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Adeline Gray was once the center of attention, the spark of society, but one mistake gets her disowned by her family. She wants to leave Houston, but she needs a job and finds her salvation in the household of Keaton Hayes, working as a nanny to his recently orphaned and adorable nephews.

Keaton is a mystery, a bachelor, who is successful and chivalrous, and keeps every lady guessing. And Adeline is falling for him. She can’t fall for him. She can’t stay in Houston, surrounded by her past mistakes.

But there are more dangers lurking than just the fear of losing her heart, and Adeline must learn to fight back, or everything she could ever want will be gone forever.
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Houston, Texas

June, 1905

“Adeline!” a bright, giddy, female voice squealed. “You’re here!”

In her royal blue silk dress, Adeline swept past the dancing couples swirling to the string orchestra at the Roth’s summer bash, going toward the lady vying for her attention.

Edie Banks was waving at her as she stood with more of their friends who were eagerly awaiting Adeline’s arrival.

“We’ve been waiting for ages!” Lizbeth declared, her green silk concoction making her red locks shimmer.

Adeline gave her friend an indulgent look. “Ages, Lizbeth? The party’s only been going on for half an hour.” Adeline fiddled with the charm on her necklace. A flower. The rain lily. Her talisman.

“But you missed it!” Edie said, her burnt orange taffeta complimenting the charming spattering of freckles across her nose.

“Oh?” Adeline inquired lightly, already feeling the aching weight of her pinned-up, thick, blonde hair. She’d curled her locks with great care, making a series of ringlets cascading over the crown of her head. But her scalp was taking a lot of punishment for the beauty treatment.

“John and Frederica announced their engagement,” Iris informed her, with her usual sardonic smile. “It was predictable.”

“But wonderful!” Edie gushed.

Adeline reached out and tugged playfully at one of Edie’s black tendrils. “I bet it was. What a joyous moment for our friends, and I’m sorry I missed it.”

As Lizbeth launched into the details of the announcement, Adeline listened with half an ear. She scanned the sidelines of the dancing, searching for Marvalene. The sweet young lady always chose to hold up the wall, and Adeline was determined to help her have a good time tonight.

She found her quarry just as Lizbeth finished the story.

“Sounds like we’ll be going to a wedding in August,” Adeline said, smiling.

Edie and Lizbeth nodded with exuberance, while Iris just lifted her brow, bored with possibility.

The orchestra was coming to the final strains of the current song, and an idea struck Adeline. “Excuse me. I’m on a mission tonight.”

As her friends called after her, Adeline hurried over to the conductor. Without an ounce of concern, she tugged on the man’s coattails when the song finished.

He turned and arched an eyebrow at her.

“Maestro,” she implored, “you simply must play some ragtime.”

He gave her a look.

“Oh, please,” she implored. “Just a one-step? It’ll save someone’s life if you do.”

His gaze only turned more dubious, but after a moment, he inclined his head once.

She beamed at him, then whipped on a heel and hurried toward Marvalene, slipping through the couples waiting for the next song. Her quiet friend saw Adeline coming, and her cheeks went red with nervousness.

Marvalene’s anxiety would’ve usually stopped Adeline from pushing her to leave the outskirts of the fun, but the shy lady was wearing the dress that Adeline had advised her to. Which meant she was ready to take a risk.

Adeline drew up in front of Marvalene and reached for her hands. “Are you raring to go?” she asked with a smile.

The lady was breathless as she answered, “Oh, Adeline, I...”

Hope for her friend overrode acquiescence to her hesitation, and Adeline said, “You’re beautiful. Your brown hair is glossy, your face is glowing, and your plum silk ensemble is showing off your figure. You’re an enchanting, rare, elusive woman, and the men are going to be stunned by you.”

Marvalene bit her lip.

Just as the notes were struck for the song Adeline had requested, eliciting a cry of delight from the younger crowd, Marvalene nodded.

Adeline’s heart leaped with gladness, and she tugged her friend away from the wall. She knew just who to parade Marvalene in front of.

A group of young men were sharing conversation, but when one saw Adeline heading their way, he grinned. “Adeline Gray,” he said with relish.

The group parted to include them.

“Why, hello, fellas,” Adeline said, tossing her head. “Isn’t it a grand night?”

They declared their agreement.

“But why are y’all all standing here?” she scolded with a grin. “We’ve got ragtime playing, and ladies ripe for the asking.”

“Oh, yeah?” Richard Nicholson said, eyeing Adeline with interest.

“Look at the two of us here,” Adeline continued, gesturing between herself and Marvalene “a song already going, and we’re not dancing. Y’all better hurry it up before we’re gone.”

And as she knew it would, the threat made Hunt Lancaster find his courage, and ask, “Marvalene, would you care to?”

“Oh!” Marvalene’s hand trembled in Adeline’s. “O-Of c-course.”

Hunt Lancaster wasted no more time and whisked his partner onto the dance floor.

Triumph surged through Adeline, and she couldn’t help but smile winningly at the pair.

“Come on, Miss Gray,” Richard said, his voice low and husky. “I’ll let you hook me.”

She accepted his invitation and soon they were in the mix of the other couples. But while Richard was handsome, he couldn’t compare to the brown-eyed, black-haired Dudley Harris. She was set to meet him later, after the world had gone to bed.

She didn’t mind sneaking out of the house to see him. She didn’t mind the hurried and desperate loving he gave her. And she didn’t mind his wedding band.

Because he was all hers. He’d promised.

* * * *
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THREE WEEKS LATER

Fireworks exploded outside, their sparkling, dazzling colors lighting up Adeline’s room with hues of red, white, and blue. She stood, watching them through the window, numb. Joyless. Devastated.

Behind her, resting on the bed, were two packed suitcases. She’d fit as much as she could, the most important being all the money she had left.

A flash of radiant golds and greens burst across the night sky, and she took in a sharp breath. She couldn’t stand here forever. They were expecting her to leave.

Her family wanted her gone. They had...disowned her. Because she’d caused a great scandal.

She closed her eyes against the soul-crushing pain and swallowed hard. Though her limbs protested, she turned slowly. She drifted to the vanity on the opposite side of her four-poster, canopy bed where her necklace waited.

A charm in the shape of a rain lily dangled from the silver chain. She picked it up. The flower had become a symbol of her birth. Adeline had come into the world during a brutally, stormy night. The weather had quieted by dawn and had left, as heavy rain does, the beautiful white rain lily behind.

Adeline’s mother had declared that the flower had bloomed solely to celebrate Adeline’s arrival. She’d given the charm to Adeline when she was five, but now...her mother no longer wanted her.

With wooden fingers, Adeline tried to fasten it around her neck, but she couldn’t work the clasp. Which was...fitting.

She was no longer her mother’s “lily”.

Her heart lurched at the thought, and she set the sentimental object back down. As she gazed at it, her eyes filled with tears. She had no reason to take it.

Because she wasn’t that girl anymore.

With a shuddering exhale, she brushed at the wetness now sliding down her cheeks. She did not want them to know she’d been crying.

She firmed her resolve and got control of herself. As she waited for the signs of tears to dissipate, she studied her reflection in the mirror.

A heart-shaped face. 

Cupid’s bow lips.

Almond colored eyes.

And thick, luscious blonde locks that she had to bend into submission every day.

From the moment she was born, her looks had made her the center of everyone’s attention. Her precociousness as a child had made her everyone’s darling. Her liveliness as a young woman had made her every lady’s friend, and every gentleman’s fantasy.

But now...who she was...who she’d been...was gone.

Her heart constricted, and before she could cry again, she whipped around. She lifted her suitcases from her bed, and as she strode from her room, she formed a wall around herself.

Once in the upstairs hall of the three-story Victorian home she’d lived in all her life, she turned to the stairs. The carved mahogany railing gleamed in the glow of the electric sconces. Red damask wallpaper served as a backdrop for oil paintings of forest and seascape scenes.

She descended to the first floor, taking the turn at the mid-way point. The Grandfather clock in the foyer chimed a half-hour past eight. When she reached the foyer, she caught her reflection in the mirrored hall tree. She saw the sorrow in her eyes.

How she wanted to be angry. But she carried too much guilt.

Footsteps sounded behind her, and she turned.

Her parents, Justin and Hannah Gray, high in the echelons of Houston society, charming, active, proper, and righteous to a fault, stood beneath the arched entrance to the front parlor. Her father held the newspaper, her mother held a circlet of needlepoint.

They watched Adeline with grave and harsh expressions.

Adeline took in their hard jaws, their angry, disappointed, and shamed gazes, and all she wanted to do was pour out a wealth of apologies again. But it wouldn’t do any good.

Her father licked his lips, then nodded at the door. “The carriage is waiting.”

This was it then. When she left, she would no longer be a member of the Gray family.

Should she promise to let them know how she was? Would they even care for news of her after she left them?

She swallowed. Knots of grief, of pain, of regret now lived and breathed within her. All she had now was survival, and she wasn’t even sure she could manage.

Without a word or even a flutter of her lashes, she turned to the door. With measured steps, and feeling their eyes on her the entire way, she stepped outside. Into the night. Fireworks still exploded overhead.

How odd.

It was Independence Day.

And she was about to step out on her own, something some women worked hard to achieve. But all she wanted was to go back in and comfort herself with the safety of her room.

Horses snuffled. A servant waited in the driver’s seat of the open carriage, ready to take her to whatever destination she gave him.

The knots inside her grew larger, and she couldn’t breathe. Sobs welled in her chest, and she hurried down the steps. She tossed her suitcases onto one of the seats, then hastily climbed up. “Houston Hotel,” she rasped.

The driver gave the command, and the carriage lurched into motion.

Adeline crossed her arms over her stomach and pressed hard. She squeezed her eyes shut and kept herself rigid. She would not break down. Not now. Not...again.

Somehow she would find happiness. Somewhere she would find a place. Someway she would become productive.

And that would be the greatest revenge. Not against her family. No. But against him.

Dudley Harris.

A liar. A scoundrel. A...husband.

* * * *
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ONE MONTH LATER

Adeline paused outside the Colonial Revival home of Keaton Hayes in the newly developed neighborhood of Westmoreland. She pressed her fingers to the nervous pounding of her heart and tried to calm the anxiety swimming in her stomach.

The imposing, columned manse’s front porch stretched to the right and left wings of the house. The white columns supported the second story porch that also spanned the entire length. Beautifully molded modillion brackets braced the sloping gables, while carved garland swags framed the gleaming windows.

She wrapped her hand around one of the finials of the wrought iron fence, considering what lived within the great home before her.

She knew what to expect. Mostly.

Rich furnishings. Servants. Formality. Politeness.

Everything she’d come from.

However...in this home, she wouldn’t find loving parents. In this home, lived Keaton Hayes, electrical engineer. Unmarried. Untamed. The uncle to two recently orphaned boys.

Who needed a nanny.

So here she was.

She was in need of a job. One that would allow her to hide, and to earn more money so she could leave Houston if needed. She’d been trying to find a profession that would keep her out of the eye of her former friends and her...family.

Pain pierced her as the memory of her parents, brother, and sister flooded her mind. Living without them for the last month had been torturous. Did they even miss her?

She shook her head, throwing off the question she habitually asked herself. She had to move on. She needed to get a job, but it was taking time, and she was running out of funds.

Taking a deep breath, she unlatched the gate and hastened up the walk. She lifted her black skirt and went up the stairs to the front door. Baskets of fern hung from the eaves. Double doors framed by gleaming wood and with frosted glass inserts greeted her.

She raised her hand to knock but paused when she caught sight of the bell. She reached over and pressed the button, and the sound of chimes rang from within the house.

She waited patiently, albeit anxiously, and smoothed her palm down her black jacket. She’d pulled her hair into a serviceable bun, but her locks yearned to be set free. It was early afternoon and already her scalp ached. She kept her arms at her sides, refusing to reach up and rub the spots plaguing her.

The door opened, and her breath caught.

A male servant in trousers, suspenders, and a cotton shirt stood there. “May I help you?”

She cleared her throat. “My name is Adeline Gray. I inquired about the position as nanny in this household and was told to come by at this time.”

The man nodded once. “Yes. Mr. Hayes mentioned that. Come in.” He stepped to the side and opened the door wider. “I’m Mr. Reed. His man-of-all-work.”

She entered, finding herself in the foyer. “I’m pleased to meet you.”

A carpet of greens and golds led her attention to the oak paneling and cream wallpaper decorated with gold filigree. Paintings of fox hunts hung from the wall. An arched entrance to her right revealed the dining room, while the one to her left showed off the main parlor.

The furnishings glittered with a newness that sparkled in the light shining through the windows.

“This way, Miss Gray.”

The laborer led her through the foyer and passed the stairs that went to the second floor. They took a right down a shorter corridor that had a door at the end. To her right was a secondary entrance to the dining room, and to the left was the kitchen.

He opened the door and led her into a very masculine study. Overstuffed leather furniture, a large oak desk, and shelves of books were within. There was a side bar littered with crystal decanters filled with various liquors, and three windows inset into the wall behind the desk that let in beautiful light.

“Have a seat, Miss Gray. Mr. Hayes will be with you shortly.”

She did as she was bid, perching on the edge of the sofa that faced the desk. Two wingback chairs flanked her, while a rug of greens and golds lay beneath her feet.

Mr. Reed left, and once alone, she folded her hands in her lap and kept still. She tried to recall if she’d ever met Keaton Hayes but couldn’t fix on a single moment when they’d ever spoken.

She’d seen him, of course, but they had run in separate circles. The gossip about him carried a disappointed air. To the frustration of the females, Mr. Hayes did not dance, flirt, or throw his own parties.

Which upset many, as he was a much sought after bachelor. Handsome, enterprising, and intelligent, Keaton Hayes had caught the eye of several ladies. But he hadn’t encouraged any of them.

Adeline, herself, hadn’t ever been bothered by his choices. She had never been one to wait around for a particular man to have her fun. Before Dudley, she’d enjoyed herself to the fullest at all society gatherings. And it was her carefree attitude of revelry that had gotten her into the worst trouble.

But she wouldn’t think about that right now. Mr. Hayes had accepted her inquiry to his advertisement and wanted to interview her. It was possible he didn’t know about the scandal she’d caused, but she doubted it.

However, if he didn’t, she would have to tell him. The position of nanny required trust, and if he hired her she wouldn’t do a thing to jeopardize her admission into his household.

Steps sounded behind her. Before she could turn around, a deep voice said, “Miss Gray, thank you for coming.”

“Thank you for inviting me,” she said as normally as she could. Her stomach quaked with nervousness. She needed this job.

He appeared in her line of sight and fell into the wingback chair to her left. “Excuse my tardiness. I was with my nephews.”

Her attention was diverted by the deep blue of Mr. Hayes’ eyes. She took in a slow breath at the clarity and directness of his stare. The color was like the depths of the ocean. My goodness.

His thick, auburn hair shone in the sun’s rays coming through the windows, and his neatly trimmed beard framed a narrow face with a strong jaw.

Gorgeous. Why hadn’t she noticed until this moment?

“You had no trouble finding my house?” he asked.

She’d carefully followed his directions detailing which streetcar lines to take. She cleared her throat and forced herself to forget his looks. “Not at all. You gave very clear directions, but I’ve been to Westmorland before.”

“Of course.” He smiled politely. “Parties are never-ending it seems.”

At one time, yes. Now that she’d been exiled, she hadn’t graced a single gathering, and she didn’t want to. “They can be,” she commented.

He leaned his elbows on his knees. “I don’t think we’ve ever officially met, but I know your father.”

Pain pierced her heart, but she did everything she could not to show her sorrow at the mention of her father. “He was glad to have electricity installed into his offices.”

“One of my first contracts. I’ve only been in operation for five years, but my company is growing. I work all the time.”

She had no idea what his job entailed, but she could imagine it was taxing. “And is that one of the reasons you need a nanny for your nephews?”

He nodded. “My housekeeper is going to quit if she has to keep looking after them while she’s working. They’re seven and five.”

She recalled the story of how Mr. Hayes had become their guardian. His older sister and her husband had died in a carriage accident two months ago. It had taken some time for the court system to designate Mr. Hayes as guardian of the children. Adeline couldn’t quite remember if it was a grandparent or a paternal uncle that had been the barrier for immediate placement. “What are their names?”

“Lorne and Tate Newman. My sister’s children.” Sadness shone in Mr. Hayes’ eyes.

Adeline licked her lips as sympathy filled her. “I’m sorry for the loss of your family.”

He gave her a gentle smile. “Thank you.”

The oddity of being in such a delicate conversation with a person she barely knew registered with her. Awkwardness and discomfort rose between them, and she clenched her hands tightly. She racked her brain for a way to move on.

“So,” he said abruptly, “you’re willing to care for my nephews?”

Grateful for the change in topic, she cleared her throat. “Yes. Most definitely. I helped my mother with my younger sister and brother and feel confident I could care for your nephews without trouble.”

“I don’t expect schooling,” Mr. Hayes told her, “but you can teach them different subjects if you find it necessary. I expect them to be cared for and watched over, which is why this position is live-in. There is a room connected to theirs that should allow you to hear them at night.” He stood. “I’d like for you to meet them.”

Surprised, she rose to her feet. “Right now?” Before she had the job?

“Yes.” He moved to the door. “Follow me, please.”

Uncertain, she did as he asked. Should she argue with him? How could she possibly express her disagreement with his orders when she didn’t even have the job yet. At least...she didn’t think she had the job.

“All the rooms are on the second floor,” he told her as they went up the stairs. He turned at the mid-way point. “I moved out of the master suite so the boys could have the space. It allows for a play area and sleeping area.”

The sound of blocks tumbling to the ground reached her ears as they came upon an open chamber.

“Thank you, Mrs. Helmsley. I appreciate you watching them.”

When Adeline stepped into the room, her notice went immediately to the children. Though her stomach still knotted with anxiety, she managed to find a smile at their sweet faces.

Curly black hair, neatly trimmed, framed angelic, round faces. Both wore serious expressions as they gazed up at their uncle, the blocks before them forgotten.

A woman, who Adeline assumed was Mrs. Helmsley, rose from the rocker placed near a shelf of books. “It’s no trouble. It gave me a moment to check my schedule for the week and rearrange things.” She slipped a notepad into the pocket of her black skirt. She glanced at Adeline and nodded once in greeting.

“Mrs. Helmsley, this is Adeline Gray. She’s come to meet the boys.” Mr. Hayes moved to stand near his nephews.

“Pleased to meet you,” Adeline said politely.

The woman’s brown hair was done up in a soft bun. She looked to be in her late thirties. She had a full figure
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