” Lottie smirked, and Pam nodded.

      “Because you are my best friends, and I know that look. And since there is nothing for me to tell you about his lordship, except that I am helping him find a book, why don’t we change the conversation to Pamela’s wedding?” She looked over at Pam. “What are you singing? Do you get to choose any of your own pieces, or are they all ones chosen by them?”

      Thankfully, the ladies were willing to move onto the wedding and what the three of them would wear. By the time they all decided on their wardrobe, it was time for Addie to re-open the store. They all hugged each other farewell. Lottie was off to the Foundling home, where she volunteered her time one day a week, and Pamela was returning home to meet her next reluctant pupil.

      

      Addie checked herself in the mirror one more time and then satisfied that she looked presentable enough for a wedding, drew on her gloves, and picked up her reticule. In light of the event she was to attend, she left her bicycle and had her carriage brought around. She would pick up Lottie and Pamela, and they would all head to the church.

      Addie had been present at a number of weddings of friends, distant cousins, and even the Mallory family cook, who then presented them with her resignation the next day. The newly married woman was packed and off with her new Scottish husband to the County of Dumfries that very evening. Meals were quite dismal until Mother hired another cook.

      Of course, when she was younger, Addie would sit in the church and imagine herself as the bride, and a handsome, kind, considerate-of-her-disability gentleman stood alongside her. That never happened, and somewhere over the years, she’d begun to view weddings as a reminder that it would never happen for her. But she could still be happy for the joyful couple.

      This wedding, however, she was really looking forward to since her close friend would be singing. Pamela had such a lovely, sweet voice, it would be so wonderful for everyone to hear her and appreciate her talent.

      The carriage drew up to Lottie’s house, and her driver climbed the steps to collect Lottie. Her friend looked lovely in a pale blue satin gown with a matching wool cape and flowered hat. They chatted excitedly as they moved on to Pamela’s flat.

      Once again, the driver hopped down and made his way to the front door. The door opened, and they could see Pamela talking to the driver, waving her hands. After a few minutes, he nodded, the door closed, and he returned to the carriage. “Lady Pamela sends her regrets, but she is unable to attend the wedding.”

      The two women stared at each other, aghast. “Oh, no, she’s not.” Addie climbed from the carriage with Lottie right behind her as they stormed the stairs. “Pamela!”

      

      Grayson entered the church where his cousin, Diana, was marrying a young man who he’d had not yet met, but with her common sense, he was sure her choice was just fine, and the man was not a moron. He hadn’t seen members of his family in quite some time. Once the doctors had determined that Michael was deaf, and that was why the young boy only grunted instead of speaking, Grayson found himself avoiding his family, not wishing to hear their criticism or suggestions on how to deal with his son.

      It seemed everyone had an opinion on what was to be done with Michael. Everything from admitting him to an asylum, to him being locked away on one of Grayson’s estates with a caretaker. In other words, put the boy from his life and from his mind. Throw him away since he wasn’t perfect. Nothing made him angrier than hearing those remarks.

      Luckily, once he escaped from London to Bath, he found a very devoted woman to take over Michael’s daily care. Mrs. Banfield read to him, pointing to the pictures in the stories, took him for walks, showed him how to manipulate blocks and form shapes with them, and insisted that he could learn just like any other child, just in a different way.

      Before he began to dwell on the other threat, he pushed it from his mind and settled into a pew. Considering how his marriage had ended, he had no great love for so-called wedded bliss, but like everyone else here, he would wish the happy couple well.

      His attention was drawn to a bit of a commotion at the back of the church. He turned to see three women, two of them practically dragging the third one between them down the aisle. To his surprise, one of the draggers was Miss Mallory from the bookstore. She leaned in toward the woman in the middle and whispered something in her ear. That seemed to ease the woman, and they all made their way down the aisle.

      Miss Mallory and one other woman took seats a few pews from the sanctuary. The poor woman who had been dragged down the aisle inhaled deeply and sat at the piano. She offered a tentative smile to those assembled and began to play. A few bars into the piece, she started to sing and immediately caught the attention of all those present.

      Normally wedding guests would continue to talk until the bride made her appearance, but the mesmerizing effect of the woman’s singing stopped all conversation. Whoever she was, she sang like an angel. He had seen her before, he was certain she had played at a few Sunday services he’d attended, but he never heard her sing before.

      Within minutes, she nodded to someone at the back of the church and played the first few notes of Richard Wagner’s Bridal Chorus. The congregation stood, and all turned to watch the bride make her way down the aisle. His cousin looked stunning. She’d always been a pretty girl, and she was now a beautiful woman. Of course, the joy and love on her face made her more so.

      The ceremony commenced, and Grayson found his eyes drifting to the back of Miss Mallory’s head the entire time.

      He could see part of her profile, which he studied while the vicar droned on and on about the importance of marriage. Things that he had believed when he and Margaret had taken their vows in this same church.

      Love, honor, and obey.

      He snorted and nodded a slight apology to the woman alongside him, who looked disapprovingly at him through her quizzing glass.

      Returning his thoughts to Miss Mallory, he observed that she was one of only a few women in the church who wasn’t wearing the equivalent of a bird’s nest on her head. Miss Mallory’s hat was a lovely sensible straw bonnet, the brim tipped up in the front with a ribbon encircling the confection and ending in a fashionable bow.

      Strands of hair had escaped her coiffure, tickling the creamy skin on her neck. She sat perfectly still during the ceremony, a slight smile on her face. Was she thinking about a wedding of her own?

      Soon the ceremony ended, and the guests formed a line to congratulate the bride and groom, then find their way to the church hall for the wedding breakfast. He hated to admit that he was quite pleasantly surprised when he entered the hall and found Miss Mallory and her two friends also there. Since he had spent time with her the other night going through bulletins, he felt comfortable approaching her.

      After speaking with family members and brushing off their questions and suggestions about Michael, he wandered in the ladies’ direction.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Mallory. Ladies.” He bowed slightly at the three women. Miss Mallory’s cheeks turned a rather sweet shade of pink when her two companions turned to her with raised eyebrows.

      “Good afternoon, my lord.” She addressed her two friends. “Ladies, may I make known to you, Lord Berkshire.” Both ladies offered a short curtsey.

      “My lord, may I present Miss Charlotte Danvers and Lady Pamela Manning.”

      Grayson smiled in Lady Pamela’s direction. “May I offer my congratulations on a wonderful performance at the ceremony. You truly have a lovely voice.”

      “T-t-thank you, my l-l-lord. I admit I w-w-was quite n-n-nervous.” Lady Pamela flushed and patted her damp upper lip with her handkerchief. He ignored her stuttering, appreciating her performance even more. It amazed him that someone with that affliction could sing and never miss a note.

      He shook his head. “No reason to be. You did a capital job.”

      “You certainly did, Pamela.” Miss Mallory hugged the young woman, looking at him over her shoulder. “Thank you,” she mouthed.

      “Are you friends with the groom, my lord?” Lottie asked him.

      “Miss Shepherd, or rather Mrs. Calvert now, is my cousin.”

      “There you are, Grayson. Have you been hiding on me?” Grayson groaned inwardly as his Aunt Mary made her way through the crowd, thumping her cane hard enough to put a hole in the floor.

      “Good afternoon, Aunt. It is so nice to see you.”

      She humphed and banged her cane again, barely missing Grayson’s foot. “Not only are you hiding from me, but now you’re lying to me as well. No one is ever happy to see me. One of the benefits of being old is you can make many people uncomfortable and not care because they have to keep being nice to you in case they are in your will.”

      She used her cane to point in the direction of the three women. “Who are these ladies?”

      Of all the people who he would be forced to deal with this day, Aunt Mary was perhaps the least difficult. Although she was abrupt and what some would call gruff and snappish, she had always been his champion.

      As a child, he had spent every summer with her while his parents traveled. During the other months, he was away at school. This meant he saw his parents for about a half day, once a year. Christmas morning at their enormous estate in Shire County, they would all gather in the drawing room and exchange gifts, then Mother and Father would kiss him goodbye and head to London to make the rounds of fashionable Christmas parties.

      He would eat his Christmas dinner with the staff in the kitchen, who doted on him and gave him the gifts he really wanted instead of the expensive ones his parents had brought for a child they barely knew.

      “May I make known to you, Miss Mallory, Miss Danvers, and Lady Pamela?” He gestured toward his aunt. “And may I present my aunt, Lady Witherspoon?”

      The three ladies offered curtsies, causing his aunt to smile. Something that didn’t happen all that often. “Such lovely young ladies.” She poked Grayson on the arm. “You should grab one of them. It’s time you put that nonsense with Margaret behind you and married again.” She thumped her cane once more. “You need a mother for your boy. Someone else to see to the child’s best interests, and fight on his side against your greedy relatives.”

      Grayson glanced sideways at the three ladies, grateful that they were talking softly among themselves, but still not sure if they were listening to Aunt Mary. “Aunt, this is not the time or place to discuss this.”

      “Ha! You must come for tea the next time you are in London. Send word when you will be available since I know you will complain that you are much too busy to spend time with your aged aunt.” She started to move away and pointed her cane at him again. “Tea is served at precisely three o’clock. Do not be late. And bring your little boy. He reminds me of you.”

      The three women stopped their conversation, which led him to believe they had heard every word Aunt Mary had said since they knew it had ended. He cleared his throat. “May I escort you to one of the tables? I believe the meal is about to begin.”

      He extended his arm to Miss Mallory, the other two ladies following behind them. He noticed the smirks her friends cast in her direction and the slight blush again on Miss Mallory’s face.

      He was truly fascinated by the woman. She was obviously a lady, most likely a member of the ton. Why was someone like her unmarried and the owner of a bookstore in Bath?

      Why did he care was the better question.
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      Addie’s face would most likely be perpetually red if Lord Berkshire did not stop paying attention to her. The man flustered her, and she had no idea why. Well, not being stupid, there was one little thought way in the back of her mind that he might be attracted to her, but she squelched that right away as ridiculous and foolhardy.

      She’d had six years to attract a suitor and failed. Miserably. Now that her life was exactly as she wanted it, a suitor would appear? Of course not. Fate would not be that unkind. That was why his attention was definitely not romantic.

      He pulled out her seat, then did the same for Lottie and Pamela. As they were settling in, another couple joined them, the man no doubt related to Lord Berkshire, since their features were similar. Berkshire stood again.

      “Haven’t seen you in a while, Berkshire. Where have you been keeping yourself?” The man nodded briefly to Addie and her two friends. “Who are your guests?”

      Perhaps because she was sitting right next to him, it appeared no one else heard the low groan coming from Lord Berkshire at the man’s words. “Ladies, may I present my cousin, Mr. Samuel Newman and his wife, Emily.”

      She, Pamela, and Lottie all nodded in the couple’s direction.

      Berkshire continued. “Samuel, this is Lady Pamela, Miss Danvers, and Miss Mallory.”

      Mr. Newman laughed quite hardy. “And which one is yours, eh, Berkshire?” He winked. “Or all three, maybe? Wouldn’t put it past you.” He pulled out his wife’s seat and then sat alongside her.

      Addie swore she heard Lord Berkshire’s back teeth grinding. “Miss Mallory and I are acquainted through her bookstore. She is searching for a book for me. Lady Pamela and Miss Danvers are her friends.”

      Mr. Newman leered at the four of them. “And what sort of book would that be? Ménage à trois? Or is there a French word for four and one? If anyone would have a term for that, it would be the French.”

      His lordship rose partway from his seat, his jaw tight, his fists clenched. “You forget yourself, Samuel. I demand an apology on behalf of these women.” He glanced in the direction of Mrs. Newman. “And your wife, as well.”

      The man’s face went from lascivious to disdainful. “Calm down, Berkshire. You never were one to enjoy a joke.”

      “To insult a woman in my presence is not a joke, and again, I demand you apologize to these ladies, or we will meet outside.”

      Mr. Newman attempted to keep his expression humorous, but it was obvious he knew Lord Berkshire was not making idle threats. “All right.” He nodded in their direction, his smile fading. “Please accept my apologies, ladies. I meant no disrespect.”

      Silence fell on the group as servers began to bring out platters of food that they placed on each table. Meanwhile, footmen poured wine for the guests. Normally alcoholic beverages were not permitted in the church hall, but apparently, the bride and groom had managed to bypass that rule. They would probably have dancing as well.

      After a few minutes of silence, Mr. Newman looked over at her, Lottie, and Pam and his brows rose. “Aren’t you the woman who sang during the ceremony?”

      Pam smiled. “Yes. It was m-m-me.”

      Oh dear, if Mr. Newman made a remark about Pam’s stutter, Addie would be the one to jump across the table and pummel the man.

      “Looks like your friends here had to persuade you to do it.” He grinned, looking around the table, most likely referring to their dragging Pam down the aisle.

      Lord Berkshire, Addie, Pam, and Lottie all just stared at him. Mrs. Newman kept her eyes down, appearing as though she’d never seen a plate of food before.

      Realizing he wasn’t going to get a response to that question, Mr. Newman shrugged and returned his attention to his meal. The remainder of the dinner was quite awkward, with only “this is delicious” to “I wonder if my cook can make this,” comments floating across the table. As soon as the dessert dishes were taken away, a three-piece orchestra began playing a waltz.

      His lordship folded his napkin and placed it in front of him. Turning to Addie, he said, “May I have the honor of this dance, Miss Mallory?”

      A space at the front of the church hall had been set aside for the orchestra and whichever guests wished to dance. Ordinarily, Addie preferred to stay on the sidelines—where she had spent all of her Seasons and did feel a bit nervous at her dancing skills since she rarely used them.

      “I am afraid my dancing skills are not up to par, my lord, Perhaps a stroll around the room?”

      He pulled her chair out and took her arm. The room was large enough that they could walk the perimeter and not interfere with the dancers. After a few minutes, when they had fallen into a comfortable silence, he said, “I must apologize for my cousin. Samuel has never been one to know when to keep his mouth closed. I oftentimes pity his wife, who is a sweet woman, but you would never know that since he rarely allows her the opportunity to speak.”

      Before she could respond, he added, “And while I am offering apologies and penances, maybe I should include a request for forgiveness for my Aunt, Lady Witherspoon. She is my great-aunt, actually. My grandfather’s sister.”

      That made Addie laugh. “No, please don’t feel the need to apologize for her. We all have people like that in our family. I get the impression, however, that you are quite fond of her.”

      A warm smile graced his face. “Yes. If it weren’t for Aunt Mary, I would have had no childhood at all. I spent every summer with her as a lad. She has a wonderful country estate with just enough distractions for a boy to get into trouble.”

      ‘“Ah. You were a troublesome youth, then?” Addie asked.

      “Most likely no more so than any other boy growing up. For, as overbearing as she appears, Aunt allowed me to play with the servant’s children.” He laughed. “My father would have been appalled had he known.” A flicker of sadness touched his eyes but was gone so quickly Addie wasn’t sure she’d seen it at all.

      In light of that pensive statement, she decided to change the subject.

      “Tell me about Michael.”

      Lord Berkshire’s face lit up immediately. It amazed her how easily his mood could change, and how visible it was on his face. The man would never be a successful card player. But his honesty warmed her.

      “He is a remarkable boy. As I told you, the lad is deaf but very smart. When he reached the age of three and was still not talking, I became concerned. Not that I wasn’t worried before then, but with his mother’s death, I thought perhaps that was the reason for his delay.”

      There had been rumors when Lady Berkshire had died, but Addie had learned no more than she died under questionable circumstances. As curious as she was about his deceased wife’s death, it was too much of a personal question. Despite Lord Berkshire’s apparent attention to her, he still remained just one of her customers, a mere acquaintance. They hadn’t even risen to the ‘friends’ status.

      Her attention returned as he continued. “Then, I took Michael to several doctors. One in Paris specialized in children’s speech problems. It was there that I learned Michael is deaf. Since he cannot hear people speaking, he could not do so himself.”

      He turned them in a semi-circle as they reached the corner of the room. “I blamed myself for not knowing that already.” He looked down at her, his face a mask in guilt. “How could a father not know his child couldn’t hear?”

      Addie thought the better question was how could a mother not realize her child couldn’t hear, but she kept that to herself.

      “Members of my family tried to convince me that the doctor was wrong, saying Michael was an imbecile.”

      “I’m sorry, my lord, but I am not familiar with that word.”

      He hesitated for a moment. “It means deficient in intelligence. Unable to learn.” He shook his head. “I refused to believe that, I still do. I have a lovely woman who lives with us, who works with Michael, Mrs. Banfield. She says he is smart and is learning at a rapid pace.”

      “So, is that why you decided to have him learn sign language?”

      “Yes. The same doctor in Paris told me of a school there that taught deaf children, Institution Nationale des Sourds-Muets à Paris. It is where I learned about sign language. But I don’t want to send Michael to the school in Paris alone, and I cannot stay with him since I have business here that needs my attention.”

      “Instead of buying a book on it, would it not be more practical to find someone who knows sign language and have them teach it to Michael? And I imagine to you, as well, if you are going to communicate with your son.”

      They continued to walk, their feet moving, but Berkshire continued to stare at her until she felt the very familiar flush creeping up from her middle to her face.

      “That is a wonderful idea!” The tension in his body seemed to leave him, and he smiled. “If you are not careful, Miss Mallory, I will make an inappropriate statement again and suggest I should kiss you for that.”

      

      Grayson studied the flush rising on Miss Mallory’s face. She was such an innocent. Of course, having a man she barely knew suggest twice in their short acquaintance that he should kiss her might fluster any young lady.

      He didn’t understand why he was so charmed by Miss Mallory. She was pretty, of course, and had a wonderful figure, but more than that, it was her intelligence and kindness that kept drawing him in.

      Much like Margaret had drawn him in before she destroyed his life. But her words had all been false. Sweet, kissable lips spewing lies. He’d sworn after his wife’s death, he would never again allow a woman to worm her way into his heart, only to smash it into pieces and scatter the remnants to the wind. And laugh while she did it.

      No, he would not allow that to happen again, but he could still be friends with this woman who fascinated him so. “I admire how open and accepting you are of my son’s shortcomings.”

      She studied his face for a minute and then seemed to make a decision. “I have my own shortcomings, as well.”

      Just then, the music came to an end, and the couples on the floor strolled to their seats. He did not want to give up her company but didn’t want to keep her from her friends if that was where she preferred to be. He might want to spend time with her, but he had no way of knowing her feelings on the matter.

      He decided to take the plunge, anyway. “Would you care to continue our walk outside, Miss Mallory? I believe I could use a bit of fresh air. We could walk the path from the church hall around the rectory and then return.”

      It only took her a couple of seconds to smile and nod. “Yes. I believe I could use some fresh air myself.”

      The sun had disappeared behind clouds since they’d entered the church hall, and the air was a bit chilly. “Are you cold? We can return if you would like.”

      “No. I’m fine.” She took his proffered arm, and they began their stroll.

      A few minutes passed, and then Miss Mallory said, “I have word blindness.” She didn’t look at him but instead continued to stare straight ahead.

      He frowned. “You have a vision problem?”

      She offered him a soft smile and looked up at him. “No. It’s something called word blindness. It’s a strange way to describe it, but what it actually means is that I see things—words mostly—different than other people.”

      “I don’t understand. Do you mean like color blindness?”

      She blew out a deep breath. “No, not like that. I’m afraid I don’t understand it very well either. All I know is when I read a book, I must go slowly because the letters switch around.” She looked up at him and shrugged. “I don’t know how to explain it better. What you see as the letter ‘d,’ for example, looks the opposite to me. But to make it more confusing, that doesn’t happen all the time. Sometimes a ‘d’ looks like a ‘d’ and other times it looks like a ‘b.’

      “I tend to lose my place when I’m reading, so I guess the rest of the sentence. Sometimes I can only skim the page, and my eyes land on certain words which tells me what the author is saying on that page.”

      Berkshire let out a slow whistle and shook his head. “So that is why you said you were not a voracious reader even though you own a bookstore?”

      “Yes.” She sighed. “Amazingly enough, I love books. I always have. But they, unfortunately, do not love me back.”

      How very odd that the one person he met who showed understanding and sympathy for Michael has an issue of her own. On the other hand, there was nothing odd about it. She most likely had to deal with criticisms and misunderstanding all her life.

      “Also,” she continued, “I find directions confusing. What I mean is, not only left and right, but forward and backward, up and down.” She offered a soft, somewhat self-deprecating laugh. “My parents were always afraid when I left the house.”

      What an amazing woman. Not only did she live with this unusual affliction, but she had the courage to open a business. “You are an incredible person, Miss Mallory.”

      She came to a halt. “Why, thank you, my lord.” She flushed again and dipped a slight curtsy, apparently wanting to lighten the conversation.

      “You mentioned before that your parents allowed you to live your dream to own a bookstore. Do they live in Bath, also?”

      “No. They live in London. It took some persuading to convince them I would be just fine on my own. However, they insisted I bring my companion and chaperone—goodnesss, at my age, I hate that term—Mrs. Wesley.”

      They made their way around the rectory and headed back to the church hall. The air had grown chillier, and he was aware of Miss Mallory rubbing her hands up and down her arms.

      “Would you care to wear my jacket?”

      “No. Thank you very much, we are almost back to the church hall.” Almost as a second thought, she said, “I assume from our conversations you do not remember me?”

      Grayson frowned. “I beg your pardon?”

      Miss Mallory studied the last of the summer flowers along the path. “I have been subjected to six years of London Seasons. I have seen you with a few of your friends several times at various events.”

      “You have?” How could he not have remembered her?

      She nodded. “Do not fret, my lord. I am not the sort of woman who gains attention from gentlemen. If you saw me at all, it was probably after I walked into a footman carrying a full tray of drinks.”

      He tried very hard to keep the pity from his eyes. With this woman’s courage, pity was the last thing she deserved. “Ah, so that is why the escape to Bath.”

      “I like to think I was not escaping. I liken it to not running from but running towards.”

      “A very good way to think about it.” They had reached the end of the path that led them back to the church hall. “Thank you for the walk. I will escort you inside, and then I will take my leave. I promised to read to Michael.”

      They entered the hall, the noise of dozens of conversations greeting them. The orchestra was playing another waltz, and there were several couples on the dance floor. Grayson led Miss Mallory to the table, pulled out her chair, and gave a slight bow to the others at the table. “I wish you all a good day.” With those words, he turned on his heel and headed toward the bride and groom. He offered his felicitations and explained the reason for his early departure was his promise to Michael.

      “Give him our love,” his cousin said. Diana was perhaps his favorite cousin, one of the few who did not look at Michael as an oddity. “You must come and bring Michael for a visit once we have returned from our wedding trip.”

      “If I get to London, I will surely send word. Enjoy your trip.” He shook hands with Mr. Calvert, Diana’s new husband, and made his way to the door.

      “Be sure to make time for me, young man.” Aunt Mary thumped her cane a few times as he passed her table. He bent and kissed the weathered cheek. “I will be there.”

      “And bring your young lady, too.”

      There was no point in telling Aunt Mary there was no young lady, and if he had his way, there would never again be a young lady.

      Liar.
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      The Monday after the wedding, Addie sat at her small desk at the back of the store, working on her ledgers. The task was laborious and with her deficiency, torturous. Once she felt the business could absorb the cost, she would hire a bookkeeper. But until then, she forced herself to do a little bit of the work each day, so it didn’t pile up.

      Two women who had arrived together browsed the shelves, commenting to each other on various books they looked through. Another woman with a small child was going through the shelf of children’s books. She really should see about ordering some more. Her children’s section was gaining more and more visitors each week.

      The day before, a torrential rain and windstorm had kept her from attending church, something she never did. She also had a bit of a cold and decided staying indoors with a warm toddy and a book would be fine with the Lord. Her newest read was Miss Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. Even though it was an old book, she was thoroughly enjoying reading about times past.

      Miss Austen had lived in Bath for a short time. Rumor had it that she didn’t care for the city, but there were some spots she did enjoy. In any event, she could not have disliked it too much since two of her books, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, were both set in Bath.

      As was usual, the day after a storm brought clear, crisp air and bright sunshine. The golden rays streamed through the window next to her, bathing her in warmth and light. She looked up at the sound of the door chime. A gentleman unknown to her stepped in and glanced around.

      Addie rose from her desk and walked to the front of the store. “Good morning, sir. I am Miss Mallory, owner of Once Upon a Book. Is there something particular you are interested in?”

      “Yes.” He grinned. “You.”

      She startled. “Excuse me?”

      “I came to see you.” He removed his bowler hat, tucking it under his arm, and gave a sharp bow. “I am Lord Featherington. My mother is a friend of your mother, and since I was making a trip to Bath for business purposes, the ladies asked if I would stop in to see you. Maybe escort you to dinner or the theater while I am here.”

      Oh, Mother, no. Please, no.

      Since she never expected to see him outside of a London ballroom, she had not recognized the man immediately. Lord Featherington was known to her. Unfortunately. “How very nice of you to visit our city, my lord. How long do you plan to stay?”

      He winked. Actually winked! “It depends.”

      She would not play into his hand and ask what his visit depended upon. “Well, I hope you have a wonderful visit. I am quite busy right now, if you would care to take a look around, I am sure we have something
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