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Lily Odell was the belle of Charleston, South
Carolina high society until her husband, Beau, walked out on her
after believing she’d been unfaithful to him. Lily has always been
devoted to Beau, although she has kept a dark secret concerning her
relationship with her childhood girlfriend. Now she has been
ostracized because of the gossip and lies and has no one to turn to
for help.

 


Charleston’s most popular brothel madam, Mrs.
Rose Ware, lives her life on her own terms. When she discovers Beau
abandoned Lily and has thrown her out on the street, she takes Lily
in until she can get back on her feet. She has always been
attracted to the spirited and beautiful Lily, but kept her feelings
to herself because of her wanton reputation and her past with Beau.
Now, with Beau out of the picture, she might have a chance to
seduce the heartbroken Lily.

 


Lily wants revenge against Beau, and Rose is
more than willing to help her. Soon, both women come up with a plan
that will scandalize Charleston and expose a forbidden passion
between a brothel madam and a genteel Southern lady.


 


 


Dedication:

To M: I’ll never be able to find the right words to
thank you for opening my mind to a world of so many possibilities.
This one’s for you
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Chapter One

 


Charleston, South Carolina, 1872

 


To anyone passing on the street, the Odell
mansion looked majestic but empty. No conversations were overheard
from the kitchen or from the other servants doing laundry. The
staff had been released by Mr. Odell right before he left his wife
of five years.

Beauregard Odell, formerly of Atlanta,
Georgia, owner of a very profitable shipping company in Charleston,
South Carolina, would no longer tolerate his wife’s spoiled and
careless behavior. He had said so after one final argument between
them, expletively telling his once-beloved Lily he no longer gave
two shits what she did from that moment on. She had pleaded for him
to stay. As she clutched his arm to keep him from storming off into
the humid spring night, he had raised his hand. He had slapped her
face only one time before, to bring her out of her hysteria when
her beloved childhood home had been burnt to the ground by the
Yankees as they paved a path of destruction throughout the South to
win the War of Northern Aggression. She had expected him to hit her
again. But the slap would only sting, whereas her heart was still
in pieces over the loss of her best friend and former lover, Mary
Ashford.

He had accused her of being unfaithful to him
with Wyatt Ashford, whom she had known since girlhood. He then told
her he would leave her.

He had no clue Wyatt wasn’t the Ashford she
had once desired, but his Mary, dead from a horrific labor that
killed her and her baby. Mary had been the one she longed for, not
Wyatt, even though Mary had moved on from her long ago. Due to
vicious rumors, thanks to the uppity Charleston society, and Beau
catching her and Wyatt in an embrace, he could no longer stay
married to her. The slap never came, but, instead, he gave her
cheek one last fleeting caress. He strode out of the home they had
built together, where they once had been hopeful of starting a
family.

Now, she lay sobbing in her bed…the same bed
she had shared many a steamy night with Beau. “Beau, why did you
leave me? You promised you would never do so again.” She spoke to
the silent room as the late morning sun shone through the windows.
She sweated as if she suffered from a fever, her exertion from
nearly destroying her bedroom in rage. Her temper was legendary,
and blamed on her Irish blood inherited from her father who died a
year after the war had ended. Now, with Beau gone, she had no one.
Her mother was also dead and her sister, Siobhan, hadn’t talked to
her in years. She would never ask that traitor for help anyway. Her
sister had moved up North and married a Yankee, which was an insult
to their heritage as Southern women.

She landed on her back, fanning her face with
a wrinkled fan. She was hot and furious, angry beyond belief at
Beau for believing she cheated on him with another man, least of
all Wyatt, who still mourned the death of his wife and baby.

“Mary.” A tear fell from the corner of her
eye. She reached inside her nightgown and cupped her breast. Mary
used to do the same to her when they were young, barely sixteen.
She smiled, remembering the first time they had lain naked next to
each other in her bedroom. It had been the summer before Mary
became engaged to Wyatt. Mary had been her first love, until Beau
came along and helped her forget all she had lost….

“Damn him. Damn Beauregard Mitchell Odell to
the bowels of Hell!” She sat up, and the memories of the way he
used to touch her tore through her. He would pinch and tug on her
nipples, his moustache and beard sweeping across her flesh, placing
his claim as his mouth slid on her cunny and drank the very depths
of her. But no longer. He’d left her just like everyone else
had.

The curtains shifted as a soft breeze
fluttered across them, the lingering smell of last night’s rain
stagnant in the air. She rolled out of bed and walked to the
windows then pulled off her nightgown and stood there in all her
naked glory. She faced the back of the house where the garden she
had once taken such pride in was now overgrown and ragged. Pressing
her forehead to the glass, she trembled with the overwhelming need
to cry countless tears over her loss.

At the creaking of the door, she turned as
her devoted maid of twenty years entered.
She wiped her eyes while Tandi set her breakfast tray on the table.
She didn’t bother to cover herself since Tandi had seen her without
clothes many times before. Plus, she was quite proud of her body,
even at twenty-eight years old and having gone through a
pregnancy.

My darling Camilla… She held back a
sob as she thought about the baby girl she would never hold in her
arms and sing a lullaby to.

“Why, Miss Lily, you’ll catch your death
walkin’ around with nothin’ on,” the curvy, dark-skinned woman
stated and tsked under her breath as she retrieved a fresh
nightgown from the dresser.

“Fiddle faddle, Tandi. I certainly won’t
catch my death in this heat.” She fanned her face, and, when Tandi
brought her the nightgown, she wanted to throw it to the floor.

“It’s not too hot. Stop your whinin’. Now,
listen to your Tandi and put on a nightgown and eat something.
You’re wastin’ away.” She motioned for Lily to sit at the small
table where she and Beau had shared breakfast until he left a few
days before.

“I’m not hungry.” She pouted, and when her
stomach growled, Tandi raised her eyebrows.

“You could have fooled me. You need to eat
and then get changed. It’s too beautiful a day to stay inside.”
Tandi inhaled deeply and spread out her arms.

She sat and toyed with her cup. “What’s the
point in getting dressed? I have no one to meet. All my invitations
have dried up. I can’t take the stares and talk that will surely
come my way when everyone finds out about me and Beau.”

“Miss Lily, you’ve endured much worse, and,
come what may, you’ll live without Mr. Odell. You survived war,
death, and hunger. Losin’ a man is nothin’ to go on about. All you
can do is take one day at a time.” She poured the coffee in Lily’s
cup and waited until she took a sip.

It had been days since she had coffee, and
she sighed as the savory-bitter taste filled her mouth. Pushing her
jet-black hair away from her face, she searched for the paper. She
liked to read the latest news every morning. “Where’s the
newspaper?”

“I didn’t have the chance to get one yet.
It’s stopped comin’ since Mr. Odell left.”

She wanted to slam her cup down, but since
she was a lady, she placed it gently on the saucer. “That bastard
stopped the payments. If he was here, I’d strangle him.” She
drummed her fingers on the table, envisioning him with one of his
belts around his throat as she squeezed the life out of him.

“We’re almost out of food.” Tandi wrung her
hands.

She sighed and took one of Tandi’s wrists. “I
need you to remain strong. We can’t both have a breakdown. Once
Beau gets over his little snit, he’ll be back.” She wanted to
believe that. She wouldn’t forgive him at first. Oh no, no,
no. She’d make him pay for what he made her go through these
past few days. The last time she’d experienced such grief was over
Mary’s death at the end of the summer and a few months prior when
her precious Camilla—

“Miss Lily!” Tandi called out to her in a
loud voice.

She cringed. Under times of strain she tended
to woolgather. She reddened under her maid’s scrutiny.

“You’re giving me a headache with all your
worrying.” She took another sip of her coffee and had started to
spread jam on her roll, when Tandi knelt next to her, head bowed,
and pulled a long envelope from her apron.

It couldn’t be good. Whenever Tandi bowed her
head, it was always to bring bad news. She had acted in such a way
when she found Lily’s father slumped dead in his rocking chair.

A chill crawled up her back, and the coffee
rolled in her stomach. She patted the top of Tandi’s head. “Don’t
prolong my misery. What’s this you’re giving me?”

“While I was makin’ your breakfast, a man
came with this envelope and said it should be delivered right to
you.”

She used a butter knife to open the envelope.
Proud her hands didn’t shake, she pulled out the letter and began
reading. But before she’d reached the end, she vaulted up from her
chair.

“I-I can’t believe…he’s going to….” Lily, who
was never at a loss for words, was now, thanks to her soon-to-be
ex-husband.

Tandi stood and picked up the paper Lily had
dropped on her plate. She scanned the page although she couldn’t
read well. “What does it say, Miss Lily?”

She barely gave Tandi a glance as she moved
away from the table and paced. Her nails dug into her palms as she
shook, incensed by the sudden turn of events. “He means to sell the
house, our house, by the end of the month, and I must be out
this week.”

“Oh no.” Tandi covered her mouth.

“Oh yes. He’s making me leave, and if I don’t
of my own accord, he’ll force me to.” A hoarse laugh left her. “I
can’t believe it. I thought he was just angry and wanted to make me
suffer by pretending to leave me. He really means it this
time.”

“Oh, Miss Lily, what we are gonna do?”
Tandi’s voice rose to a near whine.

“I haven’t a clue.” She tugged on her hair.
“I-I need to be alone right now.”

She left her bedroom and ran down the hall.
Her chest heaved as she rushed along the long hallway, reaching the
door she hadn’t opened in over six months. Taking a deep breath,
she let herself in.

The bedroom was half the size of hers and
meant to be a nursery for the children she and Beau had planned on
having.

Tears rolled down her cheeks. Falling to her
knees, she laid her face on the bars of the crib her baby daughter
had never slept in.

When she stopped crying, she took off the
white sheet covering the rocker and sat down. She rocked and hummed
a lullaby her mother used to sing to her, until Tandi found her and
held her close, whispering words that were meant to soothe, but
didn’t.


Chapter Two

 


The moan from the bed made Rose pause. When
the sleeping woman settled down, she continued sponging away the
dried sweat on her body—thanks to the fucking she’d enjoyed the
night before. Once her bed partner had left, she would order a hip
bath and bathe thoroughly. She didn’t want Margaret Anne to get
ideas about staying longer than expected. She had outstayed her
welcome, and it was time for her to go.

She stretched her arms above her head and
squeezed the sponge, water cascading down her generous bosom and in
between the succulent hips and thighs Margaret loved nibbling on.
She would miss Margaret’s clever tongue and nimble fingers, but she
had grown too possessive and wanted more of her time than she
wasn’t willing to give. As the sole proprietor of a booming
brothel, her attention was needed elsewhere.

Leaving the water closet and walking softly
past the bed where Margaret Anne slept, she grabbed her
red-and-white ankle-length silk wrapper to wear and then wound her
curling chestnut hair into a braid. The smell of sausage and warm
bread reached her nose, and she opened the door to her dayroom
where her housekeeper, Josephine, waited with a table set for
her.

Closing the door softly behind her, she
walked to the table, breathing in the lovely scents. She gave Jo a
soft pat on the cheek when her housekeeper pulled out a chair for
her.

“Did you have a good night’s sleep?” Jo
limped to the sideboard to grab the coffee pot.

Rose stopped from pouring a cup of coffee. Jo
didn’t want her to treat her any different than any of the other
servants. Even with her bad leg, Jo was an efficient housekeeper.
At least she had a pleasing look to her, and, if not for her
unsightly limp, she would have been right at home with her sister
Alene as one of the many coveted women working at Rose’s
Delights.

“I hardly slept, thank you very much.” She
covered her mouth as a yawn escaped.

“Your lover can’t keep her hands off of you.
Do you allow her to take control in bed?” Jo asked in a pert voice
as she poured Rose coffee.

“Sweetie, the only woman who takes control in
my bed is me.” She lifted her cup and winked.

“Too bad I’ll never find out.” Jo set the
newspaper near Rose’s plate.

“Just ask and I’ll be glad to tutor you in
the sensual delights of a woman anytime, but I know you prefer the
more masculine persuasion.” She wished Jo would welcome the
attentions of one or two of the men she kept on retainer for those
ladies not ashamed of pursuing pleasures outside their marriage or
the small number of male clients who welcomed the same.

Jo didn’t blush in embarrassment. Rose didn’t
expect her to. After working at keeping Rose’s Delights in tip-top
shape for the past five years, nothing shocked her anymore, not
even an indecent proposal from her employer.

When Jo hiked up her skirt and pointed at her
bad leg, Rose cleared her throat in disapproval. Even with Jo’s
handicap, she never thought her to be less of a woman. But Jo had a
difference of opinion which always led to them arguing.

“Sit down, you cheeky girl, and join me for a
cup of coffee. And if you say you have other duties to attend to,
I’ll smack you. The girls are all still abed since most of them
don’t get up before noon, unlike us early risers.”

“Clinton was in the kitchen when I grabbed
your breakfast tray.” Jo sat as ordered.

She noted the way Jo gazed at her empty
coffee cup as if it held the answers to the world. As much as she
would like it, she wouldn’t bring up Jo’s tenuous relationship with
the successful male prostitute she kept on staff.

She opened the paper and went straight to the
society page where she learned all the dish about Charleston’s high
society. Most of the gossip mentioned made her smile. It was all so
delicious and scandalous. She simply couldn’t get enough of it.

Jo had just asked her to read something
aloud, when Rose dropped her cup loudly, causing her coffee to
splash over the rim. “This has to be a lie.”

“What outrageous things have been reported
now about Mister So and So who was found in bed with Miss This and
That and her friend?” Jo asked in a slightly bored tone.

She pulled the paper away from her face and
put it on the table. She traced under the words with her
fingernail, wondering if she’d read it wrong. “It says Beau Odell
has left his wife.”

“And?” Jo shrugged as she selected a biscuit
from the basket and took a bite.

“All you have to say is ‘and?’” She sat back
in disbelief. She never would have imagined in a million years Beau
would walk out on Lily. He had once stated he would chase the devil
himself to have the Southern belle. Whatever could have happened to
make him end their marriage?

“Wasn’t there always talk about Mrs. Odell
having a thing for one of her snooty friend’s husbands? Maybe Beau
found him sticking his prick in Lily’s honeypot,” Jo said
savagely.

She pursed her lips, unamused. “Manners,
young lady. I taught you better than that. Keep in mind Lily has
always been civil to me. Remember when I wanted to donate money to
the mothers of the dead soldiers’ charity, and those hoity-toity
ladies said my tainted money wasn’t welcome? Lily told them if they
didn’t welcome my donation, she would take her very large endowment
elsewhere. I still have the note she sent me to thank me,” she said
as an afterthought.

“You know how Beau is. He probably got tired
of her and her stuck-up attitude.” Jo stood. “On that note, madam,
I have laundry to do.”

Rose waved her away. “Go ahead. On your way
downstairs, wake up your sister. I have something important to
discuss with her.”

“About Mister Addison?” Jo asked.

Rose gave her a soft smile. “Perhaps.”

“All right, I’m leaving. Give my regards to
the sleeping beauty in the next room.” Jo made her way to the
door.

Snorting, she watched the petite blonde
leave. Her mind went over the countless possibilities now that Beau
and Lily were separated. He would most likely visit her at some
point to explain what had transpired. She was interested in hearing
his side of the story, as well as Lily’s. She must be devastated.
Losing Beau must have her in vapors, bemoaning her fate.

But then again, from what she knew about the
outspoken Mrs. Odell, there was no doubt in her mind she would rise
above it. And she wanted to be there to witness it.

First she would finish her breakfast then
throw Margaret out of her bed and find more information about the
destruction of the Odell’s marriage.

 


* * * *

 


The Marelton Chambers Hotel was the second
most expensive in Charleston. Beau had taken Lily there many times
for dinner and to meet clients. Sometimes, they even stayed
overnight. It made perfect sense to her that Beau would reside
there until he found more permanent lodgings.

She stood outside, perfectly coifed and
wearing a walking dress in emerald green, Beau’s favorite color on
her. She planned on seeing her husband in his room and making him
explain his cruel actions.

After giving her cheeks a pinch and tugging
down her bodice, she made her way into the hotel. The footman who
opened the door for her nodded and gave her chest a quick perusal.
She smiled and sauntered inside, her hips purposely swaying. Men
loitering in the lobby tipped their hats to her as she made her way
to the front desk. The various reactions from the gentlemen left
her with hope Beau would end this foolishness and come home.

When the man behind the desk smiled at her,
she lifted her chin. “Good afternoon. I’m here to see my husband,
Beau Odell. He’s staying in one of your rooms, and he neglected to
tell me his room number.”

Before the young man could reply, an older
man came up behind him. She recognized him as the manager.

“Hello, Mrs. Odell. It is always a pleasure
to see you here at the Marelton.”

She smiled and nodded. “And the same to you,
Foster. My husband has decided to stay here for a few days since
he’s working such long hours and the hotel is closer to his office
than our home. He forgot to notify me of his room number. If you
could tell me where his room is, I can go up and see him.” She
crossed her fingers behind her back over her fib.

He gave her an awkward stare. “Oh yes. Mr.
Odell has informed us he’ll be staying here indefinitely, for work
and all.” He walked around the desk and approached her. She
followed him off to the side and he lowered his voice.
“Unfortunately, I can’t give you his room number. He left explicit
instructions no one be told unless they’re on our approved list.”
He tugged on his collar. “You’re not on the list, Mrs. Odell.”

Her jaw dropped. Shaking her head in
astonishment, she slapped her reticule on her hip where the
document from Beau’s lawyer lay. “There must be some mistake. Let
me see this list.”

“Now, Mrs. Odell, you know I can’t,” Foster
soothed. “Our guests’ privacy is of the utmost importance.”

A red haze covered her eyes. “But this
concerns my husband. Nothing is private between a husband and a
wife, wouldn’t you agree?”

“If you like, you may write a note, and we’ll
make sure Mr. Odell receives it.” He folded his hands behind his
back.

She wanted to scream. How could Beau deny her
like this? These childish actions of his had become tedious. She
went to cross her arms as was her habit when she brooded, but she
didn’t want to give Foster even more fodder for gossip. She could
only imagine what he’d heard about her and Beau.

“Very well.” A congenial smile spread over
his face. “If you have stationery, I’ll leave Mr. Odell a note. It
probably slipped his mind. I mean, what man wouldn’t put his wife
on a list privy to his room number?”

His sympathetic nod made her mood darken even
more. “I'll find paper and a writing implement.”

After he gave her the items, she sat in a
corner and, in a sweeping script, informed Beau that she needed to
see him at his earliest convenience. When she finished writing her
message, Foster promised he would deliver the note to Beau
himself.

Now, what should I do? She squeezed
her reticule tighter. She had nowhere to go. Her once beloved home
was more like an empty tomb filled with too many harsh
memories.

A woman’s laugh came from the lounge.
Aha! She wanted to clap. Beau would surely leave his room
sometime soon. She would sit in the Ladies’ Ordinary near the
lounge and wait for him to make an appearance. She would even
swallow her pride and explain for what had to be the umpteenth time
that she didn’t have any feelings for Wyatt Ashford, and the only
man she ever wanted in her bed was him.

 


* * * *

 


The last time she had been to the Marelton
Chambers, Rose had met with a client who wanted one of her girls to
travel abroad with him for an extended period of time. She enjoyed
doing business at the hotel and, on occasion, had spent a night in
one of their rooms.

This time she wouldn’t be spending the night,
or enjoying a romp in one of the beds. She planned to meet with
Beau, preferably in his room, or so one of her spies told her. The
information she received also included details about the recently
separated Mr. and Mrs. Odell.

She walked across the marble floor, her focus
on the two men behind the front desk. Soft piano music came from
within the lounge, and she smiled at a man and woman holding hands
who stared dotingly at one another as if they were the only ones in
the room.

The man kissed the woman’s cheek, and she
blushed adorably. Rose couldn’t remember the last time she had such
a tender moment with anyone, man or woman. Suddenly, weariness
settled in her chest and down her back.

That feeling of despondency vanished when she
noticed Lily Odell in the Ladies’ Ordinary alone with a pot of tea.
Lily’s hand shook as she set her cup on the saucer and wiped her
mouth with a napkin.

She looks like she could use a stiff
drink. Rose tapped her chin in contemplation then headed
straight for her.

“Fancy seeing you here, Mrs. Odell.” She sat
down without waiting for an invitation.

Lily blinked, as if in a daze. “Hello, Mrs.
Ware. Meeting a client here?”

She held back a laugh at Lily’s blunt
question.

“Not today. Actually, I’m here to see your
husband,” she replied, waiting for Lily’s reaction.

“Get in line. I’m waiting for the bastard
myself.”

“Would you mind if I join you for a real
drink? I’m parched from my ride.” She removed the chocolate-brown
faille that complemented her flowered-chintz Dolly Varden
dress.

Lily shrugged. “But they don’t serve alcohol
to ladies here.”

“I’m no lady, and I’m buying.” She snapped
her fingers at one of the servers, who rushed over with a bottle of
wine and two glasses without even having to ask.

“Hello, Mrs. Ware. You’re looking well this
fine afternoon.” The male server placed everything on the
table.

“Thank you, Harold.” She nodded in approval.
“I assume there won’t be too much of a problem if my friend and I
share a glass or two of the hotel’s superb vintage?”

“Not at all, Mrs. Ware. You’re one of our
most privileged guests. Enjoy your wine,” he replied and returned
behind the bar.

She slid one of the glasses to Lily. “I’ve
drunk here before when I’ve…conducted business.”

Lily lifted the glass to her mouth. “I guess
it would be impolite for me to refuse, then. Everyone has deserted
me. I can’t do any more damage to my reputation if I have a drink
with a.…”

“A whore?”

“Do you want me to apologize? Have I offended
you?” Lily traced the rim of her glass.

Rose took her time pouring the wine. She then
raised her full glass and sniffed before taking a sip. “Not at all.
I am indeed a whore. I must say I’m surprised you haven’t left in a
huff, insulted that a fallen woman like myself with a heart full of
sin would dare to speak to you in public.”

“I may not be a whore, but I’ve become a
fallen woman like you.” Lily’s lips trembled as she drank her wine.
“Charleston knows Beau has left me. They all think it’s because I
had an affair with Wyatt Ashford. We had a horrible row about it,
and he left. He’s done it before, walked out on me when we fought,
but he always came back. Now.…”

“Now he hasn’t,” she interjected as she sat
back, drinking her wine.

Lily sniffed and pulled a handkerchief from
her reticule. Wiping under her eyes, she shook her head. “He-he
sent me papers, or rather I should say his lawyer did, giving me
five days to leave my house. He’s selling it right from under me
without any warning. I came here to talk to him about it, but I’m
not on his damned approved list. He has denied me, his own
wife!”

She reached across the table and laid her
hand on Lily’s. When she didn’t pull away, Rose gave her a squeeze.
“He’s hurting right now. I’ve known the man for a long time, and
sometimes he acts before he thinks. Give him time. He’ll come back
to you. Hasn’t he always? Didn’t he almost die trying to find you
after the war ended?” she asked in a pacifying voice.

Lily nodded and tucked her chin to her chest.
“He said he would have gone to hell and back to be with me. I
thought he was going to be hanged by the Yankees then. But the
slick bastard got away before they found him and stayed in hiding
until it was safe for him.” A dreamy look came over her face. “The
day after we surrendered, when you sent me the note telling me
where Beau could be found, was one of the happiest days of my life.
We celebrated being alive after losing so much.” A blush sprouted
on her cheeks. “He asked me to marry him then, and I gladly
accepted.”

“You two have been through a great deal.” She
squeezed Lily’s wrist and hid her regret. She wished she could
experience the depth of feeling Lily and Beau had for one another.
In all likelihood, she never would. Mentally shaking away those
depressing musings, she got back to the business in front of her.
“Those months he stayed hidden in Rose’s Delights was when I saw
how much he loved you. He had such an intense need to be with you,
to make certain you were safe.”

“Thank you for keeping him out of harm’s
way.” Lily turned her palm up and held her fingers in a tight grip.
She longed to caress the inside of Lily’s palm…for comfort and
something deeper building inside of her. Now was not the time to
define it, but whatever it was, it whispered in her ear like an
annoying gnat she couldn’t shoo away.

“I’m glad.” She cleared her throat to remove
the unpleasant lump forming there. “You didn’t turn your back on me
or act as if I didn’t exist when you married Beau and took your
place in society as his wife.”

“I never had a true place in society. I was
barely accepted out of respect for Beau.” Sighing, Lily tapped her
finger on the side of her glass. “Most of the time, the wives of
his business associates barely said more than a few words to me. On
top of that, their husbands ogled me.” She grimaced. “Beau told me
to ignore them, and I did…the best actions under the circumstances.
But it was still an insult I couldn’t get past.”

“What about Mr. and Mrs. Ashford? If I’m not
mistaken, you were close with them,” she inquired smoothly,
wondering how familiar Lily was with Mr. Ashford, and if Beau’s
jealousy got the better of him, or perhaps there was some fact to
his.

“We are…were very dear friends,” Lily said.
“I’ve known Wyatt and Mary since I was a child. Wyatt’s land
bordered my family’s property, while Mary is…was my best
friend.”

“And now you only have Wyatt,” Rose replied
softly. And me if you need another friend.

Lily gave her a weak smile. “Do I? I don’t
know anymore. Wyatt is away on some sort of business. Who knows
when he’ll return? He probably has no idea about me and Beau. A
good thing I guess, since Beau would confront Wyatt and hurl those
ugly accusations at him like he did to me.”

She tapped her front teeth with her tongue,
wanting to ask if Beau’s accusations were true. But she didn’t. She
had to tread lightly with the emotional Lily.

“So here you sit, waiting for your wayward
husband and drinking your sorrows away. I must say I’m surprised to
see you acting this way. The Lily I know would tell Beau to go to
hell and have him wait for you to see him, not the other way
around.”

“Perhaps the Lily you know is no longer
here.” She finished her glass and went to pour another.

Rose moved the bottle away. “Drinking
yourself into oblivion is not going to solve your problems. And at
the rate you’re going, by the time Beau comes down from his room,
even if he is up there, you’ll be a mess. He’ll turn away from you
in disgust, and you’ll end up embarrassing yourself even more.”

Lily’s eyes widened, and Rose couldn’t help
but notice what a lovely shade of violet they were, to complement
her porcelain skin. She traced her finger on the tabletop and
waited for Lily to hurl some sort of cutting insult at her, but she
never did. What she asked instead gave Rose an unpleasant jolt.

“Is that what Beau was like when you were
together?”

She lightly coughed into her hand. She needed
a moment, or rather millions of them, to come up with the correct
response. Lily stared at her as she drank her wine and fiddled with
one of her buttons on her bodice.

Finally, Rose found her voice. “Beau entered
my life right when I needed him. He told me from the start what our
relationship entailed. But it didn’t stop me from wanting give up
everything to be with him. He couldn’t commit to just one woman.
After a long bout of tears and getting roaring drunk one night, I
spent the next day hunched over a pail, casting up my accounts, and
realized it was better I let him go.” She wiped the condensation
off her glass. “If I had done anything I could to keep him, I
wouldn’t be the woman I am today.”

“And then he found me. And we…I thought we
would be together forever. But what a fool I’ve been. No one stays
with me forever. Not Beau, not my family
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