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You have my promise that I have never used AI technology to produce any part of the books I write and publish, and that I never will. Each and every word is mine. I spend copious hours every day outlining my books and then writing them. I refuse to use AI technology because then that product isn’t writing. That is cheating and asking a computer to do the work for me.

So much of writing is organic, and computers simply can’t make a reader feel the things a hero and heroine go through. I absolutely love connecting my characters with my readers, and letting my readers have a fully immersive experience while reading my stories.
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I hope you enjoy this romance. I wanted to showcase the plight of many a young lady and what probably happened more often than not during the Regency era. And because I didn’t wish for my heroine to give up her child or have her family send her away to cover her indiscretion, I came up with a solution that also probably happened more often than not. The world back then wasn’t kind to women; it’s still not to an extent.

I also wanted to give my heroine a happy ending. After all, scandal doesn’t mean being forever branded with shame for the rest of one’s life. Why shouldn’t Phoebe find love and happiness out of something so horrific? The progression of her pregnancy and her bonding with the hero is quite lovely.

And you might remember Quentin from Garbed in Purple. He was one of Theodosia’s friends, but so many readers wrote to me asking if he would ever have his own romance, that I decided to match him with Phoebe. I think they make a nice couple.

Enjoy!

Sandra
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To everyone who has made mistakes in their pasts but hasn’t let them define you. Here’s to you and your strength to grasp all the good out of the bad.
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When the man you desire won’t take the hint, you need to become creative in your pursuit despite the danger.

Lady Phoebe Mountjoy, daughter of the Earl of Sunderland is trouble. After being violated without her consent at a ball, two months later she discovers she’s increasing. Eight and twenty, unwed and without offers, she’s quite desperate to hide the evidence of the looming disgrace. So, she calls upon a childhood friend in the hopes she can persuade him to marry her for convenience’s sake as well as to save her reputation.

The Honorable Quentin Arkwright, first son of Viscount Tarleton, is no stranger to courting scandal. However, when a woman from his past drops by with a shocking proposition, he’s intrigued and then ultimately enraged as she shares her horrible story. He agrees to the marriage in name only with alacrity, for she doesn’t deserve her situation, and he is in need of a match so he can avoid the Marriage Mart.

As the months slip past and Phoebe’s pregnancy grows more advanced, the two strike up an endearing friendship. Despite the roots of their union, romance blooms, but when the man who put her in the compromising position makes a reappearance and threatens everything she and Quentin have built, they’ll have to make some difficult choices that will scandalize the ton. If they’re lucky, love will be a reward neither of them thought possible.
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June 2, 1819

London, England

“I’m afraid your fears are justified.”

Lady Phoebe Mountjoy, daughter of the Earl of Sunderland, moaned in despair as she looked at the midwife who’d just spoken. “Oh, please tell me there’s a chance you are wrong.” Her stomach pitched, so she quickly swallowed to stave off the inevitable. She stared at the ceiling where a dark stain marred the plaster in one corner and the faded mauve and cream striped wallpaper was peeling in another.

“Not likely, miss.” The woman of indeterminate years clicked her tongue. She shook her head as she wiped her hands on a pinafore apron of unbleached muslin. “I’ve done this sort of examination enough times and seen enough young women in your same position to know the signs and symptoms.”

“This simply cannot be happening.” She cast a frantic glance to her maid, Mary, who sat on a stool in the corner, doing everything she could to try and not listen to the conversation. “Please, Mary, tell me this is all a horrid nightmare, that I’ll wake soon, and you’ll give me my customary drinking chocolate and toast.”

But she knew. Oh, of course she did. Hadn’t she woken before the sunrise this morning? Hadn’t she sneaked from the house with Mary in tow to come across London in a hired hack so no one would know her destination or could guess the reason? Hadn’t she spent the last month fretting when her menses had been suspiciously absent for the second time?

It was a nightmare, but not one from which she’d awaken soon.

“You know I can’t say that, my lady,” Mary whispered with a furtive look at the midwife. “You’ve fallen into scandal, no doubt.”

“That is not helpful, Mary.” Phoebe sat up and swung her legs over the side of the narrow bed where she’d had her examination. Her stomach roiled, both from her condition as well as the wave of worry that plowed into her. “It cannot be true,” she whispered again. Tears welled in her eyes. “This simply cannot be happening.”

The midwife blew out a breath of apparent frustration. “You’d best learn how to square with the news, miss. You’ll be showing the evidence of your indiscretion soon enough.” 

“Indiscretion?” Righteous indignation rose through her chest in a hot tide. “This was not an indiscretion, madam!” Heat slapped at her cheeks. “I was coerced, taken against my will at my younger sister’s Come Out ball. A man forced his prick into my body, and now this!” 

Unbidden, those memories came pouring into her mind.

It had been a glorious spring day at the end of March. Her sister had just turned one and twenty, and as a treat, her parents decided to throw her a Come Out ball. Everyone in the household had been keen to put open the doors, for winter had been all too long, and the social season was always better with events that were personal. She and Alice had been fitted for brand new ballgowns. Hers had been a beautiful shade of peacock blue while her sister’s was white with the typical flounces of a young lady first entering society. The house had been decked out with bowers of flowers from various hothouses. Food and champagne had been brought in to mark the occasion. Even her middle brother had been excited for the festivities, mainly to see if his streak of luck held at the card tables against a wider net of opponents.

Perhaps she’d been all too naïve or perhaps she’d been too hopeful that she might finally meet a man she could marry, but when a handsome viscount of notorious fame had asked her for the first waltz of the evening, she’d been star-struck.

He’d been polite and courteous and oh so charming. She couldn’t imagine where he’d gotten his reputation as a rogue. As they’d gone about the floor, he’d paid her lavish compliments, declared his undying devotion, and then asked if she might like for him to call upon her. Of course, she’d agreed. It had been all too exciting, for her longish face and shyness and a penchant toward book reading had made all of her Seasons unproductive. And now here was a titled peer, paying attention to her and wanting to further their acquaintance!

As soon as she’d agreed, he’d cajoled her into showing him her bedchamber upstairs. She’d agreed, thinking it to be proper enough, for he intended to court her which would undoubtedly lead to a betrothal. But the second the door closed behind them, he’d become a different person. His kisses weren’t gentle or tender, and they certainly hadn’t been romantic. They were hard and rough with his tongue in her mouth, and then he’d torn at her gown, wrenched it down so he could fondle her breasts. Those caresses had hurt and confused her more than they’d aroused. Where was the gentleman she’d known from the dance floor? Before she knew what to do or could even push him away, he’d shoved her onto the bed. In a flurry of skirts, he’d soon used his own cravat to tie her wrists to a bed post.

Oh, she’d been so frightened! It had all happened so fast. He’d put a hand over her mouth, told her she was naught but another conquest that he’d won on a dare, and then had his way with her. He’d taken her innocence, he’d stolen her excitement, and lastly, he’d tossed away any hopes and dreams she might have had for a future. No matter that she’d struggled and tried to kick him from her body, he’d rucked up her skirts and shoved that hardened part of him inside her. Over and over, he’d used her to pleasure himself. He hadn’t cared that she’d cried out from the pain, hadn’t cared that she had been terrified and ill-prepared, he took and took and took. Didn’t even have the common decency to withdraw. Instead, he’d spilled his seed inside her and then left her bound to the bedpost, in pain and burning with humiliation the night of that ball.

“Miss, are you all right?” The sound of the midwife’s voice, coupled with her touch on Phoebe’s shoulder, brought her back to the present.

“No, I’m not.” Tears sprang into her eyes. Mary had been the one to find her later that night, thank God. If it had been her sister or mother, things would have been exponentially worse. “I wasn’t given a choice nor was there any pleasure in the act, yet I’m the one to bear the brunt of the trouble.”

“I’ve heard the stories time out of hand, miss. The results are the same. Men do what they want and take without care. To them, women exist as nothing more than a place to stick their pricks.” 

“What am I going to do?” Phoebe wailed and wished she could tell her mother about this, for then perhaps she’d have a comforting hug or kind words.

Yet none of that was possible, not with scandal looming and a younger sister to think about.

“Only you can say, miss.” With a shrug, the midwife bustled about the room, gathered a few packets of herbs and different salves and tinctures, put them all in a small willow basket. “These teas will help stave off the stomach sickness.” She tapped the packets. “Mix them with hot water. Try to drink them whenever you’re feeling as if you’ll retch. The ginger tincture will do the same. A drop or two under your tongue will suffice. The peppermint oil rubbed on your temples will help with headaches. Some women suffer them as the pregnancy goes on. And the salve will keep the skin of your belly supple as it stretches.”

Oh, merciful heavens, please stop talking! She didn’t want to do any of that. The only thing she wished for at this point was to bury her head beneath the bedclothes and pretend none of this had happened, to go back to that night and never dance with that dastard of a viscount.

But the midwife went on, oblivious to Phoebe’s distress.

“That’s all I can do for you. It won’t be easy.” Worry gathered in her eyes. “You have no man and no prospects. And from the looks of your clothing and you having a maid, you’re of the Quality. Your best hope is that your people send you away. Your worst, being tossed out in the gutter, but if that happens, come back here. I can point you in the direction of places you can go to give up the babe.”

Her mouth went dry. There were so many decisions to make and secrets to keep. And tears to cry. “How long do I have until letting out my seams won’t hide this... problem?”

“Probably a month. You’re slim to begin with without room to spare. You’ll have curves soon enough,” the older woman said with an assessing glance at Phoebe’s figure as she stood. “Best figure out your future now. Once you start to show, your family will shut down that scandal as quick as they can.”

“Of course they will, for my sister has better odds of making a brilliant match than I ever did.” That’s how it had always been ever since Alice had been born. A tear escaped to Phoebe’s cheek. An impossible situation, this, with no good options. No matter which she chose, her existence as she knew it was over. “I never thought my life would end like this.”

The midwife snorted. “You are increasing, miss, not dying.”

Phoebe rolled her eyes. “I need comfort and security,” she whispered. There wasn’t even the option of sharing this with her mother, for there was no more proper woman of her connection than her. She’d be so scandalized that she’d take to her bed for three days. Everyone knew how the Countess of Sunderland was prone to fits of fainting.

“That’ll be difficult to come by, and it’s sorry I am you’re going through it. All too often, it’s the woman’s lot in life. Men parade through London doing whatever they please with very little consequences, but the moment a woman does anything that doesn’t smack of proper, she is labeled as worse than the devil.” The midwife added a few more things to the willow basket. “Come the end of the year, your babe will arrive.”

An infant to care for in the New Year. Phoebe shuddered just from thinking upon those words. What do I know of rearing children? No one would care that she had the voice of an angel and had dreams of becoming an opera singer. With a babe on her hip, all of her dreams would never come to fruition. “There truly is nothing I can do.” The last time she’d known either comfort or security was... ten years ago with Quentin Arkwright on his father’s country estate. 

I haven’t thought about him in years!

Her father’s property in Essex County bordered the viscount’s. That summer had been lovely. She was seventeen and had the whole world at her feet. Her sister had been ten but laid up with a case of pneumonia, so she wasn’t about to bedevil Phoebe or her friends. It had been raining that day, and she’d been caught out in it as she’d walked back to the manor from the village on an errand for her mother. Quentin—full of himself as well as confidence—had met her with a gig. He’d convinced her to let him take her for a ride, and to her young girl mind, straight out of the school room, having a man nine years her senior offer to spend time in her company was like manna from heaven. Out of the rain, those feelings of comfort and security had assailed her, and she knew somehow deep down in her soul that he would always be there to help her out of scrapes and scandal.

Their friendship had strengthened over the years, as had his chivalry. He’d been her best friend back in those days. They’d exchanged letters while she’d gone to finishing school and he’d moved on to Oxford, and in those missives, they’d shared everything about themselves. More’s the pity she hadn’t seen him for a few years, not even during each Season, but his name had been bandied about, for his penchant for scandal included sabotage and pursuing basic rights for marginalized peoples in London. Not long ago, she’d heard rumors about him being held for ransom to induce one of her friends—Lady Theodosia Cavendish—to marry a scoundrel of a man.

It had ended in disaster and scandal, as such things usually do.

Yet Theodosia had come out of it with her head held high. She wasn’t labeled as a fast, fallen woman, and she wouldn’t have a babe by the end of the year. No, she’d have a wedding and a husband who adored her and a wonderful, happy life to step into.

What am I going to do? Another round of tears held her captive.

“Miss? I have other women to see this afternoon. Please pay what you owe me.”

Again, the sound of the midwife’s voice wrenched her back to the present. “Right.” Phoebe fished about in her reticule. When she withdrew the coins, she put them into the woman’s palm. Never had pen money gone to such serious endeavors, nor as ominous. 

“And, begging your pardon, but there are ways to rid yourself of an unwanted pregnancy,” the midwife mentioned in an offhand aside. “However, drinking the tea oftentimes results in painful cramping for days before you will finally pass the tissue. And, at times, some women have a violent reaction to the herbs.”

Phoebe’s lower dropped open. The idea was repugnant to her. There was a babe growing in her belly, who depended upon her to protect it. She might not want the infant, but she didn’t think expelling it was the answer to the problem. “That is not an idea I shall entertain.” Even if that decision put her in more jeopardy.

“As you wish. I just thought to mention it. Some women regardless of station are happy for the option and go on to live perfectly healthy lives.”

“It’s understandable, of course. Both paths are frightening.” She nodded as her pulse ricocheted through her veins. Never in her life had she faced such uncertainty or fear. “Can I be assured of your discretion?”

If her father were to discover her secret before she could put a plan into place, she would be sent to Great Aunt Agatha in Somerset, where she’d basically wait on the woman hand and foot. Once it came time for the birth, that “good” woman would no doubt tell her that there were “complications” during the birth and that her baby had died—which meant she would always wonder if that was the truth—and some weeks later, the news that “friends of the family” in the next county over who’d thought they could never have a child suddenly had one would break. It would be lauded as a miracle and quite the coincidence, of which she would forever try to puzzle out.

I couldn’t bear either of those stories.

“Who would I tell, miss?” The midwife brought the willow basket over and thrust it into Phoebe’s hands. “I don’t even know your name nor your address.” She shrugged. “Young women in drastic circumstances are far too common in this world. You are merely one of dozens in London alone that I will see before midsummer.”

Well, that wasn’t comforting at all.

Slowly, she slipped off the bed. Her head pounded with worry and the room slightly spun, but she steadied herself with a hand on the bed. “Thank you for your time.” What was she to do now? Fear mixed with despair in the pit of her stomach. Combined with the urge to cast up her accounts, she’d never felt more horrible... or hopeless. “Come, Mary. We might as well go.” She clasped the strings of her reticule in one hand and the basket handle in the other. But what would she do once she arrived home? Her mother would want to know what errand she’d had to run. She would be curious as to the contents of the basket, would try to inquire as to why Phoebe was so pale and sickly.

“Oh, Mary, everything is such a mess.”

Once they’d squeezed into a hired hack and were on their way toward Mayfair, she frantically racked her brain for ideas on how to save herself as well as her reputation. To say nothing of preserving her young sister’s chances of making an advantageous marriage.

Unbidden, her mind went back to her girlhood days when there were no worries and all she’d hoped for was Quentin Arkwright to notice her beyond her girlish figure and penchant for giggling at inappropriate times, for him to see her as a woman.

One day in late summer, she’d been seventeen and he six and twenty. She’d come upon him at a pond on his father’s acreage. He’d been skipping rocks across the water’s surface with his face like a thundercloud. When she’d asked him what was amiss, he practically broke down and admitted that the young lady he’d fancied—an earl’s daughter—had turned him down in favor of a man higher on the instep and older besides. He’d sworn there and then that he would never again give away his heart, for romance surely didn’t exist and all women were fickle.

She’d comforted him as best she could, but secretly her heart had rejoiced. Perhaps he would notice her now.

Not only had he not, but he’d called her one of his best friends. At the time, she hadn’t been choosy as along as he kept her in his life, even at the periphery. After that, Quentin had formulated a plan. He proposed that if they hadn’t settled down and married by the advent of her fourth Season, they would marry each other to keep them each from being lonely and societal failures. 

Of course she’d agreed. They’d each spit in their palms and shook on it, which had been a sad testament to how truly young and immature they’d both been. Then, he’d surprised her by sealing the oath with a chaste kiss to her lips. It had been her first, and it had made a lasting impression upon her.

After that, she’d developed a crush on him, but he left the country estate shortly after that, for he’d gone to London in order to try his luck at earning a fortune as well as chasing the chance to court someone else regardless of what he’d told her earlier in the summer.

Apparently, women weren’t the only fickle ones and men’s powers of recall were weak.

Though it was well past her fourth Season, Phoebe had forgotten about that oath until just now. As far as she knew, Quentin hadn’t married nor was his name currently linked to that of a lady. Was it possible he’d remember that long ago day and their promise?

Would he agree to save her reputation even if it meant possibly sullying his own?

The idea held merit, but it would all depend on Quentin and the thread of their long-ago friendship. “Mary, once we return home, I’m going to need your assistance in changing clothes. There is an old friend I’d like to visit yet today.”

“Whatever you say, my lady. I certainly don’t envy you what’s about to happen.”

“Yes, well, neither do I. The only thing I can do is mitigate what will come next.”

And if she had her way, it wouldn’t be scandal, but it wouldn’t be a happily ever after either. Those dreams had died the second the viscount had violated her.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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The Honorable Quentin Douglas Arkwright remembered to nod while his aunt went on and on in her current diatribe about why he was living his life all wrong. If he didn’t do some sort of moving, he’d fall asleep, for he’d heard this lecture time and time again.

Finally, he lifted a hand. “Perhaps I should stop you right there, Aunt Janice.” When one of her blonde eyebrows rose, he sighed. “I think I can gather the crux of your miscontent.” He rested an ankle on a knee. His aunt had been a frequent visitor to the house ever since Quentin’s mother had died several years before. It was both comforting and difficult, for she resembled her heavily. “You are disappointed in me for being six and thirty with no marriage prospects on the horizon, and neither have I managed to reproduce. Is that correct?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say disappointed, but...” Her words trailed off.

He then glanced at his father, the Viscount of Tarleton. “And you are disappointed I haven’t yet managed to make something of myself with the exception of running wholeheartedly into scandals that support social causes which make you feel uncomfortable.”

“Of course I am. However, what you have managed to do is... admirable.” His father twisted a signet ring on his right little finger. “You’ve a few investments.”

“I do. And I’m filling in as your man-of-affairs. I believe that, under my guidance, your investments as well
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