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Prologue
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MAY, 1799  

Lily was six when she met the boy she knew she would love for the rest of her life.  Not many six year olds would recognize something like that, but Lily was more aware than most.  

She’d sneaked off to run through the woods barefoot, which was her favorite springtime fun.  Of course, her father didn’t consider that a worthy pursuit for a young lady.  He wanted her to spend her days in the nursery with her nanny, learning to embroider and act like a lady.  He didn’t much like her climbing trees either, but that had never stopped her.

Through the trees, she saw him, high atop his horse.  He was with an older gentleman who she later learned was his father.  He followed along after his father, but when his father got off his horse to speak with hers, he dismounted, and followed the trail into the woods instead.

When she saw him coming her way, she scurried up the nearest tree as agilely as any monkey.  She sat on one of the branches just over the path and watched as he walked below her.  If he’d looked up, he’d have seen her bare foot dangling over his head, but he didn’t look up. 

Lily had to cover her mouth to keep her giggles from being too loud, but still he heard her.  He walked back to where she sat in the tree looking up at her.  “Who’re you?”

She had never talked to a strange boy before.  She talked to her older brothers, of course, but they were off at Eton now.  She didn’t have much chance to leave their family’s estate, so she rarely had the opportunity to talk to anyone to whom she wasn’t related.  Except the servants, of course.  Not that she was complaining.  She loved the area surrounding her home.  It was a child’s fantasy land.

She stared down at him for a moment and decided answering wouldn’t hurt her.  “I’m Lily.  This is my family’s land.”

“Oh, my dad came here to see your dad then.  He’s the earl?”

She nodded.  “Yeah.  And Mama was the countess.  She died, though.  I killed her.”  She whispered the last words as if they were some sort of sinful secret.

“How’d you kill her?” he asked fascinated by this little girl.  He was ten, and soon to be off to Eton, but he considered himself almost grown up compared to this little thing.  

She shrugged.  “I didn’t mean to.  It happened when I was born.”

“Oh.  That just happens sometimes.  It’s not your fault she died.”

Lily’s eyes widened.  “It’s not?”

He shook his head.  “No.  Did someone tell you it was your fault?”

“No, but they sometimes look at me like they blame me.” 

“I’m sure no one blames you.”  He looked up at her for a moment before asking, “Do you need help down from there?”

Lily looked around her.  She climbed this tree all the time.  She didn’t need help.  But he looked so strong, and willing.  Maybe she should let him help her down.  Her nanny was always telling her that gentlemen liked ladies who were helpless.  “Yes, please.”

She scooted across the branch to the trunk, and wrapped her arms around it like usual.  She put her foot on the knot and scurried down.  She was beside him before she remembered she was supposed to let him help her.

She gave him a perplexed look.  “I’m sorry.  I forgot to let you help.  I can climb it again, so you can help me down!”

He laughed.  “Nahh.  It looks like you’ve got it figured out.”  He started walking deeper into the woods.  “How come you’re not up in the nursery?  Are you supposed to be out here?”

She shook her head.  “Papa would be very disappointed in me if he knew I was here.  He thinks ladies should practice embroidery and always look perfect.”  She looked down at her bare feet.  “And always wear shoes.”

“Well, I don’t think you’re any less a lady than you would be with shoes on,” he said courteously.

“Thank you!”  She knew then she loved him.  She wanted to marry him.  Of course, she’d have to wait until she was older.  Wait, could she marry a man whose name she didn’t know?  How could she tell Papa which man she wanted?  “You never told me your name.”

“Christopher.  My brothers call me Kit.”  He liked the nickname, but his father wouldn’t use it.  Of course, Father wasn’t very interested in him anyway.  His oldest brother, Jack, was the heir.  His brother Harold was the spare.  He was the spare’s spare, and no one needed a spare for their spare.  

“May I call you Kit?”

“I’d like that.”  She was a funny little thing.  She spoke as if she were already grown.  Her red hair was braided and hung down her back.  Her eyes were what really enchanted him, though.  They were the same shade of green as the leaves.  

“How many brothers do you have?  I have two.  They’re at Eton now.”  She jabbered on as they walked.

“Two. The oldest, Jack, is at Cambridge.  My other brother, Hal, is at Eton.  I go to Eton next year,” he added importantly.

“I don’t get to go away to school.  I hate being a girl sometimes.”  She kicked a rock out of her way as they wandered along.

He caught her arm.  “You’d look awful funny in that dress if you were a boy,” he told her.  When she grinned up at him, he knew it had been the right thing to say.  “We’d better turn around and go back.  My father won’t like it if he can’t find me when it’s time to go.”

“I’m glad I met you.”  Was that a good way to tell him to come back when she was old enough to get married?  

They walked silently for a while.  Finally the house was within sight through the trees.  “I have to go find my shoes and sneak back to the nursery before Nanny wakes up from her nap.”

He grinned.  “Is that how you got out?”

“That’s how I get out every day.”  She held out her hand.  “It was a pleasure meeting you.”  The words had been pounded into her head so many times she could never forget to say them.

He bowed over her hand, kissing her knuckles.  “I hope to see you again, my lady.”

She giggled softly.  “I hope so too, Kit.”  She turned and ran in the direction of the servant’s entrance.  It was the only way to get in without being noticed.  She sat on the floor and pulled her shoes on, running up the stairs.  

She was sitting on her bed, playing with a porcelain doll she’d gotten for her birthday when Nanny woke up to check on her.  Nanny didn’t mention the dirt on her dress as she changed her.  Just as she knew that Lily wouldn’t mention her nap to her father.
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JUNE 1811

Lily sat through the long process of having her hair fixed just right.  Her father insisted it was time for her debut in a few months, but talked him into a small house party first.  Not that she was nervous about her first season in London.  It was just that she wanted to see if it could be avoided.  

Kit should be finished with university this year.  Maybe he would be there.  He would sweep her off her feet, and Papa would agree there was no need for a season when she’d already found her true love.  He’d offer a huge dowry, because as a third son, Kit would need it, and they would live happily ever after.  

She hadn’t seen him since that day in the woods, but she remembered him perfectly.  He had hair that was so dark it was almost black and the warmest brown eyes she’d ever seen.  What else did she really need to know?

“Ow!  Be careful, Bernice.  I want to have some hair left for the party,” she joked.  In truth, her maid had become her closest friend.  She knew Papa would cringe if she ever said such a thing aloud, but there were no other young ladies around for her to befriend.

“I’m sorry, Lady Lily.”

“We’re alone!  How many times do I have to tell you to drop the formalities when we’re alone?”

“Sorry!”

“Are you almost finished?”  Lily knew she should be more patient, but it wasn’t in her nature.  She couldn’t stand sitting still and doing nothing.  She’d still rather be running barefoot through the woods than anything else in the world.  

Papa had finally asked his sister, Aunt Margaret, to come live with them.  Margaret was a widow and a stickler for rules of propriety.  Papa was certain Aunt Margaret could tame her.  Lily sighed as she looked down at her hands.  She may not have been tamed, but she certainly knew how to pretend she was.

“Yes. Your hair is going to look glorious!”

Lily smiled.  It had to look perfect for Kit.  She knew she shouldn’t count on him coming, but she’d seen his father several times over the years as he’d come to do business with hers.  Surely his family would be invited.

Finally, her hair finished, she stood to allow Bernice to help her into her dress.  It was made of silk and a deep forest green.  It matched her eyes perfectly.  When she was dressed, she looked into the mirror and sighed.  “Yes, that’s just right.”  She turned and threw her arms around her maid.  “Thank you!  My hair is just like Mama’s in the portrait in the hall.”

“I’m glad you like it.”  Bernice hugged her back for a moment, and then walked in a slow circle around her, trying to be sure everything was just right.  “Remember not to kick your shoes off.”

Lily
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