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CHAPTER ONE
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Greenwillow Manor had always been home to Lily Lowell and it had always felt like it. Despite losing her mother at a tender age, she had been loved and cared for by her faithful nurse, and her father had returned home from London whenever he could be spared from Parliament and the House of Lords. He had on occasion brought her to Chilton House, but she had never yearned for the crowded, noisy, dirty London world, and he had felt the countryside a much more healthful and happy place for a child to blossom and grow.

All of that peace and serenity was lost forever, however, when Sir George brought home a new bride. Lady Margaret had probably never been a blushing bride at her first two weddings, and now at the ripe age of forty, with three daughters in tow, and entering her third marriage to a man twenty years her senior, she was worldly and as strong-willed as any red-headed woman is reported to be, and of which she was one. When Sir George had first told Lily of his intention to marry again, he had explained that he hoped Lily would love having sisters her own age, and a new mother who would help prepare her for the important transition to womanhood and all that entailed in a young lady of title. Lily was not so sure. Not only was Lady Margaret strong-willed, but her three daughters were not of Lily’s temperament, either. Harriet and Agnes were both dark and taciturn. Kitty, with red hair like her mother, though more voluble, was prone to a frivolity that Lily could not share. None seemed inclined to welcome Lily into their confidences and all meekly submitted to their mother.

Within days of Sir George bringing the entourage home, he had to leave again for London, and Lady Margaret immediately made her will felt upon Greenwillow Manor. Lady Margaret removed Lily from her room, one of the largest and most picturesque on the second floor, and assigned it to her oldest daughter, Harriet. Her other two younger daughters, Agnes and Kitty, were ensconced in the two smaller bedrooms on the second floor, while poor Lily was demoted, relegated to a small bedroom adjacent to the servants’ quarters on the ground floor. Lily had been sad at the change in her circumstances, but many more tears fell when Lady Margaret let go Lily’s faithful and loving nurse, saying Lily was too old for such a servant. Poor Nurse Molly was forced to return to the nearby village of Greenspring without a means of a livelihood. Lady Margaret brought with her a young maidservant named Sophie, and she insisted that Sir George keep a stable of horses and hire her groom, Daniel, and his son Andrew as stable boy, for she was a great enthusiast of riding and the hunt.

Thereby the cold and dreary month of February crept into March. Lady Margaret and her three daughters kept much to themselves, and Lily spent many hours alone in her room, or she hid in the library reading, transporting herself through the written word to worlds far removed and preferable to her own. It was on just such a cold March day, when the rain lashed incessantly against the window panes, that Lily tucked herself into her favorite nook, one of the two gabled window seats in the library, and sought refuge within the covers of an adventure novel. When she heard the door to the library creak open, she shrank behind the window’s thick velvet curtain, undesirous of yet another unpleasant encounter with her stepmother or stepsisters.

“My dearest husband, you have so gratified me with this pleasant surprise. Kiss me.” 

Lily felt a flush heat her cheeks to realize that her father had returned unannounced and that she must witness the marital reunion. Nothing short of outright exposure would induce her to reveal herself at such an intimate and embarrassing moment.

“Ah, you are as lovely as ever, my beauteous wife. How I have missed you. My imagination has been poor company to keep me warm these long weeks of separation. Let me touch your bounty. Ah. How I have missed these luscious, delicious pillows of white snow.” Her father’s dignified accents grew muffled and the quiet of the library was filled with the mortifying sounds of guttural male utterances and the shameful soft cooing and giggles of her stepmother.

Lily had no experience of a man with a woman, having lived secluded at Greenwillow Manor with a widowed father who was often absent, and her taste for fiction had tended toward pirates and adventure, never scandal novels, which perhaps might have better prepared her for that to which she was an unwilling witness. The sounds greater magnified and she blushed again and again, thoroughly discomfited and yet ignorant of what carnal acts her father and stepmother performed. Curiosity warred with mortification, but sheer terror kept her rigidly frozen in place behind the curtain. Endless, tortuous minutes passed, and she grew lightheaded with distress as her father issued sounds she felt no human should make, bestial grunting and groaning and gasping sounds, made more terrifying and horrible by the tittering and squealing of her stepmother. Finally, when she thought she might faint, they finished, but she cringed with new dread to think that one of them might fling back the curtain and discover her there. Panic gripped her and she knew there was no way to escape discovery except to maintain her hiding place. She shrank even deeper inside her window nook, holding her breath as they began to speak again, hoping and praying that they should depart the library forthwith.

“How I love you, my beauteous wife. You have made me the happiest of men, and though I may be so many years your senior, you yet make me feel young again. You are truly my heart’s desire.” 

Lily listened with dismay, for not only did her father’s words convey his complete and total love for his new wife, but Lily had never heard such a youthful, such a satisfied and relaxed tone in his usually patrician and dignified voice. She loved and respected her father with all her heart. She wanted him to be happy, and she realized there would be no way to convey to him her unhappiness with the new family he had brought her. She blinked away the tears that sprang to her eyes at this realization. Her stepmother and her father continued to speak.

“My dearest husband, how glad I am that you have returned for a visit. I have yearned for your presence, and now you are come.”

“I trust you are finding Greenwillow Manor agreeable, my darling?”

“Oh, to be sure. However, it is already March, Sir, and we must discuss the prospects of our daughters. The Season fast approaches, but they are nowhere near prepared to make their introductions into Society.”

“Would that it make sense simply for Harriet to come out this Season, given that she be the eldest, my darling?”

“Tsk, tsk, with only a year separating my daughters, not to mention your own, we must consider all of their prospects, as they are all of an eligible age, don’t you think?”

“You know best, my darling, but come, let us go. I would like to greet my daughter and let her know I have arrived.”

“Indeed, all your daughters, for you now have four,” Lady Margaret reminded him.

The quiet rustling of clothing and then the sound of the library door opening and closing allowed Lily a modicum of relief. Cautiously, she peeked around the edge of the curtain, her eyes darting to the large white upholstered settee that dominated the center of the room, but there was nothing to indicate that which had transpired between her father and her stepmother. On slippered tiptoe, she hurried from the room and silently glided down the hall to the safety of her bedroom, fortuitously unseen by either servants or the other family members.

A short while later, a gentle knock sounded upon Lily’s door. She had been sitting in her reading chair, gazing with unseeing eyes out the window at the dripping garden beyond, the fading light of the wet March afternoon falling upon the unread book in her lap. Putting the book down upon the small table beside her chair, she crossed the short distance of her small bedroom and opened the door. 

“Papa!” she cried, and uncaring of the requisite propriety of a girl her age or of what she had earlier witnessed, she flung herself into his arms. The embrace warmed her heart, despite the lingering scent she detected of her stepmother’s odorous perfume that clung to her father’s clothes and perhaps his skin.

“My beautiful Lily. Let me take a look at you. I do believe you have grown since my last trip home.” He placed his hands upon her shoulders and took a step back, the better by which to observe her. 

She looked up and regarded the face she held most dear, love and concern seizing her as she detected how new lines of care and worry marked their presence across his aged visage. He smiled down at her and nodded, as if to himself, a distant fondness in his deep blue eyes as he reached up a veined hand to caress the golden coil of braided hair that draped over her shoulder and down the straight length of her back.

“You are growing up so quickly, my Lily. Soon, you shall be the very image of your dearly departed mama. She was the most beautiful woman I ever had the honor to lay eyes upon.”

“What of Lady Margaret?” Lily asked, the words escaping her lips before she considered their import.

Sir George returned her question with one of his own. “How are you getting on with our new family? It was so generous of you to offer Harriet your room.”

Lily stared at him, momentarily at a loss for words. She had made no such offer to Harriett. Indeed, Lady Margaret had demanded the move. She realized that she could not tell him that, however, nor that she was not getting along with people she considered no kin of her own, not if she wanted to keep that serene expression upon his beloved face.

“Fine, Papa,” she said, but she could not meet his eyes. Perhaps her expression had not been persuasive enough, considering her father’s following words.

“Lady Margaret is your new mother now, my dear. She, like I, have your best interests at heart. You must promise me that you will respect and obey all that she asks of you. Do you understand?”

Lily could say nothing but nod, her eyes on the button of his waistcoat.

“It is imperative that you do what I ask, my dear, for remember, the success of your future hangs in the balance. Might that you had been my son, your fate would be otherwise, but that not being the case, you must marry advantageously. To so, you must abide by your new mother’s instruction. She is well-schooled in the requisite strategies needed by which to procure the optimal husband.”

“I understand, Papa,” Lily whispered unhappily, knowing of what he was asking her, that in effect, she must become servant to Lady Margaret’s demands.

“Very good, my dear. Don’t look so glum. Coming out is as exciting as it is complicated, and you have much to look forward to, in addition, of course, to your schooling in the delicately intricate arts of femininity.” With a sympathetic squeeze to her shoulder, he departed her bedroom.

Lily flung herself upon her bed and allowed the release of all the tears she had kept captive while in the presence of her father. She had no wish to distress him, and distressed he would be to know the depths of her sadness. She longed for Nurse Molly, missing the woman’s kind consideration and intimacy, and she missed the peaceful simplicity of her life before the appearance of Lady Margaret and her daughters. She longed for the girlhood that was now ended.

Midmorning the next day, Greenwillow’s aged butler Evans rapped upon Lily’s bedroom door. “You are wanted in the parlor, Miss Lily.”

Lily had already been informed by Lady Margaret at breakfast, along with the other girls, that they were to dress in their finest gowns and await their summons. Lily had no formal gowns, so she donned her best day dress. She followed Evans from the servant wing to the main portion of the manor.

“Miss Lily,” Evans announced and stepped aside so that Lily could enter the parlor. 

She was the last to arrive. The other three girls already stood in a row before Sir George and Lady Margaret, who were seated together upon the couch. Lily bit her lip to suppress the small gasp of dismay when she saw her father’s hand resting upon Lady Margaret’s knee, occasionally stroking with a subtle caress. The familiarity bespoke of an earlier intimacy, perhaps that very morning. Lily blushed, and then blushed again, to think of what her father and stepmother might have done on that couch prior to requiring their daughters’ attendance.

“Ah, the beauty of youth,” Sir George declared. 

He studied each girl’s form as it was presented to him with prolonged interest, his eyes slow and assessing as they traveled from their braided heads down to their slippered toes. Lily blushed under his scrutiny. She felt a little like livestock being examined in the village on market day.

Sir George smiled as he focused his attentions on his daughter. “All of London must prepare itself for when such loveliness arrives. Wouldn’t you agree, my darling wife?”

Lady Margaret perused each of them, starting with Harriet, and then moving down the line to Agnes, Kitty, and then her gray eyes finally landed on Lily. A moue of displeasure curled her full, plump lips, an expression Lily often saw her wear when her stepmother looked at her. “There is potential here, ‘tis true, however, it is most difficult to perceive, when it is shrouded under such garments as these. And their deportment,” she waved her hand at the four girls, “they do indeed lack the grace and poise requisite for young ladies. Not one of them looks much beyond the age of leading strings.” She rose to her feet and went to her oldest daughter, Harriet. “What would you say are Harriet’s feminine assets, dearest husband?”

Lily was very aware that her father’s eyes looked not at his stepdaughter but gazed with admiration and an intensity at her stepmother that Lily had never seen before. It was true that Lady Margaret shone like a burning star, her dusky red locks piled high upon her head to reveal the swanlike length of her neck and the soft, snowy white expanse of her generous bosom, where it rounded above the stays of her yellow gown. In contrast to her mother’s lushly rounded form, poor Harriet looked like a tall, brown beanpole, her body lean and bony, her complexion dark and not complimented by the scowl she so often wore, as she did at the moment.

“You have lovely hair, my dear child,” Sir George said, finally shifting his attention to Harriet. 

Lily realized that he was  right, for Harriet had rich, lustrous brown hair that gleamed in the sunny, midmorning light. At his compliment, Harriet smiled, and the amiable expression did wonders to approve her general appeal.

Lady Margaret circled her middle daughter, Agnes, who stood meekly under the inspection, her shoulders slightly hunched. Though Agnes shared Harriet’s dark coloring, she was short, of a stature akin to Lady Margaret, and like her mother, her body strained against the stays and ties of her gown, which she appeared to have outgrown.

“And what of Agnes?” Lady Margaret said, her gray eyes on her daughter’s bosom. 

Sir George’s eyes followed his wife’s, and he nodded. “You are right, my dear. A new frock would do wonders.”

Unlike her older sisters, Kitty had red hair like her mother and beautiful gray eyes. She giggled when her turn came. Lily could have hugged her for lightening and lessening the unpleasantness of the situation. Lady Margaret smiled, and it was apparent that Kitty was her favorite. Like Agnes, Kitty’s blossoming young body strained against the confines of a frock now too small for her.

“My goodness, how you’ve grown, Kitty,” Lady Margaret said to her youngest daughter and brushed back a curl that had escaped Kitty’s braided hair.

“I see your meaning, my dearest,” Sir George said. “She is fully mature and indeed ready for her coming out, despite her tender age.”

Lily swallowed with dread as she felt their eyes move to her, their slow perusal of her body making her blush again, though she felt the love in her father’s gaze, of which she was thankful. She had never thought of herself as shy, yet she’d had no experience of being so bodily scrutinized.

Uncomfortably, she shifted from leg to leg and crossed her arms over her chest. She knew that like Agnes and Kitty, her own bosom had continued to grow and swell, and it caused her not only embarrassment but discomfort as her day dress rubbed and pressed against the tips that had grown ever more sensitive.

Lady Margaret shook her head and went to Lily, her cold, hard fingers biting into Lily’s forearms as she pulled Lily’s arms away from her bosom. “A young lady must learn deportment and must proudly display her assets.”

Lily bit her lip in consternation as she felt her body betray her, the sensitive tips peaking and pressing against the fabric of her day dress, but what caused her the most distress was to see how her father’s expression suddenly altered. His blue eyes had fastened upon her bosom with a strange, lurid fascination. Lily began to feel flushed and faint with discomfiture at his prolonged stare. Lady Margaret must have become aware of the unwholesome attention, because she placed herself between her husband and Lily. Lily was grateful for the interruption and hastily crossed her arms over her traitorous bosom once again. 

Lady Margaret said to her father, “Upon this assessment of our daughters, what say you, Sir?”

Sir George rose to his feet and took his wife’s hand in his. He performed a courtly bow, bending his tall, lean frame, and pressed a lingering kiss to the back of her hand. “You know best, my Lady. Take whatever course you deem necessary to prepare our daughters for their coming out. Spare no expense. Now, I must retire to my study and attend to several matters pertaining to Greenwillow Manor.”

Lady Margaret took Sir George at his word, and within days, Greenwillow Manor was abuzz with the sound of seamstresses and the laughing giggles of Lady Margaret’s girls as they stepped in and out of the feminine garments and fripperies being created for them. Lily was not surprised to find that her stepmother’s attentions did not extend to herself, the seamstress being instructed simply to sew one new day dress and one evening gown for her. The young woman must have taken pity on Lily. For the gown, she selected a most exquisite shimmering sapphire blue fabric that set off Lily’s blue eyes and golden hair to appealing advantage. When Lily protested with embarrassed modesty about the décolletage, the seamstress lowered it to an even more daring depth, batting away Lily’s hands and saying that in Paris, such gowns were the height of fashion and all the rage. Lily stood in front of the mirror as the seamstress added the final nips and tucks to the stays and stared at her reflection. The seductively beautiful woman was unrecognizable to her, except for the long golden braid that draped over her bare shoulder and hung to her waist. The thought that she would wear such a thing outside the privacy of her bedroom caused a heated flush to climb her neck. She spun away from her image, thankful when the seamstress removed the scandalous outfit, and she was able to return to the more modest new day dress, with its decorously buttoned neckline.
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CHAPTER TWO
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March was ending, and with it, the rain. Lily sought solitude from the endless tittering and mindless chatter of her stepsisters by removing herself to Greenwillow’s gardens, which were just beginning to come alive again after the long winter. Fresh green shoots could be seen sprouting everywhere in the garden, all the way to the hedgerows. 

It was on just such a morning that Lily awoke and perceived the sun shining merrily upon the greenery. She thought to take a turn in the garden before breakfast. Leaving her room, she turned down the hall to go through the servants’ quarter and past the kitchens to the rear garden door. Sounds of clattering dishes came from the kitchen, but as she made to pass a door to one of the pantries, a strange noise startled her. She stopped and glanced inside the door, which stood open a narrow crack. At first, she could not understand what it was that she saw, though the low male grunting and muffled, high feminine keening were sounds that made her shudder with shameful remembrance. She bit her lip and unwittingly stared, rooted to the spot, trying to untangle the image she saw, for it appeared that an unfamiliar, tall man stood, his lower body jerking in a peculiar fashion, as he moved himself against a young woman, who was bent over a table. His arms were straightly rigid as his hands grasped the woman’s hips through the disordered folds and flounces of her petticoats and dress. Lily realized with a start that the smooth rounded curves of the woman’s bare buttocks were exposed and that an odd red appendage extended from the man and into the woman. With each jerking thrust the man made, the appendage slid into the woman, then reappeared, glistening strangely. The man and woman uttered their bestial sounds with the action, which forced the woman’s large, bared breasts to drag across the surface of the table. Lily’s eyes flew to the woman’s face and she bit back another gasp to realize that the young woman was Lady Margaret’s maid, Sophie. As she watched, the man’s jerking tempo increased and Sophie cried out, as if in pain. Suddenly, a white gloved hand pulled the door closed. Lily blushed in startled surprise to see the aged butler Evans standing stiffly beside her. 

“Perhaps it would be best if you move along, Miss Lily,” he said, his expression flat and blank of any expression.

“Of course,” Lily gasped and hurried onward down the hall, all too aware of the butler watching her escape. To be caught spying on such things! She blushed again and again to think that the butler had caught her in such a shameful act. 

Her foray into the garden did not have the calm and restorative effect she had hoped, for as she walked one of the gravel paths to the distant hedgerow, she saw nothing of the early spring crocus blooms and other new green shoots, and she felt nothing of the warm morning sun shining upon her. Instead, she was plagued by the images she had seen in the pantry, the strange sounds and that odd red appendage moving in and out of the maid and the maid’s responding cries. Despite her best efforts to forget what she had seen, it rose up again and again, unbidden and unsettling her. She could not quell the peculiar effect it seemed to have on her body, or perhaps it was merely shock that made her legs tremble beneath her as she walked.

Upon Lily’s return to the manor, she found herself in the most embarrassing of encounters, for when she entered the breakfast room, she found none other than the tall man she had earlier seen dallying with Lady Margaret’s maid. He stood at the buffet, helping himself to a plate of breakfast, while her father, stepmother, and stepsisters were already seated at table. She froze in the doorway, her eyes flying unwittingly to the front of his trousers. She felt a telltale blush creep up her neck, to think what she had seen him doing not a half hour earlier with the maid. As if he detected her eyes upon him, he turned suddenly. She bit her lip to repress a startled gasp as his gray eyes met hers and then boldly moved down her body, a slow grin lifting the corner of his mouth. Despite the impertinence of his gaze, she found herself unable to draw her own eyes away from him, for he was indeed, the most handsome man she had ever laid eyes upon. He had broad shoulders and dark auburn hair, gray eyes, and a firm jaw line. To be honest, she had not met many gentlemen besides her own father in her quiet life at Greenwillow Manor, but she was certain that this was a handsome man, and he was young, perhaps not quite thirty, though she had little experience on which to deduce his correct age.

“Sit by me, Uncle Philip,” Agnes said, patting the empty seat beside her. Her voice broke the man’s attention from Lily, who exhaled a small sigh of relief to be freed from the intensity of his gaze. Her hunger had fled, and she wished nothing more than to escape to her bedroom, but her father stopped her.

“Ah, there you are, my child. Good morning, lovely Lily,” Sir George beamed at her. 

“Good morning, Papa,” she said, returning his smile, her heart warmed to feel her father’s love for her.

He got to his feet. “Philip, this is my daughter, Miss Lily Lowell. Lily, this your new mother’s younger brother, your new uncle, Sir Philip Chester.”

“It is indeed a pleasure to find that I have another niece, especially one so beautiful. I am honored to meet you, Miss Lily.” Philip took Lily’s hand in his, lifting it to drop a moist kiss upon the back of it.

Lily blushed at the feel of his large hand grasping hers, and then she blushed again as she watched his firm lips press against the back of her hand, the sensation strange and unsettling. His gray eyes looked up and met hers and he grinned again. She bit her lip, trying to calm the wild flutters in her breast. She realized with discomfiture that he knew exactly what effect he was having upon her. And then the moment was over, for he released her hand and took a seat beside Agnes, who smiled a warm welcome at him. It registered upon Lily that she was not the only one who found Sir Chester appealing, for all of her stepsisters smiled and simpered at him, each vying for his attention with discussions of fashion and horses and life in London.

Sir George excused himself a short time later to attend to further Greenwillow business. Lady Margaret called her brother over to her side, while Lily’s stepsisters engaged themselves in a rousing game of cards. They had extended no invitation to Lily, but she didn’t mind. She wished only to escape the room and her stepmother’s scrutiny, however, when she stood, her stepmother called out to her.

“You have not yet been excused,” Lady Margaret said shortly.

Lily sank back down upon her seat, remembering her father’s instruction that she must obey her stepmother. She sipped the tea that had long grown cold, desolately aware of the conversations around her. Lady Margaret’s quiet voice caught her attention, and a growing dread filled her as she understood the import of her stepmother’s words.

“I know you, Phil, and I have also heard reports of your skill and mastery in the arts of pleasure. You are perfect for the job.”

“The trust you bestow upon me is an honor, dear sister,” Sir Chester nodded, a complacent look on his handsome face.

Lady Margaret shot her younger brother a sharp look. “They must be schooled, but they must not graduate. You must leave their virginity intact. Understood?”

“To be sure,” he smiled, but then his gaze shifted away from his sister and landed on Lily. The masculine intensity in his gray eyes caused Lily’s pulse to leap, for she suddenly envisioned him doing to her what he’d done to the maid. She tore her eyes from his.

Before they were all excused from breakfast, Lady Margaret informed both her daughters and Lily that they were to obey her brother, just as they had to obey her. 

Lily breathed a sigh of relief when Lady Margaret released her from the breakfast room. She was only vaguely aware that her new uncle and her older stepsister Harriet had retired to the parlor as she fled once again to the gardens. The day had grown warm and pleasant. She took her usual walk to the hedgerows, sitting for a long while and enjoying the sun’s warming rays upon her. She had no desire to return to the house for lunch. Eventually, wishing to delay her return to the manor even longer, she decided to take a walk to the far fields beyond the barn. She ventured down the cantering range to the stables. Before his second marriage, her father had never had the time nor the inclination to maintain the stables, and she had never learned to ride. Lady Margaret had changed all that, for now a collection of expensive horseflesh occupied the stalls along with the groom and stable boy she had imported from her previous household. As Lily passed the open doors of the stables, a towheaded boy not much older than she looked up from his job muckraking and gave her a wave. It was Andrew, the groom’s son and stable boy. She returned the wave and continued along the far side of the barn. She was about to turn the corner, when a flash of white caught her eye, and then the sharp voice of her stepmother made her freeze.

“Faster, Daniel. Yes.” Lady Margaret’s words ended with a sibilant hiss.

Lily peeked around the corner and then jumped back, leaning against the solid wood of the barn, her heart hammering in her chest. There was no other way Lily could make sense of what she saw but that her stepmother was riding atop her groom. Lily had only seen the man’s boots and breeches, where
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