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Chapter One
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Walter Holland wasn’t a very tall man, but he made sure he made up for it by having a very large presence. At just under six feet and over a foot shorter than his younger brother, he had learned at an early age that presence was about more than just physical stature. He knew to stand straight, head up and eyes hard as he surveyed the house he was about to enter. Some called his appearance stern, but that suited him just fine. He didn’t have time to bother with being charming. 

“I should have simply sent a letter,” he muttered to himself as he approached the front door. 

He had received the invitation by mail and originally thought to decline. The marquess and his wife were well-known for their beautiful daughter and their social aspirations. However, the daughter in question had done everything she could to avoid matrimony. Including rejecting suitors and frightening prospects away with her outspoken opinions over the last three years. People had begun to wonder if she would end up being London’s prettiest spinster.

There was no doubt what they hoped the outcome of his visit would be. It was not uncommon for a family to bargain away their children for a title. 

Normally, such a thing would hold no interest for him, but unfortunately, Walter found a lot of things changing. The death of his father had left him with a title and a mountain of debts he couldn’t pay. Now he contemplated marriage to secure those funds and fix what his father had done. The marquess was a wealthy man and had no sons to leave it to. 

As he followed the servant through the house, Walter took quick note of the furnishings. Everything appeared new and of the most current style. He wondered how much they spent on decorating each season just to keep it that way. His own home had the same pieces of furniture he had known as a child. They were of such good quality, they never went out of style. That was one of the many differences between the two families. 

“You may wait in here,” said the footman, leading Walter into a well-furnished parlor room. 

Walter had expected to meet the marquess in his study, as what they were discussing was essentially a business transaction. 

Walter had been dealing with parents pushing their marriageable daughters at him since he had left school, even before he had the title to himself. In his youth, he was careful to avoid them, but remained polite. He had fallen in love with a London beauty quickly, then he was off the market. It was a real love match. At least on his side. When his beautiful wife turned out to be a conniving temptress who betrayed him at the first chance, Walter realized it had been a mistake to follow his heart. That was a mistake he would not soon repeat. 

“I’m sorry to keep you waiting.” 

The woman who swept into the room was too young to be the marchioness. She wore a light pink that brought out the color on her cheeks and complemented the bright blonde hair she had pulled up in an elaborate twisted braid. Sparkling blue eyes beneath dark, sultry lashes blinked at him as she pulled her lush mouth into a smile and extended a hand to him. 

“The footman didn’t tell me that any of my appointments had arrived,” the woman said. “I just saw you waiting in here when I passed by. I’m afraid I didn’t get your name.” 

“Walter Holland, Earl of Walsh.” Walter took her hand in his cautiously, waiting to see if she would recognize his title. 

The way she continued to smile at him in an unwavering fashion told him she had no idea who he was.

“I don’t remember seeing that name on my list of appointments today, but I’m afraid my mind has been a bit overwhelmed by the task at hand.”

She said that as if he should know what task she was referring to, so he simply nodded. 

“When I decided to help with the fundraising, I thought it would be simple. It has turned out to be so much more than I expected.”

“Things often turn out to differ from what we expect,” he said slowly. 

The young woman took him by the hand, pulling him in the direction of the small table and chairs. She rang for tea while he took a seat. Walter should have pointed out that she had mistaken him for someone else, but curiosity had him holding his tongue. 

“I appreciate you taking the time to visit me about this matter,” she said, taking the seat across from him. “I know that most people in society avoid talking about such unpleasant topics, so I admire your willingness to hear me out.” 

Walter kept his silence, and she continued to talk. 

“I always knew that women were at a disadvantage, no matter their station in life, but for the working class, it is so much worse.” The woman paused as a maid entered and placed a serving tray with tea on the table between them. “Thank you, Hannah.” 

“Yes, Lady Sarah.” 

Sarah? That could only mean this was Sarah Langston, the women he was here to discuss with her parents. She seemed completely unaware of who he was, showing her parents hadn’t shared their intentions with her. It was not uncommon for parents to make such arrangements on their daughters’ behalf, but the ladies were not usually kept so completely in the dark. 

“Lady Sarah,” Walter started to speak, “I think there has been a misunderstanding...” 

“Oh dear, don’t say you are having second thoughts.” She flashed him that dazzling smile again, making him forget for a moment what he was about to say. “I know the subject of educating women is not a popular one, but I assure you it is a good thing for the world.”

“Education?” 

“Yes.” He could see the slightest wavering of her smile, showing she was nervous about what she was saying. “The education of women is vital for their survival, especially among the working class. Without it, they have no choice but to fall on other means to keep themselves fed.” 

“You mean...” Walter found it difficult to discuss prostitutes in such a pretty parlor room. 

“Precisely. If a young girl has no way to learn, she has no means to earn a living wage in any kind of decent way, meaning she must find indecent means to do so.”

Most proper young ladies wouldn’t know about the indecent things in the world, let alone discuss them in polite company. Walter had been expecting an empty-headed beauty when he arrived, not this interesting creature sitting across from him. 

“That is why I have decided to help open a school for girls here in London. Where young girls from the working class who might not have other means to learn can educate themselves for better positions.”

“Such as?” 

His question must have been interpreted as a positive sign because her smile broadened. 

“Such as housekeepers, shopgirls, nannies, and even governesses.”

“You want to open a school for maids?” 

A little wrinkle appeared between her delicate eyebrows, and her lips turned into a frown. 

“How do you think one learns to properly clean and serve?” she asked. “Do you think the knowledge is simply bred into them? It is a skill, and we must teach it. Not everyone has the chance to learn from someone already in service.” 

“What kinds of students are you expecting to enroll?” 

“Orphans,” she said, sticking her chin out as she spoke. “Widows and those who have lost their way.”

“You mean soiled doves?” 

Walter couldn’t help but laugh at that. The poor girl was hoping to save the wrong souls if she thought she would get them to clean sheets. Most women in that profession preferred it to hard labor. 

“Yes. Those that fell into such a position by no choice of their own.”

That made him stop. The young lady had such an earnest look on her face that he had no doubt she believed in the importance of her mission. 

“Even if they were able to learn a trade such as cleaning, what decent home would employ them?” Walter hated to be the one to crush her dream with the harsh truth. 

“If they graduated from a school that was endorsed by a handful of the right people, they could use that as a reference. We would not only give the school our money, but also our support.”

“You think any lady would bring a fallen woman into her house to work? Any married lady?” 

He knew that no woman would risk her husband’s infidelity in their own home that way.

“Women should attempt to help each other, not feel threatened.” 

That was not how the female mind worked. Walter knew exactly how vindictive and petty a woman could be if she felt threatened. 

“Which is why I am looking for supporters among the ton,” she said, her frown relaxing. “I could fund the project with my own money, but I also want the support of other members of society in order to make it a success.”

“You expect to find people willing to vouch for total strangers, based solely on what? Do they get to be interviewed before they attend this school of yours? Are there exams given? Who are the instructors going to be? How do you plan to establish a good reputation for such a school?”

He expected her to be so overwhelmed by his questions that she would be silenced, but it was quite the opposite. Lady Sarah narrowed those blue eyes of hers and smirked. 

“They will have to go through an interview with the board members before they are admitted. The instructors have been carefully chosen based on recommendations from some very high-ranking friends of mine. They are some of the best in their fields.” 

High-ranking maids? That sounded ridiculous. 

“There will be exams given throughout their time at the school and before we give them their references and helped into positions.”

“You are going to educate them and find them work?”

“I am in a position to do so; why would I not?” 

Walter looked at her a bit more carefully. On the outside, she appeared the same as every other pretty debutante—a traditional English beauty with delicate features and fair skin. It wasn’t until you looked closer at her wide blue eyes that you saw the twinkle of mischief and intelligence there. She was not simpering in the corner or fishing for more false flattery. The woman was assessing those around her and most likely finding them a bit too dull. Walter had trouble trusting beautiful women after his wife’s indiscretions, but he found an intelligent woman even more unsettling. 

“I have outlined all the details for the girls’ school in my business plan,” she said, reaching out to place a hand on his. “If you will let me send you a copy to review, you will see how well thought out this is.” 

Walter doubted she could have created a detailed business plan on her own. No doubt it was more of a hopeful essay about saving the wayward girls on the streets. Something that came close to fiction in its optimism. It piqued his curiosity, and he was about to give her permission to send him a copy. Unfortunately, they were interrupted by two people bustling into the room in a hurry. 

“Lord Holland.” The marquess and his wife entered the room, a look of surprise on both of their faces. “I thought you would meet us in the back parlor. Please excuse the confusion.”

“No trouble,” Walter said, watching Sarah’s reaction as it played across her features openly. “I have been having an interesting conversation with your daughter.” 

“Interesting?” The marquess gave his daughter a hard look. “I’m afraid she has developed a bad habit of speaking out of turn.”

Walter could see the bright red color spreading across the young woman’s cheeks. 

“No, she was simply keeping me entertained. She is as charming as you described in your letter.”

The mother and father exchanged glances but didn’t argue with him. Sarah, for her part, was smart enough to remain quiet. 

“This was an unusual method for introductions,” said her father. “But hopefully you won’t hold it against us. I do hope you will join us for dinner.”

Walter looked at Sarah, who keeping her own eyes averted. He couldn’t tell if she would welcome him at the table or not. He had to admit that having dinner with them sounded a great deal more interesting now that he had spent some time with her. 

“I suppose it would suit me to join you for dinner,” Walter said. 

“Good. We can discuss those other matters afterward.”

He saw Sarah’s head pop up and her eyes narrow on her father. Walter was certain that they had not consulted her before they sent the invitation. She could probably guess what those other matters were and now realized the mistake she had made in assuming why he was there. Walter tried to catch her gaze, but she turned away from him too quickly. 

“I, unfortunately, have another engagement,” Walter said, his nervousness growing in the situation. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to stay much past dinner.” 

Her parents exchanged another look that he didn’t recognize. Sarah did; her face turned a brighter pink. 

“Very well. We will simply have to make the most of our time together while dining.” 

Her mother seemed to recover from the disappointment more quickly than her father, who was still frowning as they went into the dining room. Walter escorted Sarah, who refused to look up from the floor. He could feel the tension in her as she took his arm and walked with a rigid step. He applauded her ability to keep her chin so high from her short height. 

Once they were in the dining room, the marquess and his wife took their seats at each end of the table. Walter and Sarah sat across from each other, closer to her father. The tension in the room was so thick, Walter felt his own throat tighten. He reached up to tug at the collar of his shirt. He caught her mother’s eyebrows pulling up in censure. He didn’t really care if she disapproved of his poor manners, considering the setting they were providing. 

“Lord Walsh, I hear your brother is back in London and newly married,” said her mother, politely indicating to the footman that the dinner service could begin. “It’s unfortunate that he was forced to go into business when he left the country.”

“His home building business is doing quite well, actually.” Walter felt the need to defend Rex to these people. 

“He is continuing to work?” She spat that last word out like it was a lemon. 

“Yes. He is has begun to build homes for some of the people I know here in London and doing very well.”

The marchioness wrinkled her nose. He noticed that even though her face was tilted down toward the table, he could see the slightest hint of a smile on Sarah’s lips. Her mother’s disapproval was amusing to her. The room was quiet as they ate their soup course. 

“Now that your brother is married,” said her mother, starting the conversation again, “I imagine you will want to remarry and start a family as well.” 

“I’m not sure about that yet,” Walter said. “I’m still recovering from my first marriage.” 

No one wanted to speak ill of the dead, but he knew they had all heard the rumors about Abigail. 

“You will want someone to inherit the title,” her father said. “I know how difficult it can be when you don’t have a son.” 

There was no acceptable response to such an insult to his daughter, so Walter just sat there with his mouth open. 

“You should find a beautiful woman, one with the right family connections to give you strong children,” continued the marquess. “Like our daughter.” 

The sound of Sarah spitting out her soup echoed in the room. 
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Sarah could feel her cheeks burning with mortification. She had suddenly realized that Lord Walsh wasn’t there to talk to her about the school for working women, but at the invitation of her parents when she heard them mention dinner. They could only have one reason for inviting a titled gentleman to dinner, and that only made it worse. He must think she was completely mad for going on the way she had about the school. 

The truth was, Sarah had sent out a full stack of letters to almost everyone she could think of, hoping to find a fellow benefactor for the school. She had hopes of a married matron with significant social status, but she was willing to take the help of a young, handsome lord if that was all there was available. Sadly, that had been the only option available. No one else had bothered to stop by all week. 

Sarah did not know how much resistance she would find when she started to pursue this project. She thought people would be excited at the prospect of helping young girls, just as she had been. Instead, most of them seemed to share Lord Walsh’s low opinion of working-class girls and suspicion of their motives. Not one to back away from a challenge, Sarah was more than willing to debate the subject until she convinced them otherwise—if she could only get them alone for the time she needed to do so. 

“Where did you learn that?” 

Lord Walsh’s question brought Sarah back to the moment and reminded her that she was sitting at the dinner table with him and her parents. Her mind had wandered and now she had no idea to what he was referring. Looking around the table, she found everyone was waiting for her response. 

“The piano,” Lord Walsh said in a tone that indicated he was repeating the question for her. “Your mother says you are very accomplished at playing it. Where did you learn that?” 

“School,” she mumbled, grateful he had been willing to ask the question again without a frustrated expression. “I’m not very good at it.”

“Nonsense.” Her mother gave her a stern look from across the table. “She plays beautifully. She is just being modest.” 

Sarah ignored the look her mother gave her because they both knew she was lying. Sarah had had barely been able to learn to read music, and her hands never seemed to find the right keys. She had no love for the instrument and quickly grew bored by music altogether. She only learned what little she did because it was required as part of her education. 

“Perhaps you can play for me sometime, so I can decide on my own.” 

Sarah watched her mother blanch at the suggestion. They both knew it would horrify him to hear her play. That made Sarah smile a little. When she looked over, she found Lord Walsh was also smirking. 

“I’m afraid we have neglected our piano,” said her mother. “It is terribly out of tune.” 

“I have one,” Lord Walsh said. “Lady Sarah is welcome to play it at any time.” 

Watching her mother become cornered by her own lie was amusing, but Sarah felt she should take pity on her parent. 

“I’m afraid my social schedule is quite full; I won’t be able to fit in any further commitments.” 

Her mother visibly released the breath she had been holding. As usual, her mother had been trying to elaborate on Sarah’s talents hoping to impress a potential suitor. It wasn’t enough that she was simply beautiful; she must be accomplished as well. No one cared about her intelligence. 

“Sounds like you enjoy the London season.”

Lord Walsh said that in a calm tone, but she thought she heard an edge to it. 

“I suppose I do as much as the other ladies do . It is fun to participate in the events and spend time with my friends,” she answered his question carefully, unsure of what it was he was looking for. 

“So, you wouldn’t want to give it up after you were married?” 

Both of her parents sat up a little straighter in their seats. The word ‘marriage’ was like a bell to them. 

“I would not want to alter my habits for my husband, if that is what you are asking,” she said, “but I don’t think I would want to go out as often once I had a family.” 

Her mother relaxed, but her father continued to be tense. He knew that she had spoken the truth and that always worried him. The truth was so often not what should be said. 

“You feel that family is important?” Lord Walsh asked, again in that careful tone. “That those needs should come before your own?”

“I think that my needs should match those of my family. I don’t think one has to give up one’s self in order to share a life with someone. A person can change when their situation does.” 

She could see that behind those clear blue eyes, a few shades darker than her own, he was thinking about her answer. His expression didn’t give away if she said the right thing or not. 

“Our daughter has had more than enough seasons to enjoy,” said her father, a reminder that she had gone through a number of them and still was not married. “It is time for her to begin a family.” 

She wanted to point out that she might have been married long ago if he wasn’t so insistent that she marry well. The men he approved of were always so much older, duller, or worse—overbearing. She couldn’t stand any of those traits. That was why Sarah was still unwed—they could not agree on a suitable match. 

“What other interests do you have besides your love of the piano?” Lord Walsh asked. 

Sarah could
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