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      Dear Readers, I hardly know where to start in this retrospective, the last issue of The Tattler under our editorship. Next week, you shall be learning the latest on-dit from someone else, although I assure you that you will be left in good hands (or good ears). You asked how it was possible a nearly thirty-year-old earl ended up betrothed to a younger daughter of the ton in the course of only two days. Truth be told, the courtship lasted two full months. Yes, dear readers, I am guilty of having withheld information from you. In the interest of full disclosure, here is where our tale begins. Do pay attention to the dates. ~ The lead story in the May 14, 1818 issue of The Tattler.

      

      Friday, March 13, 1818 in Lord Weatherstone’s gardens

      A man’s lips weren’t so very different from a woman’s, Lady Emelia Comber decided as she glanced in the direction of the nattily dressed gentleman having a word with her mother. Maybe not as pink, of course, but still much like a set of miniature pillows stacked atop one another. From beneath her parasol, she allowed her gaze to sweep over the crush of attendees lest the man take notice of her taking notice of him. And his lips.

      Her mother’s laughter had her attention returning to the man. He had obviously said something witty, for Patience Fitzsimmons Comber, Countess of Aimsley, rarely laughed.

      Tittered sometimes. Giggled on occasion. But she rarely laughed.

      Emelia was about to wander in the direction of the refreshment table—not a single footman had walked by whilst she stood waiting for her mother to finish her conversation with... she frowned. She didn’t even recognize the man with the perfect pillowed lips. The dark blonde hair worn just a bit longer than her brother, Alistair, wore his. The eyes so blue, they seemed to pin her into place that one fraction of a second he caught her staring at him. A straight nose that had never been caught unawares by a fist or a feisty horse. A relaxed stance making him appear so at ease in this mass of aristocrats and their families, he may as well have been the host of the soirée.

      As to how old he was, Emelia had no idea. From one perspective, he appeared about the same age as her brothers— mid-to-late twenties, perhaps—but when he laughed along with her mother, the creases on either side of eyes and mouth had her wondering if he were ten years older.

      Who is he? she wondered at the very moment a footman stopped beside her carrying a tray of champagne in tall flutes.

      “Pardon me,” she whispered as she took a glass from his tray. “Would you know who the man is with Lady Aimsley?”

      The footman surveyed the crowd, as if he were scoping out where he would next take his tray of bubbly. “Lord Fennington, my lady,” he whispered hoarsely, his gaze continuing past the man in question.

      Bless his heart, Emelia thought as she gave the footman a nod of thanks.

      “An earl, if I remember correctly. Unmarried and quite vocal in this session of Parliament. Inherited the earldom from his father not quite five years ago. He will be thirty on his next birthday.”

      Emelia’s eyes widened. Goodness! Were all the Weatherstone footmen this well-versed in the peerage? Before she could reply, the servant was off to offer champagne to a nearby couple.

      Well, an earl minted in the last five years would certainly explain why she didn’t recognize him. She had been in finishing school in Switzerland until just a few weeks ago. Given her travels back to England had included several stops along the way, she had only been back in Aimsley House a few days.

      The Weatherstones’ garden party, an early Season event designed to show off the lord’s spring plants, was a favorite of the women who lived in London year-round. The fact that there were so many men in attendance was a reminder that, other than the theatre and Parliament, which had convened in late January, there were few diversions in London this time of the year.

      In the middle of a sip of her champagne, Emelia blinked when her mother turned and waved in her direction, a gloved hand indicating she should join her and the man.

      Almost unable to swallow, Emelia blinked. The very worst thing a recent returnee to London can do is to attend a garden party, she thought. She hardly recognized anyone. Despite having lived in Switzerland for the past four years—or perhaps because of it—she was shy. She wasn’t about to simply introduce herself to the younger ladies she might have at one time played with in Grosvenor Square or Hyde Park, or even attended school with the one year she did so in London. And now her mother was insisting she be introduced to Lord Fennington and his gorgeous lips and blue, blue eyes and wavy blonde hair, and his straight, never-been-broken nose.

      Taking a deep breath and then swallowing the rest of her champagne in a single gulp, she left the glass on the edge of a footman’s tray and made her way to Lady Aimsley’s side. She gave the man a deep curtsy. Now was not the time to wonder if her yellow sprigged muslin gown with its contrasting pelisse and parasol were appropriate for such an affair. The ensemble had been fashioned by a modiste in Geneva, but the pattern differed from most of the gowns on display on the bright green lawn behind Lord Weatherstone’s mansion.

      “Lord Fennington, I’d like you to meet my only daughter, Lady Emelia,” the countess said by way of introduction. “She’s been on the Continent for finishing school these last few years, and is most talented at drawing portraits,” she added when her attention was caught by another woman. “Would you please excuse me? Lady Torrington has just arrived, and I haven’t seen her in an age.”

      Felix Turnbridge, Earl of Fennington, gave a quick glance in the direction of the Countess of Torrington. “Of course. Do give her my regards, won’t you?” he replied before turning his attention to Emelia. The way the countess rushed off only a moment after calling her daughter over to join them would have any witnesses to their conversation thinking she had engineered a meeting for her daughter with the unmarried earl.

      Nothing could be further from the truth.

      Felix had asked for the introduction. Indeed, he had nearly begged the Countess of Aimsley for an opportunity to meet her daughter. From the moment he had spotted the young lady emerge from the back door of Lord Weatherstone’s ballroom at her mother’s side, he had been intrigued.

      The clothes she wore were different from those worn by the other young ladies in attendance, but they were perfect. Her tiny bonnet—almost a hat—allowed her entire face to show and displayed her blonde, coiffed hair to its best advantage. The manner in which she held herself had him realizing she hadn’t been in London very long. Not with her shoulders pulled back as they were, making her appear confident despite her shorter stature—not all slouchy like so many of the other young women preferred to stand—and that erect posture permitted her perfect figure to show to his benefit.

      She wasn’t anything like the other young women who flitted about the grounds, garbed in white and wearing bonnets with brims so deep, their profiles were completely hidden. “Hullo. It’s very good to meet you, my lady,” he said with a deep bow. He took her gloved hand and kissed the back of it.

      “And you, my lord,” she replied with a deep curtsy. Goodness! If Emelia thought he was handsome from over ten feet away, she had no idea what word to use to describe just how gorgeous he was up close!

      “Fennington, please,” he stated. “I was good friends with your older brother, Adam, back when we were at Eton,” he added, noting how her expression changed when he mentioned Viscount Breckinridge, the future Earl of Aimsley. Probably figuring out how old I am, he thought, hoping she wouldn’t err on the high side. Most people thought him much older than he was, a situation he found he could do nothing about.

      Emelia angled her head. “Would I have had the pleasure of meeting you in the past, then?” she asked, quite sure she didn’t recognize the earl. No wonder the man had her mother laughing, though. He was probably regaling her with tales of Adam’s antics whilst at school. Although, when she gave it more thought, her mother might have been left weeping at hearing some of the things her oldest brother had done whilst at Eton.

      Adam hadn’t been the best behaved son of an aristocrat.

      Felix shook his head. “Unfortunately not. Breckinridge and I didn’t become acquainted until we met at Eton,” he replied.

      “Oh, of course,” Emelia managed, desperately wondering what to ask next. Given her shyness, keeping up her end of a conversation was a challenge. Who. What. Where... “Do you live in London year-round?”

      Rather surprised at the unusual question—young ladies usually commented on the weather—Felix nodded. “I do. And will you be staying in London now that you’ve finished school?”

      Angling her head to one side, Emelia regarded him as she felt a warmth creep up her neck. At any moment, her cheeks would bloom bright pink, but she couldn’t help the excitement that seemed to skitter through her entire body at the thought the earl would be the least bit interested in where she ended up living. “I will, yes,” she replied. And then she realized the conversation ball was back in her court. Well, horses were always a safe subject when it came to men, she thought. “Do you keep a favorite breed of horse here in town? Or perhaps I should ask if you even ride.”

      Felix knew at that moment Emelia Comber was special. Not just because she was pretty or had a pleasant figure or because she drew portraits or because she seemed interesting. Before this very moment, no other woman had ever asked if he preferred a specific breed of horse!

      “I own a Percheron. She’s not too large, and she handles well in the traffic,” he replied before finishing off his champagne. “Would you care to join me on a stroll?” he asked as he held out an arm. “I am of a mind to walk for a bit.”

      Rather surprised at the invitation, Emelia allowed a nervous grin as she gave a quick glance in the direction of where her mother was engaged in conversation with a group of older matrons. “I would. It’s very kind of you to offer, especially since I’ve never been in these gardens before.” She placed her hand on his arm and set her pace to match his, hoping he didn’t think she was babbling.

      “Your mother tells me you’ve been on the Continent. Did I understand her correctly? Geneva?” Felix questioned as he waved to another man in the crowd.

      “Indeed. I was there for four years,” she managed, thinking her cheeks must have bloomed an even brighter pink when she realized her mother had been telling the man about her. “I was not the only Londoner, however. I lived in the home of Mr. Burroughs. He’s an expatriate—a banker—and he was my protector during my stay. I shared a room with his daughter, you see.” Now, I’m babbling.

      “After Geneva, I do hope you’re not finding London too boring.”

      Stunned at the comment, Emelia nearly stopped in her tracks, and then had to when the earl paused to capture two glasses of champagne from the same footman who had spoken with her just moments ago.

      Struggling to avert her eyes from the footman’s quick glance in her direction—she was sure his eyebrows were waggling—Emelia thanked Fennington. “I’ve always found London diverting,” she replied before taking a sip of the champagne. Did the man know she had already downed a glass not five minutes ago? At any moment, her knees would begin buzzing. “And finishing school in Geneva is not nearly as diverting as it may sound.”

      Felix led her to the edge of one of the gardens, the new shoots of greenery already leafing out and budding to display an array of what would one day be daisies. “Pray tell, why there, and not finishing school in London?” he asked as they continued around a row of short shrubs that led to another garden behind a hedgerow.

      “Oh, I was at Warwick’s for a year,” she countered with a nod. “But... I did not care for it.”

      Surprised by the comment, Felix paused and regarded her for a moment. “The school? Or a particular teacher?”

      Emelia visibly stiffened. “I’d really rather not say. That is, if you don’t mind terribly, my lord. My discomfort had nothing to do with the school. Many of my friends attended Warwick’s, and they liked it just fine. It just wasn’t right... for me.” She sighed inwardly, wishing she had never put voice to her opinion.

      One of Felix’s brows furrowed as he realized he had touched on a rather touchy subject with the young lady. He had given her the perfect opportunity to put voice to her complaint, though, and yet she hadn’t.

      How refreshing, he thought.

      Faith! Was he really so jaded as to expect every young woman capable of voicing displeasure or complaints or... gossip when invited to do so?

      Well, yes, actually.

      He supposed he had to suffer it, given his avocation. And given his avocation, her comments now had his curiosity piqued. If it wasn’t the school Lady Emelia found objectionable, then perhaps one of the instructors had been guilty of something that had her fleeing to Europe. Guilty of some wrong-doing.

      Had there been inappropriate advances, perhaps?

      The idea of a rake taking advantage of the young lady raised his hackles. He had been friends with the older Comber boy whilst they were at Eton. Given neither of Emelia’s brothers would have been in London at the time she attended Warwick’s—both Adam and Alistair were in university at the time—meant her father would have been the only one to defend her honor. Did Mark Comber learn of the issue, though? Or had his countess simply seen to moving her daughter out of London and to her favorite school in Switzerland? The woman had spent some of her own youth in Geneva, and had probably attended the same finishing school.

      Felix made a mental note to look into who had been employed by Warwick’s five years ago. An exposé on the school or one of its employees might have appeared in the paper.

      In the meantime, Emelia had knelt down to cradle a daffodil in one gloved hand, her nose barely touching the white and yellow petals as her parasol listed off to the side. Felix didn’t know if it was the way the sun lit her face just then, or the expression she displayed, or how her long lashes rested on the tops of her cheekbones, but he was transfixed.

      Emelia Comber was truly pretty. Delicate, like the flower she held. A bit shy. Probably didn’t have a mean bone in her body.

      How positively refreshing.

      “It’s so lovely,” she murmured.

      “As are you,” Felix responded, the words out of his mouth before he could censor them.

      Her eyes widening at his compliment, Emelia slowly stood up. There was a moment where her eyes took in his lips and then had to be torn away to look into his eyes. “It’s awfully kind of you to say, my...”

      “Fennington,” he murmured, interrupting her. Before she could respond, his lips lowered, their soft pillows searching to rest against hers. At the moment they touched, a most pleasant buzzing settled into his head and knees.

      He wasn’t about to blame it on the champagne. Nor give it any undue credit.

      Emboldened when she didn’t pull away, he dared to use the tip of his tongue to split her lips apart. When her mouth opened, he captured her lips with his own and continued the kiss.

      Jesus! She should have slapped him. She should have pushed him away. She should have screamed bloody murder, but he was ever so thankful she did not.

      How long had it been since he had tasted a woman’s lips? How long since he had enjoyed the feel of a woman in his arms? For a moment, he couldn’t recall ever having kissed a woman quite like this.

      Certainly not the mistress he had employed before he realized he could no longer afford such a luxury. With her, kissing on the lips had been verboten.

      Certainly not the barmaid in Oxford who offered herself every time he visited his favorite pub during his years at university. She had only wanted a quick tumble and the payment to go with it, though.

      Emelia’s sudden inhalation of breath brought him back to the present. He let go his hold on her lips, but just barely. Just enough to allow her a moment to put voice to a complaint, to a protest, or hopefully, to a plea for him to continue. When she made no sound at all—indeed, he felt her entire body nearly fall against the front of his—he resumed the kiss, his lips molding to her open mouth, suckling her lower lip before taking her mouth again and again in a kiss that was as tender as it was possessive.

      He claimed her then. There could be no other word to describe how one hand moved to grip her shoulder while the other wrapped around the back of her waist, pulling her hard against him. His tongue delved into her mouth. She tasted of champagne and sweet berries. She smelled of honeysuckle. She felt luscious beneath his hands. She was everything he had ever wanted in a woman, and he could do nothing but imagine what life might be like with her at breakfast every morning, with her at tea and during dinner, with her in the library for walnuts and coffee. With her in his bed every night, round with his child...

      Felix blinked, rather heartened to find Emelia’s lashes still covering her eyes. When he finally pulled away, he left his forehead pressed against hers. “I know I should apologize, but I find I...”

      “Do not,” Emelia whispered quickly, her breathing labored, her eyes squeezed shut.

      Felix stilled himself, reluctantly removing his hands from her body when he was sure she could stand of her own volition. “Please, do not think me a rake, for I have never done anything like this before,” he murmured, his lips barely touching her forehead.

      “Of course not,” Emelia replied, her eyes still shut. “It was all my fault, of course.”

      Felix frowned, wondering at her words. He lifted her chin with one finger. “It is not, my lady. It simply... happened. I do not believe the heavens or the earth could have prevented it.”

      Nor will they in the future, if I have anything to say about it.

      Emelia’s eyes opened then, their irises blooming with bright green as her pupils became pinpoints. “I could have,” she whispered. “I should have.”

      Giving his head a quick shake, Felix kissed her again, a soft, tender kiss that lasted but a moment. When he finally pulled away, he allowed an audible sigh. “If I do not return you to your mother this very moment, I shall have to take you to Scotland,” he whispered hoarsely.

      Not quite sure what he meant, Emelia nodded. Her mind was a swirl of thoughts, none of them coherent. “Of course,” she managed to say, a wan smile finally appearing. “Lead the way.”

      Feeling a profound sense of disappointment, Felix Turnbridge finally offered his arm and led them around the end of the hedgerow and back to a cluster of women which included her mother. He kissed the back of her gloved hand and made sure to hold on just a second longer than was necessary.

      “I look forward to when next we meet,” he murmured, relieved when she finally made eye contact.

      “As do I,” she said as she curtsied.

      Within moments, Emelia was in the company of the Countess of Aimsley, and Felix was on his horse in the drive in front of the mansion.

      His mind a whirl of plots and plans, Felix considered what to do next. Had anyone seen them kissing in the gardens, Emelia would be ruined. He would be forced to offer for her hand, a situation he realized he wouldn’t mind in the least.

      He could only hope she would accept.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            ASKING PERMISSION TO MARRY GOES AWRY

          

        

      

    

    
      Alas, dear Reader, if you have ever found yourself in the throes of Cupid’s cruel trick, you will know the agony that must be endured. But you must not feel the least bit of sympathy for us. We were foolish in love and worse for we had never learned not to mix business with pleasure. ~ The editor’s final story in the May 14, 1818 issue of The Tattler.

      

      March 13, 1818, Aimsley House study in Park Lane

      “You wish to what?”

      Mark Comber, Earl of Aimsley, had barely leaned back in his dark leather chair when he pitched forward and regarded his visitor with surprise.

      “I wish to marry your daughter.”

      The older earl waved the other earl into the chair across from his desk. “Since when?” The two words were filled with suspicion, as if Aimsley couldn’t decide if Felix Turnbridge was playing a trick on him, or if the man was serious. He had been good friends with Aimsley’s oldest son, and heaven knew Adam was a troublemaker if there ever was one.

      Felix inhaled slowly and wondered how much to admit. He pulled his chronometer from his waistcoat pocket and gave it a glance before replying, “Fifteen... make that sixteen minutes ago.”

      Aimsley House was only a few doors down from the Weatherstone mansion, after all.

      Aimsley slowly leaned back in his chair, never allowing his stare to leave the Earl of Fennington. “And just what happened sixteen minutes ago?”

      Exhaling the breath he’d been holding, Felix decided honesty was best. What’s the worst that could happen? It’s not as if Aimsley could deny him. “I kissed Lady Emelia. During the garden party at Lord Weatherstone’s mansion.”

      Waving a dismissive hand, Aimsley made a dismissive sound. “Is that all? Jesus, Fenn, you had me thinking you claimed her virtue,” he complained. “Don’t be thinking you have to offer for her hand over a...” He paused as his eyes widened. “You haven’t proposed to her already, have you?”

      Felix frowned. “Of course not,” he said. “I wanted your permission first.”

      Aimsley seemed to give off an air of relief. “Well, don’t fash yourself. I’m not going to hold a peck against you, especially one that took place in Weatherstone’s gardens.”

      Narrowing his eyes, Felix wondered at the man’s unexpected response. In fact, Mark Comber’s cavalier attitude about his daughter—his only daughter—being kissed—in public, no less—had Felix feeling a hint of anger just then. “It wasn’t just a peck, Aimsley! I kissed her. Several times. Thoroughly,” he added, rather proud of how he was owning up to his unexpected rakish behavior.

      After all, he chided others for the very same. Publicly, although not in his own name. Wrote damning articles and published them on a weekly basis. The earnings from his avocation were the very reason he could now afford to take a wife.

      Aimsley leaned back in his chair and lifted one booted foot onto the edge of his desk and then crossed the other over it. His hands clasped in his lap, the earl appeared as relaxed as any wealthy man with nothing better to do. “Hmm,” he murmured. “Just like that, you kissed her?”

      Felix sighed. “Yes.”

      “Without provocation?”

      “Well, none from her, of course.” When Aimsley aimed a frown in his direction—finally!—Felix added, “She was... regarding a daffodil at the time, holding it in her gloved hand...” He pantomimed the gesture as he spoke. “And she sniffed it, and I was...” Overcome, he almost said. “Bewitched,” he finished, one brow cocking up, as if he dared the other earl to counter his claim.

      Rolling his eyes, Aimsley twiddled his thumbs for a moment. He glanced out the window behind his desk. He sighed. “All right. Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to court my daughter. Properly. Take her for rides in the park— with a chaperone—have tea with her, take her to the museum. Dance with her at balls. All that rot.”

      “Agreed,” Felix replied quickly, about to say more when one of Aimsley’s hands lifted as if to cut him off.

      “For eight weeks.”

      Felix blinked. “Eight weeks?” he repeated.

      “Indeed. And you can only escort her once a week. If, at the end of that time, you’re still enamored with her, you can ask for her hand. I’m not going to force her to marry you, though. If she turns you down, you’re done.”

      Not having given thought to just how Emelia would feel about marrying him, Felix allowed the sudden sense of disappointment he felt to wash over him.

      Once a week?

      “Why?” he whispered. “Why are you... Why are you not requiring me to marry her like any decent, vengeful, angry father would do?” he asked as his voice took on a hint of impatience. “Your reaction is entirely at odds with how you’re supposed to react to having learned your daughter—your only daughter—was kissed!”

      The other earl displayed a grin Felix found rather evil just then. “You’re completely forgetting there are others we must take into consideration here.”

      “Others?”

      Well, there was Emelia, of course.

      The Earl of Aimsley shook his head. “I have a countess. The mother of my daughter. The voice of reason in this household. The love of my life, I might add,” he said in a quieter voice, remembering how bereft she had been at his reaction when he learned his second son had sold his commission in the army. He had disowned Alistair, refusing to honor a promise the young officer had made to provide fifteen pounds a month to a late soldier’s widow.

      All was well now, of course, for once Patience had made Aimsley see reason, he had made amends with their son and was seeing to the payment of the monthly pension for the widow. Meanwhile, Alistair had become a leading consultant for Tattersall’s and the head groom of the Harrington House stables, a position he had agreed to in exchange for permission to marry Julia Harrington. His first and only granddaughter had just been born from that union. “If my countess learned I had given permission for some rake to marry Emelia...”

      “I am not a rake!”

      Aimsley gave Felix a quelling glance. “You just admitted to having kissed my daughter—thoroughly,” he countered with a bushy brow arched up. “Anyway, I’ll let Patience know what’s happened...” He paused when he paid witness to Felix’s sudden strained face, rather enjoying just how much discomfort he was causing the man. “And consider her thoughts on the matter.”

      It was at that moment that Aimsley remembered Felix wasn’t as old as he looked. This was a young man who had been friends with Adam, his heir. They had gone to school together. Patience rather liked Felix, he remembered, for Felix had tried to keep Adam out of trouble at least as much as the two were in trouble. “Take heart, Fenn. Emelia must be rather fond of you, or you would be displaying a shiner about now,” he added with a teasing grin. Then he waved his hand as if to dismiss the earl.

      Wondering at the reference to a shiner, Felix gave the other earl a bow and took his leave of Aimsley House.

      He had some research to do and a courtship to arrange.

      

      “Did you enjoy the party?” Patience asked from her side of the town coach, curious as to her daughter’s silence since leaving the Weatherstone’s gardens.

      “Oh, very much,” Emelia replied with a nod, her gaze darting to something outside the window. “I can certainly understand why their balls are so popular. The ballroom is beautiful, as are the gardens.”

      The countess allowed a grin. “I’m so glad Fenn was there. Why, I haven’t seen him in an age.”

      Emelia was beginning to think her mother’s reference to ‘in an age’ must have applied to any amount of time more than a few months. Then she realized just who her mother meant by the name ‘Fenn’. “He seems... nice,” she offered, not quite sure what to make of a man who would kiss her senseless and then claim he wasn’t a rake.

      On the one hand, she should have thought of him as a rake—she hadn’t even been in his company for ten minutes when he was suddenly kissing her. She could feel the blush creeping up her neck and blooming on her cheeks at the thought of how he had been staring at her just before his lips pressed against hers.

      On the other hand, he had seemed sincere with his words even as he realized she would be hard to convince.

      What had he been thinking? They had been out in the open, in front of God and who knew-how-many garden party guests just on the other side of the hedgerow!

      “Nice?” her mother repeated in disbelief. “My darling, if that man were ten years older, and if I were ten years younger...” Patience stopped speaking, and for the first time in Emelia’s life, she paid witness to her mother blushing.

      “He is handsome,” Emelia agreed with a teasing grin. And he kisses as if it were his sole purpose in life. To bestow those gorgeous lips on poor, unsuspecting young women who knew better but couldn’t help themselves. “By the way, what does it mean when a man says he might be forced to take a woman to Scotland?”

      Patience Comber tore her gaze from a horse and rider outside the town coach window and stared at her daughter. “Did Fenn say that? To you?” The question was asked with so much hope and enthusiasm, a startled Emelia could only blink.

      How should I reply? To answer in the affirmative would let her mother know Fenn had indeed said it and said it to her. Did she want her mother knowing such a thing? Depends on what it means. “I overheard it whilst I was waiting for you,” she finally said with a shrug.

      The disappointment her mother conveyed with how her shoulders sagged had Emelia wishing she had simply admitted Fennington had said it. “What does it mean?”

      The countess scratched her eyebrow with her ring finger. “Elopement, my darling. It means that if a man cannot wait the three weeks for banns to be read, he’ll take his betrothed to Scotland for a quick wedding,” she explained. “Gretna Green is the closest village to the border, so it’s the most popular place to get married. To elope.”

      I shall have to take you to Scotland. The words echoed in Emelia’s head. Did Fennington really mean he wanted to marry her? Or that he would have to marry her because they were about to be caught kissing behind the hedgerow?

      Well, no matter. It wasn’t as if she would see the man again anytime soon. He had probably already forgotten about the kiss. Forgotten about her.

      She couldn’t forget about him, though. She would be reliving the sensation of those lips on hers when she climbed into bed and attempted to sleep. She would be reliving that moment when she looked up and saw how Fennington gazed down at her. Reliving that moment when his arms were suddenly steel bands around her shoulders and waist, pulling her hard against the front of his tall body, the evidence of his arousal pressed into her belly and sending shivers of excitement up and down her spine.

      That moment when he kissed her one last time. So tender. So filled with promise.

      Patience watched her daughter, realizing the girl was lost in thought. Good thoughts, she hoped, for Emelia deserved nothing less. And if those thoughts included the Earl of Fennington, then all the better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            A GOSSIP MONGER PLOTS A COURTSHIP

          

        

      

    

    
      Oh, dear Reader, it’s at this point in our tale that we must admit to having made a grievous error. We were selfish, you see, and it cost us. Our goodwill coffers will be forever empty as a result of just one miscalculation. ~ Part of the editor’s farewell article in the May 14, 1818 issue of The Tattler.

      
      Late afternoon, March 13, 1818, in the editor’s office of The Tattler

      Donning a dark brown wig in front of the ornately framed looking glass in his office, Felix Turnbridge regarded his image and frowned. He looked awful. The hair color aged him at least ten years, and the style of the wig had him looking as if he were still living in the Georgian era. But when he added a matching mustache and a pair of wire spectacles that rested just beneath the bridge of his nose, his transformation into Mr. Frederick Pepperidge, editor of The Tattler, was nearly complete. Changing into a topcoat suitable for a clerk or solicitor ensured no one would suspect he was really a man of quality.

      His office said otherwise, but then he had always thought it needed to project a certain gravitas. A hint of wealth rather than tawdriness prevailed. This was the office in which lives could be easily ruined with a pen and ink. When someone did pay a call, it was usually to provide news worthy of publication.

      But there were also those who took exception to the articles that appeared in The Tattler. Once those visitors were shown to his office, they were usually too intimidated by the rich furnishings and carpet to put voice to their complaints about unfair treatment in his publication. He especially enjoyed watching the guilty realize they had been caught, fair and square. They needed to feel shame for their actions.

      “Afternoon, Mr. Pepperidge,” his front office clerk said from the threshold of the main door into the office. Another door, somewhat hidden at the back and side of the office, gave the earl the means to get in and out of the building without being seen by the young man who stood before him.

      “Connors. Any news?”

      The clerk nodded as he stepped into the office. “Had the usual weekly visit from Lady P, and some urchin dropped this inside the front door and ran away,” he said as he placed a thick bundle of parchment and a scrap of paper displaying a scribble on one side.

      Intrigued, the editor took the papers and set them on his desk. “I’ll have today’s garden party article finished in a few minutes, but in the meantime, here’s the article from last night’s visit to the theatre.” He had attended a production at the Theatre-Royal in Covent Gardens in the hopes of overhearing gossip. He wasn’t disappointed. The tidbits would fill an entire column.

      “I’ll get this typeset right away, sir,” Connors said as he took the article.

      Pepperidge watched as his clerk made his way past the iron press and back to the front office, rather glad the young man didn’t seem suspicious as to the identity of the man for whom he had worked since the beginning of the gossip rag. The Tattler was nearly three years old, its start due to his extreme boredom and curious nature.

      And dwindling bank accounts.

      No matter where he went or what event he attended, gossip seemed to entertain more than the musicales or soirées or even the balls at which the gossip was exchanged.

      Which begged the question—would the average Londoner, far removed from the ton in terms of lifestyle and entertainments, be interested in gossip that featured members of the aristocracy? Were Londoners really that interested in the lives of those who made up the haute ton?

      Well, after circulation numbers increased ten-fold before the sixth issue rolled off the iron press at Tattler Publishing, he had his answer.

      A resounding Yes!

      What was it about gossip that had so many so eager to buy a weekly rag?

      Curiosity, of course. And perhaps a bit of spite. For to read about the foibles and farces of aristocrats meant they were just people at heart, people who were no better than the common folk who populated most of England. An accident of birth determined whether or not someone was an aristocrat or a commoner, after all. The fact that they would pay to read such dreck was as much a surprise as it was a windfall for his bank account.

      His coffers needed extra money to pay off his father’s gambling debts, although if he cut back on his gambling and replaced his older tenant farmers with younger ones, he might do just fine on the earldom’s income.

      But, he rather liked a game of whist now and again. And he didn’t wish to replace any of his tenant farmers. He had known some of them since he was a toddler.

      Seating himself at his massive mahogany desk, Felix opened his ink pot and pulled a sheet of parchment onto the blotter. He quickly wrote a summary of that day’s garden party, making sure to include notes about those in attendance, descriptions of the food on the refreshment table, and a compliment about the generous amount of champagne served by a phalanx of footmen. He mentioned the most welcome appearance of Lady Torrington, the garden party being her first ton event since giving birth to twins.

      He lifted his quill from the paper. He rather wished he’d had an opportunity to speak with Adele Slater Worthington Grandby. The countess was always a joy and sometimes dropped tidbits of gossip without realizing she was doing so. At least she looked well. She looked happy. As had Grandby. In fact, the earl looked as if he had youthened ten years as the result of becoming a father.

      Perhaps he had. Felix knew the man had been spotted in the company of his countess and an extra wide perambulator, proudly pushing the conveyance containing his twins whilst they took a walk in the park.

      Would I look as if I had youthened ten years should I become a father? he wondered.

      Trying to imagine himself in such a scenario, Felix found he could not. He could certainly imagine Emelia holding their babe, though.

      He shook his head and returned his attention to the parchment, remembering he should include a note about her return to London after a lengthy absence, and then he added a mention of the stylish design of her gown and pelisse.

      Here he paused and sighed. Even when he wasn’t thinking about her, he was thinking about her, it seemed.

      Aimsley’s instructions had been clear. He could call on her once a week for eight weeks. Then he could ask for her hand.

      Realizing he couldn’t yet put her out of his mind, he decided an invitation was in order. Drawing a sheet of stationery embossed with the seal of his earldom, Felix quickly penned a note to the Earl of Aimsley’s daughter.

      
        
        Dear Lady Emelia, I hope this note finds you happy and in good health. I thoroughly enjoyed our walk earlier today and all that it entailed. I do believe daffodils are now my favorite flower.

        It is my fondest desire to escort you (and your maid, of course) for a ride in the park during the fashionable hour. May I come by Aimsley House at four o’ clock to collect you? I look forward to your favourable reply. Very sincerely yours, Fennington.

      

      

      As he reread the missive, he realized he hadn’t indicated a day, but decided he would simply plan to be at her house every day until she appeared ready to leave with him. Or perhaps she would dictate the day in her reply.

      The thought of receiving a reply had a shiver running through his body. Faith! Is this why young couples were so ridiculous when they were in love? He felt almost giddy thinking about Emelia, his heart seemingly skipping a beat here and there.

      Too bad Aimsley had decreed he could see her only one day a week, though. Given the restriction, he hoped the calendar wouldn’t start its countdown until the following day. Aimsley certainly wouldn’t include today as one of the days, would he?

      Folding his note into a neat square, Felix dribbled some wax onto the seam where the four corners met at the back, and then stamped the Fennington seal into the hardening puddle.

      Although a courier would be by to pick up his mail first thing in the morning—probably before he was even in the office—this particular missive would need to leave from his townhouse in Bruton Street. No use having a courier wonder why an earl’s mail was included in letters from the publishing offices of The Tattler.

      Since he had the time, he pulled another sheet of Tattler Publishing stationery onto the blotter. He penned a note to Moyer, his private investigator, with instructions to look into Emelia Comber’s enrollment at Warwick’s. Remembering she had been in Geneva for four years, he narrowed down the timeline for when she would have been at Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School to at least four years ago. He wondered who else had attended the school at the same time. Certainly Mayfield’s daughter, Julia, and Chamberlain’s niece, Samantha. Maybe Bostwick’s wife. Would one of them know what had happened?

      Then he recalled her father’s comment about him not having a shiner.

      Felix straightened in the leather chair.

      Had Emelia punched someone?

      A grin split his face as he tried to imagine the demure young lady balling up a fist and hurling it into a man’s face. He frowned when he realized how much it had to have hurt her delicate hand. She might have broken a bone or two!

      
        
        Discover whatever happened to necessitate Lady Emelia Comber leaving the school in favor of attending one in Geneva, he wrote. A physical altercation may have been involved. ~ Pepperidge.

      

      

      Folding up the note, he made sure to use his other seal in the wax. The seal that displayed the name of his publication in an arc around the shapes of a quill and ink bottle.

      The Tattler.

      Once the wax was dry, he tossed it onto the salver for his courier.

      The scrap of paper the clerk had delivered still rested where he left it. Lifting it between two fingers, he struggled to make out the feminine writing.

      
        
        Lord M has made an offer to a courtesan for her services. Contract is said to be signed and a townhouse secured in Green Street.

      

      

      Frederick Pepperidge frowned. Lord M?

      Morganfield?

      He couldn’t imagine David Carlington arranging a mistress, not with the woman he had married, but then, he couldn’t think of another lord whose name began with an M, either. For tips such as this, he could simply print them as they were provided. In this case, he decided to do so. He risked an angry visit from the marquess, but he would simply explain it was a tip provided by someone else.

      Lady P’s thick bundle opened up once he had the yarn undone from around it. Three pages of gossip spilled forth, most of it notes from calls the old woman paid on other aristocrats’ wives. A good deal of cattiness on the part of the viscountess, to be sure, but then Lady P lived for gossip. He skimmed the notes, not particularly surprised by anything he read but he had to tamp down the urge to laugh at some of what he read.

      That is, until he reached the last page.

      A certain name jumped out at him.

      
        
        Lady Emelia has returned from her extended stay in Switzerland, presumedly because she has finally completed finishing school. Time will tell if four years away from her brothers has reformed the tomboy.

      

      

      Pepperidge blinked. And blinked again as he reread the entry.

      Lady Emelia, a tomboy?

      He couldn’t begin to imagine how the delicate woman he had escorted in the gardens—not two hours ago—and kissed with such abandon—could possibly have been a tomboy.

      She did have two brothers, though.

      Older brothers.

      Adam and Alistair Comber.

      Allowing a chuckle of mirth to burble forth, the editor took up his pen and inked through the comment about Emelia being a tomboy. Did he dare ask her about it when he took her for a ride in the park?

      But another option seemed preferable. What if he asked her as Mr. Pepperidge? What if he arranged a meeting with her to allow her to comment on the news that she had been  a tomboy?

      Well, it would give him more time with the young woman.

      Settling back in his deep leather chair, he considered how to write his next missive. Given Aimsley’s dictate that he could only court Emelia one day a week, perhaps this was a way he could see her more often. In secret.

      He had to.

      He already knew he would spend the entire night tossing and turning with thoughts of Emelia. Perhaps he would even pull a pillow against his body and hold it as he hoped to one day hold her in his bed.

      No wonder some of the men in the ton behaved as they did with their wives. They enjoyed kissing!

      Kisses.

      Emelia’s kisses had been magical. He might have initiated them, but she had returned them measure for measure. With passion. With her body pressed entirely against his. Although he didn’t expect he’d be able to kiss her again until the day of their betrothal, he could at least imagine kissing her again.

      Just to be in her company would tide him over for a time. A half-hour. Just the two of them. Alone.

      The idea that came to him was so brilliant, so unexpected, Felix blinked several times as he reconsidered it. A way to meet her in the park—just the two of them—alone.

      Was it too cruel, though?

      Possibly.

      Would it work?

      Well, of course, if the young lady was the least bit concerned over gossip about her appearing in The Tattler. She had just returned to London, after all. The very last thing she would welcome was gossip that had her kissing out in the open, in broad daylight, during a ton event.

      Oh, and the reminder that she had at one time been a tomboy.

      He pulled a sheet of The Tattler stationery onto the blotter. Changing his handwriting so the lettering was straighter than his normal slanted hand, he composed a letter proposing a bargain.

      
        
        Dear Lady Emelia, As the editor of The Tattler, London’s leading publication on gossip, I was most intrigued when
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