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      Lord Henry Pomeroy’s three daughters are finally married and happily settled in their own homes. He’s looking forward to grandbabies and the company of Lady Crampton, the woman who acted as chaperone and companion to his daughters the past four years—and stole his heart in the meantime. Except she is moving out of his house!

      

      Thus begins Lord Pomeroy’s quest to convince Lady Selina to marry him so they can celebrate their own happy ending. In time, Lady Selina’s twin daughters, Lady Phoebe and Lady Prudence will confront their own romantic mishaps and adventures on the way to wedded bliss. Read their stories in this Regency romance boxed set overflowing with heat, heart and humor.

      

      The Noble Hearts Series Box Set Books 4-6 includes:

      

      For the Love of the Lady

      For the Love of the Duke

      For the Love of the Gentleman
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        Thank you for choosing to read The Noble Hearts Series Box Set Books 4-6.

        I love my fans, and as a special treat,

        I have something extra for you at the end of the story.

        Enjoy!
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      Lord Henry Pomeroy’s three daughters are finally married and happily settled in their own homes. He’s looking forward to grandbabies and the company of Lady Crampton, the woman who acted as chaperone and companion to his daughters these past four years—and stole his heart in the meantime. Except she is moving out of his house!

      

      Lady Selina Crampton has fallen hopelessly in love with her employer. Now that his youngest daughter is married, there is no longer a reason for her to remain since her work has come to an end. Marriage is not possible, and the time has come to confront her demons and tell him why she has refused his numerous offers of marriage.

      

      It appears everyone is going to have their happy ending…except Lady Selina and Lord Henry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Maria Connor, the best personal assistant ever.
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        July, 1822

        London, England

      

      

      Lord Henry Pomeroy settled into the most comfortable chair in his library, a glass of brandy in one hand, the latest book he’d been reading in the other. With all the nonsense surrounding his youngest daughter Marigold’s wedding, he’d had little time to relax with his favorite things to do. Read and drink a brandy.

      The only thing missing was Selina, Lady Crampton, the woman who acted as chaperone and companion to his two younger daughters before they married. Generally, she joined him in the evenings when she wasn’t accompanying Marigold to an event. She would sit and work on her embroidery while he read her various interesting passages from his latest book.

      Where was the blasted woman, anyway? The bride and groom had departed two hours ago, and his other two daughters had arrived from preparing their sister for her wedding night at her new husband’s home, collected their husbands, and left. It had been a long day, and he was more than happy to have it done with.

      He shifted in his chair, waiting for her arrival. Finally, the door opened and she entered. He immediately relaxed. “You know I can’t concentrate on my book with you not here.” He smiled at her and handed her a glass of sherry as was their practice.

      She settled on her seat, took a tiny sip of sherry, and placed the glass on a small table in front of them. She laid her hands on her lap. Taking a deep breath, she said, “Henry, we must talk.”

      Sensing something disturbed her, he lowered his book and gave her his full attention. He’d found over the years that when it came to women, lovely as they were, the sentence “We need to talk” usually preceded tears and recriminations. “What is it, my dear?”

      She raised her chin and stared him directly in his eyes. “Henry, I am presenting my resignation.” She took out a sheet of vellum from her gown pocket and held it out toward him.

      Henry studied her carefully and set his glass down. “What are you talking about?”

      “My resignation, Henry. I am resigning my position. I must leave.”

      “Selina, it has been a difficult couple of weeks. We are both tired. I don’t wish to play games. Of course, you cannot resign.”

      She stood and paced. “Of course, I cannot not resign.”

      Finally realizing she was serious, he tamped down his anxiety and stood and placed his hands on her shoulders. “What is the matter, Selina?”

      She burst into tears, and he wrapped his arms around her and laid her cheek against him. She sobbed on his chest for a bit, then he handed her a handkerchief. She looked up at him with a red nose, swollen eyes, and took a deep, shuddering breath. “My work here is finished.”

      “I can see you are very upset, so I won’t make light of your concerns, but you cannot leave.”

      “I was hired as a chaperone and companion to your daughters.” She sniffed and waved her hand around. “Not that I’ve done such a wonderful job since they were all in a family way when they married.”

      Henry leaned back. “Marigold, too?”

      “Yes,” she nodded. “You see, I wasn’t even good at the job.”

      He pushed back the hair that had fallen from her tidy arrangement of curls onto her shoulder. “You have done the most remarkable job ever.”

      She huffed. “How is that, Henry?”

      “You run my home, you deal with the staff. You keep me company in the evenings. More importantly, you’ve made me realize my life could continue after my dear departed wife left us.” He made the sign of the cross. He took her hands and kissed each knuckle. “You taught me to believe in love again, Selina. And—"

      She tightened her lips and closed her eyes. “Don’t say it, Henry.”

      He cupped her face, stroking her soft cheeks with his thumbs. “I will say it. Over and over again until you agree. Marry me, my love.”

      With tear-filled eyes, she slowly shook her head. “No. I’ve told you before, Henry. I cannot marry you.”
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      Lord Pomeroy looked up from his newspaper as Lady Crampton entered the breakfast room. Her eyes were puffy, and she looked as though she hadn’t slept a wink all night. Neither had he. After her announcement that she was packing up and leaving his home, and still refused to marry him, he paced in his room and fought the urge to go to her bedchamber and demand answers until he’d nearly worn out the carpet and the sun peeked over the horizon.

      Ordinarily, they would spend the night together, but since he did not wish to continue the argument, he’d stayed away from her. With the mood she’d been in when she made her announcement, he felt it was best to leave her be for the night. Not something he was happy about. “Good morning, my dear.”

      Selina offered him a sad smile. “Good morning.”

      He remained silent while she filled her plate with the usual breakfast offerings: one boiled egg, one piece of toast, and an orange. She sat at her place, and the footman poured her tea. Henry watched as she fixed her tea and tapped the egg shell with her spoon.

      He could stand it no longer. “Selina, we must speak about this dilemma.”

      Her hand paused as she held the tea cup close to her lips. “There is no dilemma, Henry. I will visit with Lady Penrose today to learn if the girls and I may have our rooms back.”

      “I don’t want you to leave.”

      “I have no choice. I don’t want to leave. You must know that. But don’t you see how improper it would be for me to stay? I have two young daughters who will be thrust into the complex world of the ton in less than a year. They will not be welcomed with open arms into Society if their mother is considered a whore.”

      Henry sucked in a breath, his blood pumping so hard through his heart, he thought it would explode. “Never say that. Never, Selina. You are not a whore, and you are not to even think such a thing.”

      She turned her head away from him, her adorable stubborn chin raised. “I have no place here anymore.”

      “I shall hire you as my housekeeper.” He felt quite smug.

      Selina regarded him with raised brows. “You have a housekeeper.”

      “I shall fire her.”

      “What? Don’t be ridiculous, Henry. Mrs. Woolford has been with you for years.”

      “Yes. You’re right. I cannot fire her.” He took a sip of coffee. “Then I shall have two housekeepers.” He studied her. “Can you cook?”

      “Yes, I can cook, and no, I won’t allow you to fire your cook, either.”

      “Then you must marry me.”

      Selina placed her hands in her lap and studied him. “Henry, I cannot marry you. I am sorry. I love you, I know you love me, but it is not possible. At least not right now, anyway.”

      He pounced on her mumbled last words. “What was that you said?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing.”

      Henry shoved his chair back and stood, leaning his hands on the table, bringing his face close to Selina’s. He could see the surprise in her eyes and the slight flush on her cheeks. She apparently had not wanted him to hear what she said, but he was not letting it go. “You said something about ‘not right away.’ What did you mean by that?”

      She sighed deeply and shook her head. “You will not cease to continue asking me, will you?”

      “Marrying you? No, not at all. As you said, I love you and you love me. However, you won’t marry me. I feel I have the right to insist on knowing why.”

      “Lord Crampton.”

      He eased back into his seat. “What about Lord Crampton? He is dead.”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you mean the new Lord Crampton?”

      She shook her head.

      After allowing her a few moments of silence, he prodded. “So, what about Lord Crampton?”

      “He was a … difficult man.”

      Henry stiffened in his chair. “Did he hurt you? I shall dig him up and kill him again.”

      “No, no. Nothing like that. At least not physically, anyway.” She began to fiddle with her spoon, not meeting his eyes.

      Henry had known Lord Crampton from their time in Parliament together. The man had been older than Selina by almost three decades. Henry had always assumed her deceased husband had been anxious for an heir, which was why he married a young bride. She could not have been more than eighteen when she wed Crampton who was then at least in his early fifties.

      He remembered Crampton as being a windbag, very impressed with his own consequence. He’d sported a full-faced beard, a rather rotund body, and a balding head.

      Certainly not someone to whom a young girl would be attracted.

      “He was quite possessive. I always had the feeling he didn’t trust me—or rather other men.”

      “He kept a close watch on you?”

      “Yes. We would return from a ball, and I would receive a tirade all the way home on the gentlemen who had paid attention to me. In some cases, he even had a list.” She huffed with righteous indignation. “For heaven’s sake, I was a married woman and not one to encourage other men’s attentions.”

      “What has all this to do with not marrying me? Are you afraid all husbands are the same? Do you not trust me to treat you well?”

      She laid her hand on his resting on the table. “Of course not, Henry. I know you very well and am sure you would never treat me so.”

      “Then what is it, my love? Why refuse to consider both of our happiness?” He fought the panic rising in his chest. He could not watch her walk out of his life. They were friends, lovers, and he needed her like he needed his next breath of air.

      “As I said, Lord Crampton was not a very nice person. For the most part, he ignored our daughters, being angered from their birth that they were girls. But I know in his own strange way he loved them. And that is why I cannot marry you.”

      Henry stared at her for a full minute as she stared back at him. He licked his dry lips. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Lord Crampton was quite wealthy.”

      Although he believed her, he’d always wondered what had happened to the man’s wealth once he died. It was a subject Selina had never spoken about, and he was reluctant to ask, since the need to support herself and her daughters had brought her into his life.

      All of Crampton’s entailed property, of course, along with the income from those properties went to his heir, the man’s third cousin, but there should have been money enough to provide for Selina and his daughters upon his death. If nothing else, whoever drew up the settlement papers when they first married would have made sure there was a widow’s portion set aside for Selina in the event of Crampton’s death. “Can you explain further what you mean, my dear?”

      “His lordship managed, I was never sure how, to move the money my father negotiated for me during the marriage settlements into an account he had use of. That money was spent. Therefore, when he died, I had nothing.”

      “What about his estate, his will?”

      Her words followed a deep sigh. “He set his will up in such a way that I receive no money and all the funds go to the girls to provide for their Seasons and dowries.”

      “And…” Somehow, he knew this was not going to be good.

      “They will only receive the money if I do not remarry. Otherwise, it all goes to his third cousin, his heir and the man who he despised most of his life.”

      

      Selina watched the confusion in Henry’s eyes turn to anger. “He did what?”

      “That’s what his solicitor advised me after the funeral. It was confirmed when we had the reading of the will. I have nothing, and the girls have nothing until they reach their come-out age. Then they can have all the money they want, providing it goes for gowns, slippers, ribbons—all the things young ladies need when they enter the marriage mart—with the balance of the funds to be split between them once the second one marries.”

      “Did the solicitor give any reason why Crampton elected to distribute his estate in such a manner?”

      She gave him a half smile. “Yes. It was written into the will. He said the reason he left me nothing was because I had not produced a male heir, so I had not ‘earned’ a settlement.”

      Henry let out with quite a colorful curse and ran his fingers through his hair. “Why have you not told me before now? Furthermore, that doesn’t sound legal to me. Did you contest his will?”

      “With what, Henry? I had no money to hire a solicitor, and his lordship’s solicitor told me he couldn’t help me because it would be a conflict of interest.”

      “No doubt his interest.”

      “No, Mr. Darwin is an honorable man. And the reason I hadn’t told you before now is because I was humiliated at how my husband had treated me. Since there was no reason for us to marry—”

      “—until now.”

      “I kept the information to myself.”

      Henry stood and pulled her to her feet. “We will fight this together. I won’t allow a dead man to dictate whom I shall and shall not marry.”

      She laid her head against his chest, the solid sound of his heartbeats soothing her. Maybe she could not marry him until both girls were married and their dowries paid, but she could certainly enjoy his love and companionship until then.

      But she could no longer remain in his house. She lifted her head. “So you see, I cannot continue on here. The fact that I spent even one night here after Marigold’s marriage will leave me open to gossip.”

      “I don’t care about gossip. I care about you.” He lowered his head and kissed her softly, but the contact soon turned into something strong and passionate. “Stay one more night,” he murmured against her lips.

      She pushed on his chest. “No. I cannot. If I don’t leave now, it will only grow harder. If I want Phoebe and Prudence to have successful come-outs and make decent matches, there can be no shadow cast over my reputation.”

      “Of course, you are aware of the number of women who enjoy a lover’s attentions while their husbands visit their mistresses, and their daughters do quite well with suitable matches.”

      “Yes, but they don’t blatantly live with those lovers. Everything with the ton is appearances, as you well know.”

      Henry sighed and dropped his arms. “I am afraid you are right, my dear.”

      She smoothed the wrinkles from her gown. “May I have the carriage to travel to Lady Penrose?”

      “Absolutely. You may have anything you want.” He winked at her. “Including me.”
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      Thankfully, Selina had kept in touch with Lady Penrose, enjoying her company at various social events and visiting for tea. She was a lovely woman, a widow also, with a huge house. Her husband’s title had passed onto his eldest son from an earlier marriage, but Penrose had been kind enough to leave her the unentailed charming home in Mayfair where she resided.

      With no children of her own, she had been more than happy to take Selina and the girls in after Crampton’s death. She had been appalled at what Crampton had done and insisted on Selina writing to every relative, no matter how remote, both in her family and Crampton’s family, to seek assistance.

      Since she and Crampton had been only children, there were no siblings to help, and because his heir had hated Crampton as much as he’d hated him back, she’d shied away from asking for any help from him. Hopefully, her influence on the twins would counter any nastiness they may have inherited from their father and his family.

      It was a beautiful summer day as she traversed the distance from Pomeroy House to Lady Penrose’s townhouse. Bright green leaves on the trees quivered softly with the slight wind, and the scent of flowers filled the air from various gardens along the roadway. Despite being only a short distance from Pomeroy House, with the traffic, it took her nearly a half hour to arrive.

      She’d written a note to Lady Penrose the prior afternoon when she realized Marigold’s marriage meant she would be displaced. It should have occurred to her during the wedding preparations, but she’d been so swept up in the romance of Marigold and Jonathan that she’d overlooked that minor fact. If she stayed with the man she loved, she would disgrace her daughters and ruin their chances for an acceptable match.

      She would have to dip into her savings to compensate Lady Penrose for her kindness in allowing them to stay. Henry had tried to insist on paying Lady Penrose, but she could not allow that. For heaven’s sake, that would make her a kept woman!

      So many times she had struggled with the thought that she had barely enough money to purchase even an ice at Gunters, but very soon she could walk into any exclusive modiste shop with Prudence and Phoebe and order up as many gowns for their come-out as she liked. Working as Marigold and Juliet’s chaperone and companion had at least given her the freedom to spend a bit of money on herself.

      She’d tucked away almost a hundred pounds in the past four years, so hopefully she would not have to seek employment any time soon. If she were careful with her coins, she might be able to forestall having to take a position until after the girls’ come-out.

      Unless Henry waited for her to become free, then she would not need employment. She blinked away the tears at the thought of him taking up with another woman. One who was free to marry him.

      The carriage came to a rolling stop in front of the tidy townhouse with the teal blue door. The colorful summer flowers in front of Lady Penrose’s townhouse were in full bloom as she climbed from the carriage and made her way up the steps.

      She drew in a quick breath when the front door opened, and a man stepped out. For the first time in four years she came face-to-face with the new Lord Crampton. She had rarely seen him because rumor was he spent a great deal of time in Greece, where he had been living when he came into her deceased husband’s title.

      Once or twice over the years, they had been at the same events, but he had never approached her, nor she him. Their last interaction had been at the reading of Lord Crampton’s will when the new Viscount had stormed out of the library after discovering he’d inherited the title, but the fortune was tied up for the girls’ Season and dowries.

      He bowed and tipped his hat. “Good morning, my lady. How nice to see you.” He looked around and smiled, then took her hand in his. “A lovely day, is it not?” Before she could stop him, he kissed the back of her glove and continued down the steps swinging his cane.

      What the devil is he doing here?
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      Henry walked to the window in his study as he awaited the arrival of his solicitor, Mr. Barnes. The sound of Selina running up and down the stairs as she packed for the move to Mrs. Penrose’s home gave him a sense of urgency to get the matter straightened out as quickly as possible.

      His thoughts drifted back to when Selina had first appeared in his life four years prior. It had been a lovely day such as the present one when his butler stepped into the library and held out his hand. “You have a visitor, my lord. She awaits you in the drawing room.”

      “Thank you, Mason.” He glanced at the card, already knowing what it would say since he had been expecting Lady Crampton to arrive, and it appeared the woman was punctual. “Please ring for tea.”

      Mason bowed and left the room. Henry stood, rolled down his sleeves and shrugged into his jacket. During the short walk from his library to the drawing room, he looked once again at the card.

      

      
        
        The Right Honble. The Viscountess Crampton

        London, England

      

      

      

      Henry was in dire need of a chaperone and companion for his two younger daughters. This year was Juliet’s turn to marry—since he’d decided last year the girls marrying in their birth order would work quite well—and his lackadaisical chaperonage of Elise last year had ended with her marrying, already in a family way. Happily and much in love, but nevertheless, he hadn’t done a proper job of watching over her.

      What he needed was a stout, stern, ample-bodied woman who would guard his girls like a goaler and keep the rakes at bay with a mere glance. This one had been referred to him by Mrs. Benson, a lovely lady who had acted as chaperone for his girls on occasion.

      He opened the door to the drawing room. His eyes widened at the sight of the beautiful woman in her prime—black as the night hair, creamy skin, and piercing blue eyes—standing right there in his drawing room. She could not have seen much more than thirty years. Her deep lavender morning gown fit her curves to perfection.

      He felt a stir in his lower parts that he hadn’t felt in a long while. Not that he’d been a monk since his dear wife passed on—it had been more than thirteen years—but no woman had caused such an immediate reaction in him since he’d buried Mary Margaret.

      “Lady Crampton, I assume?” He walked farther into the room and waved at the settee near the window. “Please have a seat.”

      She sat on the edge of the settee, her shoulders straight, her back stiff, both of her gloved hands folded neatly in her lap on top of her cream-colored lace reticule. She regarded him with a poised, confident manner. He, on the other hand, felt like a youth chasing after the dairy maid. “I sent for tea.”

      She nodded, only making him feel even more foolish. Here he was, the potential employer, and she the prospective employee, yet he felt as though she were assessing him. Wishing he had thought to bring something to write with so he could appear as though he knew what he was doing, he cleared his throat. “I hope you had no trouble finding us?”

      “No, not at all.”

      Her voice.

      It fit her perfectly, and he found himself mesmerized by the tone. Not too deep to be sultry, but with enough depth and melody that he could listen to her talk for hours. “Yes. Well, then.”

      Thankfully, before he could appear even more ridiculous by stumbling over his words, the door opened, and Mason entered, carrying a tray with a tea pot, two cups and saucers, and an array of sweet and savory treats. The butler placed it on the table between them, bowed, and left the room.

      “Would you pour, Lady Crampton?”

      She seemed startled by his request. “Certainly. How do you like your tea, Lord Pomeroy?”

      “Two lumps and a bit of cream.”

      She did as he bid as gracefully as he knew she would. Her delicate hands poured the tea, fixed it to his liking, and handed it to him. She then placed a few of the treats on a small plate and passed that to him.

      After fixing her own tea and taking one small lemon tart, she took a sip of the liquid and then regarded him. “I am quite interested in your position, my lord. I don’t know how much Lady Benson told you about my situation, so I think I should be honest with you from the start.”

      “Please do.” He placed his tea cup on the table.

      “I am a widow.”

      He dipped his head. “I am sorry for your loss, Lady Crampton. I didn’t know your husband very well, but we did rub elbows in Parliament on occasion. That was quite some time ago.”

      “Yes. About seven years ago, Lord Crampton moved us all, him, myself and our two daughters, to his country estate where we remained until he passed away a few months ago. Once the new viscount took over the estate, my daughters and I came to London where we reside with an old family friend, Lady Penrose.”

      “I don’t wish to be intrusive, but why are you seeking employment? Did Lord Crampton not make a provision for you?”

      She hesitated and then shook her head. “Everything he left was entailed.”

      There was no need to push her further. Her hesitation told him there was more to it, but nevertheless, the scoundrel had obviously left his family in dire straits or Lady Crampton would not be seeking a position.

      “Family?”

      Again she shook her head. “No. In fact, his heir is a third cousin for whom my husband held no regard.”

      “I was not aware that you had two daughters. Their ages?”

      Although he would have said it was impossible, her bright, motherly smile brought even more beauty to her face. “Yes, Lady Prudence and Lady Phoebe are twins. They are twelve years.”

      “Ah. Daughters. Lovely things. They make one’s life fulfilling. I have three. One married, and two still to find their true loves.”

      “I assume they are the ladies you wish to hire a companion and chaperone for?”

      He took a swallow of his tea, wishing it were brandy. He eyed the wretched little sandwiches Cook had sent in and wondered again how he was still being served these ridiculous ladies’ treats now that Elise had married and was most likely providing such sad fare for her husband. He must have a word with Cook and impress upon her that he wanted real food when tea trays were sent in.

      “Yes, I had Lady Dearborn chaperone my darling daughters last Season, but I fear she fell short of her duties.”

      “I am sorry to hear that.”

      He perked up and smiled brightly. “Yes, well, the good news is I am to be a grandfather.”

      The poor woman had almost spit out her tea. He’d been amused at the slight blush rising from her neckline to her face at his casual words. A widow and mother herself, her discomfort at his forthright words was charming.

      “C-c-congratulations.” She dabbed her lovely lips with her serviette.

      “Thank you. I do hope it’s a boy.”

      He picked up a small sandwich of some sort of cheese spread and watercress, frowned, and dropped it on his plate. “I don’t like this ladies’ food.” He brushed his hands and sat back.

      “My dear wife passed onto her eternal reward”—he crossed himself—“about fourteen or so years ago. My wonderful daughter, Lady St. George—hard to get used to calling her that, don’t you know—practically raised her sisters and did a fine job of running my household. Now that she has her own husband and home to apply her managing skills to,” he grinned, “I need someone to look after Lady Juliet and Lady Marigold.”

      “My lord, I feel I would be quite adept in the role of companion and chaperone. I am, myself, a former young lady of the ton, and, as the mother of two daughters, I am more than qualified to deal with feminine matters.”

      “Yes, yes. I’m sure you are.” He studied her for a moment, then stood, anxious to get the matter of her moving in settled.

      She scrambled to stand as well, knocking the tea tray and dropping her serviette and reticule which had been on her lap to the floor. For some reason, she’d looked confused and flustered. “I am happy to have met you, my lord. I hope you find the perfect person to fill your position.”

      “I already have.” Now he was confused.

      She raised her chin. “I see.” She picked up her reticule from the floor and moved toward the door.

      Once she reached the entrance, she turned and offered her hand. “Thank you for your time, my lord.”

      “Good, good. I will send my carriage first thing in the morning.”

      Her jaw dropped. “What?”

      “Is that too soon? I really would like to get you and your daughters settled before the Season starts.”

      “But I thought—”

      He waved his hand. “No matter. Whatever your problem is, we can right it.” He tapped his lips. “Although, it might take me some time to find a governess for your girls.” He perked up and smiled. “That can be your first assignment.”

      The poor woman obviously had trouble following conversations because she stared at him with that confused look again. Nevertheless, she was the perfect companion and chaperone for his girls. And not hard to look at, either.

      “A governess?”

      He frowned. “Yes, of course.”

      “A governess is not necessary, my lord. I have rooms at Lady Penrose’s home. If I am being offered this position, I can assure you my daughters will be well supervised there while I am taking care of your daughters.”

      “Nonsense. Girls belong with their mother. We have a fine nursery. I’ll have my housekeeper, Mrs. Woolford, see that it’s aired out and freshened up.”

      She opened and closed her mouth several times as though she wanted to say something but could not think of the words. Hopefully, her inability to hold normal conversations would not affect her dealing with the girls.

      “I did not realize this position would require me to live here.”

      “Why not?

      “I don’t know, exactly. I’m not sure it is proper.”

      “Of course, it’s proper. You are chaperoning my daughters, and I have a housekeeper, and soon your young girls’ governess, who will chaperone you.”

      “You will have a chaperone for your chaperone?”

      Ah, she was finally following the conversation. “Yes.”

      “I just assumed…”

      Choosing to move forward and get her installed in the house to free him up from the burden of supervising Marigold and Juliet, he looked out the door the butler held open. “Did you arrive in your own carriage?”

      She shook her head, still appearing a bit dazed. “No. I hired a hackney.”

      “Mason, see that my carriage is brought around.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “Now, I will send you home, but please be ready by, say, ten tomorrow morning.”

      She nodded and looked as though she were fighting female giggles. She was, indeed, a most charming woman.

      “Good, good. I will have my precious girls ready to meet you once you arrive.” He gave her a bow worthy of a queen and turned on his heel.

      He returned to the library, poured himself a bit of brandy, and saluted his new freedom from chaperone duties.
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      Every item Selina directed the new lady’s maid to pack was like a stab in her heart. She’d hired Jenny, with the solicitor’s approval, in preparation for the girls’ come-outs, along with a dancing master and finishing governess. She hated having to leave Pomeroy House, but there was no choice. If she were to uphold her reputation, she had to move back in with Lady Penrose.

      She kept herself from completely falling apart by reminding herself that once the girls were married, she and Henry could marry. Clinging to that expectation kept the tears at bay. On the other hand, she had no intention of forcing Phoebe and Prudence to make quick matches just to allow her the freedom to direct her own life.

      Henry.

      Even though she hadn’t even left the house yet, she already missed him. She loved him for his unique personality, kindness, and caring. As she helped the girls decide on which garments to take and which to donate to a worthy cause, she remembered when he’d first hired her.

      She had been taken aback by Lord Pomeroy. Not sure exactly what she had expected, she’d certainly been surprised when the energetic man had strode through the door of his drawing room. He stopped so abruptly she had the desire to pat her hair and smooth her gown. The way he stared at her, she thought sometime was amiss.

      As the father of three girls, one married and two ready for their Seasons, she had expected the typical rotund, slightly balding man who graced the ballrooms of the ton when their daughters had their come-outs.

      Lord Pomeroy was none of these things. Quite tall, he made her feel like a small child. His wavy, dark brown hair with only a slight dusting of gray at the temples had been combed straight back, almost as if daring the curls to drop onto his forehead. Aging had certainly not affected his body in a detrimental manner. The man must have kept up his appointments at Gentleman Jackson’s since his lithe frame filled out his jacket and pantaloons quite well.

      It had taken her a bit of time to come to terms with the fact that the handsome gentleman who had entered the room was the girls’ father and her potential employer. Finally, her heart had settled down and she took tea with him, pouring without mishap and acquitting herself quite well.

      His strange way of telling her she’d been hired had rattled her somewhat, but she felt she had handled the interview quite well after she realized his way of speaking and how his thoughts ran through his head and out of his mouth.

      She smiled. So many times in the four years she’d spent living under his roof she had to stop and just let his words replay in her head so she understood what he wanted. But she had no trouble loving him or knowing he loved her.

      She’d been in his household for less than a year the first time he took her to bed. It had been the night of Juliet’s wedding. She and Henry had been celebrating in the library with a final glass of champagne when they’d looked at each other and came together in a frenzy of passion.

      Clothes flew everywhere, and it was pure luck that he’d had the presence of mind to stumble over the pantaloons puddled around his ankles to lock the library door. They’d made love by the fireplace. Twice. Remarkable for a man past his so-called prime.

      Ever since that first time, he’d asked her to marry him at least once a month. Embarrassed at how poorly her husband had treated her, she danced around his proposals, and eventually they settled into a comfortable routine quite similar to married couples.

      If only.

      “Milady, Lord Pomeroy requests your presence in the library.” Jenny entered the room carrying a large satchel and tried her best to hide her grin, which no doubt someone had told her was improper when dealing with her employer. The girl reminded Selina of an elf. Small, red curly hair, freckles, and green eyes, she was right off the farm in Ireland but had trained for her position with Lady Penrose’s lady’s maid, and so far, Selina had found her to be quite competent.

      “Thank you, Jenny.” Selina swept past her and descended the stairs.

      Henry stood as she entered the room, as did the man seated in front of the desk. “My lady, I would like to make known to you Mr. Jacob Barnes, who is my solicitor.”

      “Lady Crampton, it is my pleasure to meet you.” Mr. Barnes bowed and offered a warm smile.

      “Thank you, Mr. Barnes.”

      “If you will take a seat, Selina.” Henry waved to the chair alongside Mr. Barnes. “I have been discussing your situation with Mr. Barnes to see if he is able to help us in any way.”

      If she didn’t love the man so much and want to see a happy solution to her situation, she would have let Henry know how she felt about bringing his solicitor into her personal business without receiving her permission. But he only meant well, and she really would like to see what could be done. She merely nodded at the solicitor.

      “My lady, I have no idea if there is a way to bring a happy conclusion to this matter, but I will need to begin by reviewing your late husband’s will.” He reached into a satchel sitting alongside him and pulled out papers. “This document will grant me permission to speak with your solicitor.”

      Selina huffed. “He is not my solicitor. He was my husband’s man, and I have dealings with him only because the late Lord Crampton chose to name him as trustee of my daughters’ funds.”

      Mr. Barnes nodded in sympathy but still held out his pen and the document. “If you will, my lady.”

      She signed and handed it back to him. As he folded the paper and placed it back in the satchel, he said, “I do not wish to give you unreasonable expectations. I am familiar with Mr. Darwin, the solicitor in question, and I have no reason to believe he would draw up a will that could be broken.”

      “I understand.” Selina was quite sure of that herself. Crampton never did anything half-heartedly, and if he was so irascible as to leave her with nothing, he would be certain his wishes were carried out precisely as he commanded.

      While theirs had not been a love match, he had grown ornerier as the years passed and no more children than the twins had arrived. However, she had no idea he harbored such dislike for her inability to produce another child. Fool her.

      “If there is nothing else, I must excuse myself and continue on with our packing.” She rose from her seat as did Henry and Mr. Barnes.

      “There is no hurry, Selina. You can certainly spend one more night here.”

      Selina glanced at the solicitor who was busy shoving more papers into his satchel. The slight flush on his face told her he’d heard Henry’s words and knew precisely what his statement meant. Drat. That would be the reaction of the entire ton if she didn’t remove herself as quickly as possible.

      “That is not necessary, my lord. We will be finished in plenty of time to have our things removed to Lady Penrose’s home.” She turned to Mr. Barnes. “Thank you for whatever assistance you can provide, sir.”

      He offered her a bow as she made a quick exit.
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      Later that afternoon, Lady Penrose’s housekeeper, Mrs. Bloom, showed Selina and the girls to their rooms. Since they also had the newly employed finishing governess with them, the girls were given their own suite of rooms with a sitting room and a small room for Miss Fletcher. Jenny would be given a space in the servants’ quarters.

      “If you need anything, please have your maid summon us.” Mrs. Bloom fussed around the already immaculate room assigned to the girls, checking for dust, moving a few items from their place to another place no different from where it originated.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Bloom. This will be fine.” Selina turned to the girls. “I will let Jenny help you get settled while I unpack.”

      “My lady, I will be happy to assist you once I am finished here.” Jenny looked up from the trunk she was unpacking.

      “No, but thank you, Jenny. I have no problem seeing after myself. You help the girls.”

      Selina left their chambers and walked the short distance down the corridor to her own bedchamber. It was a lovely spot, the same one she had before she’d moved into Henry’s house.

      Henry. Her heart hurt.

      She shook off her melancholy and opened her trunk. Her clothing was sufficient, as Henry had insisted on her having a wardrobe appropriate for her role as companion and chaperone when she, Juliet, and Marigold attended ton functions. He considered it part of her salary, which she was certain, given what clothing cost, was much more than any chaperone had ever received.

      Marigold’s marriage might also put an end to her social events since women who had fallen low enough to seek employment were not generally sent invitations. She sighed and rubbed her temples. It had been quite pleasant to be part of the Season again. With Crampton’s insistence that they remain in the country for the last several years, she’d begun to feel like a recluse.

      Next year, Phoebe and Prudence would make their come-out and the social whirl would begin again for her. Parliament remained in session, with talk that it wouldn’t end until August, so there would be more balls, routs, and garden parties. Would she be extended invitations?

      A slight tap on her bedchamber door drew her attention. “Yes?”

      One of the maids appeared at her door. “My lady, there is a gentleman caller for you. I placed him in the drawing room.”

      Henry? Her heart jumped.

      “Thank you. I shall be down shortly.” She pulled out one of her less wrinkled gowns and quickly changed. She did the best she could do with her hair and then smoothed the gown out and left the room.

      She practically flew down the stairs like a young girl, then stopped herself. For heaven’s sake, she’d only left his house a few hours ago. Adopting some dignity, she straightened her shoulders, put a warm smile on her lips, and opened the door.

      “My lady! What a pleasure to see you again.”

      Lord Crampton.

      Disappointment flooded her body, replacing the excitement she’d felt since the maid had announced a visitor. Drawing on all her well-tuned manners, she gave the man a slight dip and said, “How nice of you to call on me.” She waved to the settee near the French doors. “Won’t you have a seat, my lord?”

      Crampton flicked the tails of his jacket back and sat. She took the chair opposite him, wondering what the man could want from her. “I thought you were in Greece.”

      He leaned back and rested his ankle on his knee. “Indeed, I was. Lovely place, Greece. You must go there some time.”

      She nodded her acknowledgement. “Would you care for me to call for refreshment, my lord?”

      “No, no. Thank you. I will only be here for a short time.”

      Well, then.

      “Is there something I can assist you with, my lord?” Suddenly she felt uncomfortable. The man was regarding her in a most peculiar way.

      “Actually, I have come to ask something of you.”

      She waited. He regarded her coolly. “You are a most uncommonly attractive woman and one who I have always held in great regard.”

      Uh oh.

      She remained silent, not wishing to play into whatever it was he had on his mind. She’d almost never been in the man’s company since he’d spent the last few years out of the country. Once he’d heard the contents of the will, he left a steward in charge of the estate and took himself back to Greece. But he had a look about him that she’d seen before in other men. A look she was not happy with.

      “I would like to pay you my addresses.”

      Oh, no.
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      Robert, the Viscount Crampton, studied all the expressions that crossed Lady Crampton’s face at his declaration. He had not planned on marrying so soon, but if he had to do that to get his hands on the fortune now locked up for the twins, he would.

      He loved his life precisely the way it was. He loved the climate in Greece, hated the dreary weather in London. His mistress, Dominique, kept his bed warm and active. But the money he received from the two estates he’d inherited from his cursed cousin was not providing him with enough blunt to really enjoy life.

      His plan was twofold. If he had no other choice, he would marry the woman, and the money would automatically come to him since she was not to remarry. However, he had no reason to believe she was that stupid. In fact, she’d just left her lover’s house without marrying him.

      The second plan was to destroy her name. He’d just paid a visit to the stiff-necked solicitor to see about taking over guardianship of the girls to get his hands on the money that way. There would be thousands of pounds he could fudge the records for that could go into his pockets.

      The blasted man told him in no uncertain terms the likelihood of him taking custody from the twins’ mother was nil. On the other hand, had she been caught stealing from the trust or deemed to be immoral, then he could apply to the Chancery Court for their guardianship.

      He’d only spent one evening at White’s to learn Lady Crampton had been living with Lord Pomeroy for the past four years as his daughters’ companion and chaperone. Although a few smirked at that arrangement, the general consensus in the ton was Lady Crampton was aboveboard and would not have any sort of improper arrangement with Pomeroy. In addition, there apparently had been a governess in place the entire time Lady Crampton resided there, as well as the daughters, their lady’s maid, and a staunch housekeeper to act as chaperones.

      One look at Lady Crampton at the reading of the will, and he didn’t believe it for one minute. The woman was younger than he’d thought, and beautiful. It was impossible that she and Pomeroy would be together day and night for four years without ending up in the same bed.

      However, instead of trying to prove she’d been improper while living there, he’d decided starting his own rumors regarding her lack of morals might spur new speculation about her life the past few years.

      “While I am flattered at your attention, my lord, I’m afraid I must decline your addresses. I am not in a position right now to marry.” She glared at him. “As you well know after hearing the conditions of my husband’s will.”

      “I understand. Of course I would never press you for something permanent until your lovely daughters were happily enjoying marital bliss.”

      No, she was certainly not stupid. She looked as though she’d like to toss the vase next to her at his head.

      He worked up the best smile he could. “All I ask is for you to attend a few social events with me. You see, since I’ve arrived back in London, I have numerous invitations and am not familiar with my peers. I need introductions and had hoped you would consent to accompany me to a few engagements to assist me in easing my way into Society.”

      “With no idea of anything further?”

      “Not if that is what you wish.”

      She nodded, and he breathed a sigh of relief. It would be much easier to ruin her reputation if she was with him. A scandalous waltz, a word dropped here, a comment murmured there. Yes, he could easily start enough rumors to have the gossip columns happy.

      He slapped his hands on his thighs. “Wonderful. I have been invited to the Wolversons’ ball in two days. May I call for you at, say, ten o’clock?”

      Although she still looked skeptical, she agreed. He took his leave, bouncing down the stairs with his plan now in action.

      

      Selina watched Crampton as he left the house with his jaunty step. Something did not seem right about his request. Of course, he would know she could not marry until the girls were settled, but she got the impression that was not the main reason for his call. Instead of looking sorrowful at her rejection, he actually appeared relieved.

      Then there was the invitation to accompany him to the Wolversons’ ball. Most likely Henry had received an invitation as well, but he eschewed social events, spending most of the evening in the card room if he was forced to attend for some reason. At least by offering help in introducing Crampton to the ton, she would continue with a social life until the Season ended.
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      Two days later, Lord Crampton arrived at precisely ten o’clock. Most likely only a year or two younger than her, he was a nice-looking man and certainly spent a hefty coin on his clothing. His black jacket fit his body to perfection, and she doubted he’d needed any padding from his tailor. The dark red and black print waistcoat lent a bit of a rakish air to his look. Dark trousers and an expertly tied cravat finished off his outfit.

      He extended his arm as she reached the Penrose entryway. “My lady, you look quite lovely this evening.”

      “Thank you.” She accepted her wrap from the butler, Holmes, at the door and took Crampton’s arm. The first thing she noticed was the lack of warmth she generally felt when she took Henry’s arm. Also, although the scent of something spicy emanated from Crampton, he did not smell of the comforting aroma of bergamot, Henrys favorite soap.

      Crampton was shorter than Henry and a bit stouter. Not that she needed all those reminders to miss Henry. In the two days since she’d left his house, she’d heard nothing from him. Of course, she knew not what she’d expected him to do. Serenade her from underneath her window? Chase her down on Bond Street and drag her into his carriage to ravish her?

      She giggled at the idea of him doing just that.

      “Ah, it seems you have amusing thoughts, my lady.” Crampton settled on the seat across from her and tapped on the ceiling of the carriage. She didn’t care for the way he looked at her but could not put her finger on why. Perhaps she just felt at odds attending a ball with a man other than Henry.

      She waved him off. “No. Just something one of my girls said.” Hopefully, he would drop his questions since she had no intention of telling him what she really thought.

      It took less than ten minutes to arrive at the Wolversons’ townhouse, but fifteen minutes for the carriage to creep up the line and deposit them at the front of the house. A footman opened the door and bowed. “Good evening, my lord, my lady.”

      Crampton stepped out first then turned to assist her. It felt odd to be here at this event without Henry and no Marigold to watch over. She was such a delight to chaperone.

      The butler called out their names, and she and Crampton descended the stairs. So began a great deal of comments behind fans, raising of quizzing glasses, and smirks. She felt the rise of heat from her middle to her face and then chastised herself for being so foolish.

      Most likely announcing Lord Crampton and Lady Crampton threw the gathering into a frenzy. Perhaps attending with Crampton had not been such a good idea after all. She certainly didn’t want to begin speculation as to their association.

      They made their way through the crowd. Crampton led her to where Juliet and Elise stood chatting with their husbands, Lord St. George and Lord Hertford. Selina sighed with relief. At least she did not have to spend the entire evening with Crampton.

      “Lady Crampton, so nice to see you.” Juliet gave her a hug and then stepped back so Elise could do the same.

      “It is nice to be here.” She noticed the glances between Juliet and Elise and again second-guessed her decision to accompany Crampton.

      “Lord Crampton,” St. George said, nodding in his direction. “I believe we were introduced at White’s the other afternoon.”

      “Yes. Indeed we were.”

      Selina turned her attention to Elise and Juliet. “May I present to you the Marquess of Crampton?” She linked her arms through Juliet and Elise’s. “These are the charming daughters of the Earl of Pomeroy, Lady St. George and Lady Hertford.”

      Crampton took their extended hands and bowed over them. His manners were impeccable and his demeanor pleasant, but she still felt uncomfortable. Perhaps she was building on her deceased husband’s opinion of the man—which was never good—in how she was reacting to him

      After the group conversed for a while, Crampton turned to her. “The music is starting up. May I request you to stand up with me, my lady?”

      She groaned inwardly when she realized it was a waltz. Balls almost never began the evening with a waltz, but this one had. Not sure how to get out of it in a mannerly way, she nodded. “Yes, of course.”

      They received more speculative glances as they moved to the dance area. This had definitely not been a good idea. Perhaps once the dance had ended, she could escape to the ladies’ retiring room with one of the girls and ask them to tell Lord Crampton that she had taken ill and returned home. Either Juliet or Elise could provide her with their carriage.

      “My lord, you are holding me too close.” The dance had barely started when the rascal pulled her into a turn and practically plastered her against him.

      “My apologies, my lady, but we were about to collide with another couple.” His banal expression did not fool her for one moment. “Perhaps once the dance has ended, you will introduce me to a few people? I would like to take up my seat in Parliament, and it would behoove me to know a few of those with whom I will be rubbing elbows, as it were.”

      There went her plan to escape to the retiring room and then home. But she had agreed to assist him in his endeavor to do the right thing. Except she had a very strong feeling he had no intention of doing the right thing.

      Once the dance ended, he gripped her elbow as if he knew she planned to run. “May I offer you some lemonade?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      As they strolled along, he leaned in close to her ear. “Introduce me to some people.”

      When she looked up at him, he was grinning as if he’d said something naughty. Whatever was this man about?

      He squeezed them past a group of people, again pulling her close, and once more bending to speak into her ear. The crowd was so noisy, however, she didn’t hear what he said. At that point, she was beginning to have a headache.

      The sooner she made him known to some people, the sooner she could fake not feeling well—although it was beginning to look as though that would not be a ruse after all—and go home.

      The next hour was a nightmare. Based on his behavior, she was certain every person she’d introduced Lord Crampton to came away with the impression that there was more going on between the two of them than what really was. It was nothing that he said, but more in his innuendos and the way he kept clinging to her as if he were a
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