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When the first gift arrived,
Lily thought nothing of it. The city was filled with any number of
wealthy, bored, unattached men. She knew that she had garnered some
attention since her arrival. The novelty of an adventuress among
their social circle made her a rather sought after companion
or simply
a prize to be claimed.

The first gift was
wonderful. Beautiful
lilies in an enormous and fabulously
expensive vase. The entire bouquet must have cost a fortune,
but she smiled at the
thoughtfulness of the giver. Lily racked her brain, attempting to
locate the would-be suitor who had taken the time to listen
to her rather than go on only about himself. There didn’t appear to
be a great many candidates.

The card attached was bare except
for the message and unsigned.

“Beauty never fades but lives in
memory.”

Lily smiled. Suave, Eric Lawson,
suave.

She pushed the thoughts of her
handsome friend aside, as she often did these days. Missing him was
difficult and painful, and Lily Morgan had already dealt with
enough of both in her life.

***

The second gift was more
puzzling. A necklace of gold with a lily on the end.

Lily touched the necklace with
delicate fingers. Who would do such a thing? Who among her suitors
was this thoughtful?

Rupert Wallace seemed the
most likely. They’d been out to dinner a couple of times and to the
theatre and dancing. Rupert was handsome and very wealthy. Lily had told him of some of her escapades,
and he had pretended to pay attention to her. Maybe the gift had
not been from him then.

***

The third gift was a strange
coincidence. Lily had been thinking of Eric’s voice. The way the
cadence of his tone had an effect on her at times, very much like a
caress. Lily knew she should have told him how much she’d loved his
voice. She should have told him many more things.

A package was delivered the
next day. A gorgeous leather-bound edition of poetry. A
beautifully etched bookmark marked a place where a passage had been
underlined. Lily read it once and shook her head in amazement. Then
she read it again and again until she could hear it in his
voice. She
was starting to forget. How she missed that
voice.

Lily went out
dancing, but
when she returned that night, she returned
alone, and
she slept with the book of poetry underneath her
pillow, her fingers against the soft leather.

***

The gift of a bird in a gilded
cage, at first confused her- until she read the note
attached.

“This bird is a wild one and
must fly free. It is a Crested Tit and comes from Mayfield. Come as
soon as you can.”

Of all the birds in
the wide
world, her mysterious admirer had chosen a
Crested Tit.

Lily gazed at the bird- it’s
beautiful feathers framing its tiny head like a cap - it reminded
her of her own. She chuckled. The tiny bird reminded her of
herself. Perhaps that had been the gift giver’s
point.

She found her fingers idly
stroking the pretty bird through the bars of its gilded cage.
Damn him
for making her love him so
much!

Lily began to try and track down
her admirer in the days before her trip to Mayfield. She assumed
this person to be European and came up with a list of
possibilities. Steven Wilder was an ardent young man whose head she
had perhaps turned as they had twirled around the dance floor at
the charity dinner a few months ago.

She had deemed him charming
and handsome and certainly worthy of her attention. He
was probably close to a decade younger than she but at his
worst, he was quite frivolous and immature. Perhaps a
man she could initiate into the pleasures of the flesh but nothing
serious. And yet somehow she resisted.

Lily discovered the young
man was indeed from Mayfield. His family had come from the land and
had done very well for themselves. Mystery solved, she
decided, but
she would follow it through for the sake of the
little captive bird.

Lily sat in front of the fire,
warming skin chilled after the pursuit of her enquiries. She ran
her fingers over her lips. What a generous and kind young man
Steven Wilder seemed to be. And it had been a long time for her.
Perhaps she should consider a fling?

She sighed and watched the
flames dance apart and then return to each other in the grate. The
truth was, deep in her heart, she didn’t want it to be Steven
Wilder. She wanted her secret admirer to be someone else
entirely.

***

Lily arrived in Mayfield on an
unusually sunny day and made her way towards the coast. Her little
pet had been listless for most of the journey but here, close to
his new homeland, he preened and puffed out his chest feathers. He
was home.

“If
only I was,” Lily said and
then looking at the bird continued, “Half your luck my little
friend.”

The little town of Cabren
was very pretty
and picturesque. Lily had caught a train as far
as the city and had then picked up a car and driven herself the
rest of the way. Being a sunny but brisk day, the journey passed
pleasantly enough.

She had taken a room at the Cabren
Arms and was greeted almost like royalty. She quickly surmised that
the daughter of a wealthy family did not often come to
stay.

“I have
something for you,” said the innkeeper.

‘Of
course,’ thought
Lily. ‘If he keeps this up dear Steven is going to succeed in his
plans.’

A tiny package was placed
into her hands along with an envelope, containing not a cryptic
card this time, but a letter in a fine hand.

Lily retired to her room,
tossed her hat and coat onto the huge and very comfortable
looking bed, fluffed her hair and dropped elegantly onto a large,
red velvet chaise, close to her own roaring
hearth.

She pulled the letter from its
envelope and began to read.

“My heart has been yours since
the moment I met you. I will be waiting on the trail by the coast
this evening at three. Might I add that this may be an opportunity
to set your feathered friend free so he may feel the wind under his
wings again.”

Lily’s breath caught in her
throat. It was a common enough phrase but god, how she wanted it to
be him.

It couldn’t be. Eric was oceans
away A world away and a world apart. She missed him so
much.

Shaking off her reverie, she
returned to the letter.

“I hope you will forgive me
for all this intrigue. I am reliably informed, however; that you enjoy a good
mystery.”

Lily smiled. Oh,
Steven Wilder, you’ve certainly done your
homework.

She looked
to the end of the letter. It was signed, “Ever and always
yours.” She turned to the little package and examined the
outside.

It was small, unremarkable
wrapped in brown paper and string. Lily removed the
string and unwrapped the item carefully, revealing a long leather
box. She flipped open the lid to reveal a bracelet. Diamonds
and sapphires alternated along its length. The gems danced in the
firelight. It was an exquisite and expensive piece. Lily ran her
fingers over the jewels. It must have cost an absolute fortune. Far
too much money for someone hoping for a fling. The piece spoke of
intimacy, and
commitment and truth be told, it frightened
her.

She would meet Steven Wilder
at three o’clock, she decided, return the beautiful bracelet, let
him down easy and escape back to London as quickly as
possible.

As Lily placed the bracelet
back into its case, something caught her eye. She plucked up the
corner of the card and pulled it from underneath the satin lining
of the box. There was no denying that it must have been pushed in
there on purpose. A clue to intrigue her. It was a gentleman’s
calling card and not just any gentleman by the look of things. The
card bore a family coat-of-arms. The name emblazoned upon the card
was the Earl of Sonder. The crest contained the image of two blue
lions, symbols of great courage, on other panels were blue and
white checks on a gold background. Lily recalled her knowledge of
heraldry. The gold denoted generosity; the blue and white peace,
sincerity, loyalty and truth- the checked pattern signified
constancy and wisdom. All rather wonderful characteristics, she
reflected.

Lily considered long and
hard. She could not remember ever having been introduced to the
Earl of Sonder. An inquiry at the reception desk provided no
information of any help whatsoever. A ‘man’ had delivered the
package. And the Earl, when he was at home- which was rarely
apparently, resided at nearby castle and estate. The old man at the
desk provided Lily with a weighty tome on castles,
and she settled down in the lounge area to
read.

The castle had been built
back in the twelfth century and was indeed the current residence of
the Sixth Earl of Sonder. A photograph of the castle showed it to
be a very large
and impressive residence indeed. The roofed
spectator area, she read, was home to a number of swallows
who would call the area home in spring and
summer.

Lily paused, sipped
a very good
whiskey, re-read the passage once
more.

Everything about what she
had read pointed on one direction but everything about
it she dismissed as impossible. Eric Lawson was many
wonderful things, but a member of the Scottish peerage was not one of
them. He was also- not here.

Lily glanced at the clock. It was
one in the afternoon. She stretched and yawned. She would take a
short nap, bathe and then take her feathered friend to the coast to
release him. Perhaps setting him free would help her with her own
dilemma.

If her mysterious admirer wasn’t
Steven Wilder and wasn’t Eric Lawson, then who the hell was he? And
why had she risked travelling all the way to Mayfield, alone, to
meet him?”

***

A little before three, Lily
emerged from her room at the Inn wearing a thick wool skirt in a
black weave with small white flecks and a heavy sweater in a cream
cable knit, with a round neck. She wound a bright blue scarf about
her throat and laced up her knee-high leather
boots.

After hauling on a
heavy cream-coloured coat, she left the Inn,
ignoring the stares of various patrons as she carried a birdcage
through the lobby, and headed for the coast.

Her heart was pounding in
her chest with anxiety, excitement, expectation. Today she would
meet the mysterious stranger who’d sent her so many gifts that
spoke so directly to her heart as if he knew her.

She was afraid of who he
might be but
more afraid of who he wouldn’t or couldn’t
be.

Lily reached a bend in the trail
and noted her captive bird danced about the cage, flexing his wings
and preening his feathers.

“I guess this is
your stop,” she remarked out loud and set the cage down on a patch
of grass. She sat down next to the cage and opened the door,
cooing to the little bird to take wing. The bird hopped up onto the
wire of the doorway and cocked his head to one side towards
her, before fluttering his wings as if to test the breeze
and then taking off in a flurry, along the coast.

Lily lifted her face to the sun,
feeling the warmth of its rays as she watched the little bird
disappear.

“You just keep those eyes turned
skyward.”

She thought for several
seconds that stretched
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