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A Companion for Life
End of Sept 1816 (London)
An oval of light hung over the intimate dining table turning the serving footmen into shadows. Seated between Mr Philips, her inebriated brother-in-law on her left and William Bowen, her niece’s fiancé on her right, Miss Lily Leigh hunched in her seat, hoping no one would notice that her bottom protruded a number of inches over either side of her chair. She herself wouldn’t have noticed if Mr Penryth Bowen hadn’t been seated at the other end of the table next to her sister. Lily’s eyes wove through candlesticks and glinting table ornaments to snatch another glance at the Welshman across the table to her right, and then returned directly to her plate. To see the man so close was to sip the elixir of life. How could anyone want to die when the sight of him made one’s heart feel caught between the determined fingers of heaven and hell?
If a swan could be transformed into a man, it would become Mr Bowen. His every movement appeared effortless, graceful and noble. She’d never forget their meeting in her parent’s garden. He’d been standing by the fountain watching two blackbirds bathing. The servants had told her that her sister had ensnared a handsome wealthy young man, but they hadn’t mentioned he was under a magic spell. She’d watched him from behind a hedge until the need to see him close up dragged her out of hiding. His dark eyes, brimming with amusement, had transfixed her as he politely doffed his hat and bowed as if she were an elegant lady instead of a plump twelve year old girl. He knew she’d been watching him. She’d wanted to ask him if he was a changeling, but was afraid that if he had to admit he was a swan he’d fly away never to be seen again.
In the end he had flown away, his face as pale as death. That last visit had been to confront her parents and demand an explanation as to why they’d allowed their seventeen year old daughter to publicly jilt him only days before the wedding without even the courtesy of a note. She’d watched him leave her father’s study, his beautiful calm façade twisted with fury. The whole house knew why precious Rosamund had changed her mind. Mr Philips was in line to inherit a Dukedom and Rosamund longed to be a Duchess, even if it meant being married to a drunk with a large red nose and bleary eyes that rarely focused on anything other than a bottle. Lily could still feel the pain of watching Mr Bowen ride away without any hope of seeing him again.
Lily snatched a glance at her brother-in-law silently wolfing down his food. The man still thought Lily’s name was ‘Girl’. At their first meeting Mr Bowen had politely asked for her name and then never forgotten it. Those dark eyes still knew her name even if he greeted her as Miss Leigh. The thought of her name imprinted on his mind caused a shiver of delight, but nothing could compare with the rapture of Mr Bowen seeking her out in the cold corner of the drawing room and kissing her hand before taking his leave. Of course he was just being kind; his dark bluish-brown eyes had to be the kindest in the world. They never looked through her as if she were invisible or sneered contempt at her plain clothing. He acknowledged her with respect as if knew that under her orange frizzy hair and fat face she too was a beautiful swan under a cruel spell.
The mind holding her name was hidden behind a mask of politeness. It was impossible to tell what Mr Bowen was feeling; intense ennui, amusement or anger. If she hadn’t known the man had once been in love with her sister she’d have laughed at the suggestion. He sat relaxed, physically indifferent to Rosamund’s nearness. Lily’s eyes swerved to avoid her sister as she glanced again at the man tipping his wine glass towards his lips. What would it feel like to be that glass; to feel his lips…? Her heart nearly stopped as the man’s eyes swivelled over the edge of the glass in her direction meeting her stare. Jolted by pleasure and fear, Lily bowed her head over her plate and pretended to be engrossed in her food. If Rosamund thought she was casting her eyes at the man, the hounds of hell would be unleashed.
Mrs Rosamund Philips dabbed her painted lips with her napkin and lowered the white cloth to reveal a practiced smile that left her eyes cold and calculating. “I have great news Mr Bowen.” Uncle and nephew turned their attention to the fading Beauty. Her strawberry blonde hair was twisted and braided into an exaggerated Grecian knot while her powdered charms threatened to burst from her low cut bodice. “This morning I received a reply from The Prince Regent’s secretary. His Royal Majesty has condescended to send a representative to Grace and William’s wedding…” Grace, who’d known since breakfast, clapped her hands and fluttered her eyes at her intended groom who was staring in surprise at his uncle. “Everything is arranged; the cake is being iced, the champagne has been purchased, the glasses are hired. In two weeks they’ll be married in St George’s and my darling Grace will look like an angel.”
Grace moaned with rapture, “Helen’s going to die of envy…”
The elder Mr Bowen carefully set down his glass. “Mrs Philips, if your daughter has her heart set on marrying in two weeks, I’m afraid she’ll have to find an alternative groom. It won’t be my nephew.” The dark eyes staring at her sister had been cast from steel and enamelled with colour.
“But I’ve sent out the invitations; the wedding must take place. There isn’t time to cancel and the young people desire to wed. It would be a sin to keep eager young lovers apart for so long…accidents will happen.”
Glancing to her right Lily could see the younger Mr Bowen turn beet red as his shoulders stiffened in outrage. “My nephew is a man of propriety; your daughter is quite safe Madam.”
Rosamund’s effort to smile, twisted into a grimace. “William inherits a fortune in two years. You need only advance him five thousand pounds and let them marry. Grace saw a pretty little property…”
“William’s money is in a trust until he comes of age and his properties are rented until his twenty-first birthday. I’m not going to give him five thousand pounds in the hope he’ll repay my generosity nor will I have some other man’s wife living in my house. If he chooses to elope he’ll live off his in-laws or starve in the gutter. He’s known this since he was sixteen and if you try to force him into accepting an elopement against his better judgement I shall remove my nephew to the continent for an extended tour.”
Grace paled as she struggled to hide her growing fury. “Mamma...you promised…”
“Hush Dearest! Mr Bowen, let’s set aside the past and do what’s best for the young people. Waiting two years is simply unacceptable. I promised my daughter she’d become a wife before her birthday. Surely you won’t force me to break a mother’s vow?”
“I explained there would be a two year engagement Mrs Philips. I will not give my permission.”
“Oh Mamma!” Grace Philips sobbed as if she’d been condemned to hang by the neck ‘til dead. “I want to be married before Helen…you promised.”
“Mr Bowen, how can you sit there with a stony face while my daughter’s broken heart drips into her dinner? Do you think I’ve schemed and connived this wedding for me? Do you think I want to admit I’m nearly old enough to be a grandmother? My darling has her heart set on a becoming a wife before her next birthday; don’t punish her because I didn’t marry you eighteen years ago. If she was your daughter, would you sit there demanding she wait to be the last of her friends to marry? Would you deny her the small happiness of being first to the altar?” Lily stared in horror at the Welshman as he looked at her sister with a blank expression. What was he thinking? Was he angry? Was he relieved? Was he remembering that her sister had jilted him after professing undying love? The weak selfish part of her hoped he’d allow the marriage, while the kind part screamed for him to withstand Rosamund’s machinations if only to save William from her niece.
“If your seventeen year old daughter thinks marriage is akin to a sack race she isn’t mature enough to become a wife let alone a mother. Perhaps in two years…”
Lily’s spine seemed to shrink as her sister’s cold eyes cudgelled her from across the table. “Lily! Grace is upset. Help her to her room and stay with her.” As her sister’s unpaid companion, Lily had to obey. Her parents had left everything to Rosamund. There had only been enough love or money for the eldest daughter. She could feel Mr Bowen watching as she struggled to push back her chair and then lift her weight onto her feet. They were all watching. Her nephews seated across from her sneered in disgust as they both loudly whispered they’d rather die than marry a fat woman. She didn’t have to look at her sister to know the beauty was glaring at her.
Lily tried not to think of the coming storm as she paused to propel the sobbing Grace to her feet. Glancing across the table she found Mr Bowen watching her with that unreadable expression. Blushing, she hurried the young harridan away before the temper tantrum’s second phase began. By the time she reached her niece’s chamber, the girl’s red face was turning white. There was only time to drag her inside and lock the door before red cheeks turned blue and then after gasping for air the spoiled Grace, her pretty features contorted with rage, opened her lungs and rent the air with piercing screams. Lily stood with her back against the door and tried to shield herself with her arms as Grace clawed at her face screaming unintelligible curses on Mr Bowen.
The young woman finally crumpled in exhaustion and sobbed into the floor, “Helen’s going to marry Lord Langford on Valentines Day in a church wedding…I hate her. I’ll have to marry William over an anvil…I hate anvils and I hate Mother. She promised I’d be a wife in two weeks that lying cow.” Attempting to talk sense into her niece would only refuel the fire; Lily remained silent. “Helen won’t beat me to the marriage bed…I’m a thousand times more beautiful. I should be the first to wed and I will. I’ll seduce William then that hateful Welsh pig will have to let us wed. I’ll show him.” Lily could hear her sister pacing the corridor outside waiting for silence to tell her it would be safe to enter. After another half hour Grace was stretched out snoring into the floorboards. Lily reluctantly unlocked the door. Putting off the inevitable would only make it more painful.
Small dainty leather soled shoes tapped into the room. “How many times have I told you not to let her fall asleep on the floor like a dog?” The loud snores of Rosamund’s precious favourite almost made Lily smile. Not wishing to wake her daughter, Rosamund pushed her sister out of the room and quietly closed the door. “What do you have to say for yourself? I graciously allowed you to share my family table for the most important dinner of Grace’s life and you ruined everything with your disgusting conduct. Did you think making eyes at Mr Bowen would win his heart? The man doesn’t fancy frizzy orange haired heifers; if he did he wouldn’t have fallen in love with me. I could have had him with a snap of the fingers, but I didn’t want him. Is that why you’ve ruined all my plans; your childhood fancy likes beautiful women like me, not fat ugly lumps like you?”
“I wasn’t making eyes…”
“You were staring at the man like a love-sick cow. It’s no wonder the man refused to allow his nephew to marry Grace. Enduring your stares must have made him ill.”
“I only looked at him a couple times…he’s so handsome, I couldn’t help it.”
“Are you saying you don’t ogle my husband because he’s ugly?”
Feeling hell’s breath on her plump cheeks, Lily’s eyes filled with tears. “Mr Philips is my brother…”
“Is this how you repay my generosity? You ruin Grace’s hopes of happiness and insult my husband?”
“Rosamund, you know I’d never…”
“You cost me a fortune in food and this is what I get for my kindness; you destroy Grace’s dreams out of jealousy and insult the father of my children?”
“No!”
“My darling girl will hate me forever if I can’t force that Welsh leek to give his consent and it’ll be your fault…you fat ugly cow.” Lily instinctively tried to turn to run, but lost her footing as her sister pounced on her, punching and clawing her from behind. Ten minutes later Lily was conscious of her sister’s hands in her hair, her head being slammed repeatedly against the floor and then sweet oblivion.
Chapter 2
Penryth took his pipe out of his mouth and glanced up as the bracket clock struck the twenty-third hour of the day. Exhaling a cloud of tobacco smoke, his eyes refocused on the flames in the grate as he settled deeper in his chair. His red silk dressing gown gaped over his thighs exposing his nightshirt and naked hairy legs propped up on the fender. He could hear someone knocking on the front door. It was probably William returning from another card party or dance attended by his beloved Grace. The boy couldn’t see past the girl’s lovely face and delicate curves and there was no point trying to disillusion him. Penryth himself hadn’t believed unkind reports about Rosamund Leigh until he’d read in the paper that his fiancé had married Mr Philips, the great nephew and heir to the Duke of Carlisle by special license. She could only have married the silent fat-bellied drunk for his prospective title; it wasn’t for his conversation or his looks.
On hearing the ninety-three year old Duke of Carlisle had married his nurse and begot a son Penryth had sent the Duke his compliments along with a Lordly teething toy. Mrs Philip’s hope of becoming a Duchess was fading along with her beauty. There was no point wishing his nephew had fallen in love with some other woman’s daughter. William was in love with Grace Philips and unless she jilted him for an aging cad with a title the two families would be joined forever in a union sure to prove unhappy. Two years stretched out like a desert that had to be crossed on foot. Until William married the girl, Penryth would have to accompany William into that hellish pit at least once a week. He could only hope he’d always find an excuse not to attend another family dinner. As if being trapped for two hours next to Rosamund wasn’t hellish enough, the house had an unpleasant atmosphere as if the walls had become saturated with the noxious personalities living within them. That dining room deep in shadows had made him feel momentarily transported to Hades. He shivered as he remembered icy chills running over his scalp as empty dark corners seemed to writhe with movement. He could easily believe that the Philips’ house was haunted, if not by the dead then by the living.
He sucked on his pipe and exhaled another lung full of smoke as he remembered being watched by the sad creature with orange frizzy hair. Lily Leigh had been a pretty girl who’d always greeted him with an adoring shy smile, her eyes lighting up with pleasure at his smallest kindness. It was difficult to imagine the fat adult cheeks pinching into a smile. Her brown eyes looked as if all happiness had been scoured from her soul. She was clearly in need of deliverance, but he didn’t have any positions open that might suit her upbringing and even if he did, making her his servant meant she’d be a part of his life. Those eyes cut from autumn leaves would worship him and he’d soon give in to a growing urge to make her smile. No, he couldn’t hire her; if he made her smile he’d have to touch her. If he touched her she’d end up in his arms and then he’d end up proving himself a cad. That left marriage, but marriage was too large to be an act of kindness and he didn’t want a wife. A wife meant children and children meant expense and worry. In two years his nephew would be legally independent and he’d be free once again. As if to mock his resolve to die a bachelor his mind conjured up a pleasant image of the plump woman lying in his arms with that shy grateful smile; her naked skin draped with an abundance of orange hair. The thought caused the strange warmth in his chest to simmer his blood to a pleasurable boil. Lily was one of those rare souls who’d be grateful for everything; she’d never take his slightest kindness for granted. She’d be an exceedingly pleasant companion… A knock on the door pulled his thoughts out of the fire. “Yes?”
The door opened and closed. “Master Bowen, there’s a lady who wishes to speak with you about a private matter. I’ve told her you’re indisposed, but she’s sat down and refuses to leave until she’s seen you. I’d put her out the door, but she’s too heavy to move. She says her name is Lily…that you’ll know who she is. Do you wish to receive her?”
Penryth inhaled a lungful of sweet tobacco as his lips curled in a cynical smile. He’d wager his fortune poor Lily was on an errand for her scheming sister. “Bring her up.” Penryth listened to his servant return with an extra pair of footsteps. Taking his feet off the fender Penryth stood making sure his robe covered his nightshirt as the servant knocked. “Come.” With his back to the fire he watched the deeply hooded woman cautiously inch into the room as if she was expecting to be ravished. “Close the door Jones. Do you wish to sit Miss Leigh?” The hooded cloak inched further into the room, but stayed in the shadows. The faceless cloak seemed to forget her mission as she looked around the room and then finally in the direction of the owner.
“Forgive my state of undress. I wasn’t expecting company.”
The hood lowered as if mentioning his lack of formal attire had embarrassed her. “My sister, Mrs Philips, sent me to deliver a message.”
“What has sweet Rosamund cooked up this time?”
“She…if you allow Grace and Mr Bowen to wed in a week and a half she’ll…”
“She’ll what?”
“She’ll be your mistress.”
The hood bowed further missing Penryth’s amused smile. “I wasn’t good enough to wed, but I’m good enough to bed. Should I be flattered or insulted?”
The cloak inched closer; her hands outstretched like a beggar. “Please Mr Bowen…won’t you change your mind and allow the two young people to marry? Rosamund is desperate to make Grace happy. She’ll do anything you ask if you’ll only give your consent.”
“And what do you get for arranging this indelicacy?”
“Nothing…Rosamund is still an attractive woman and…and…”
“And you sound like you’re reciting a bad poem.”
“Please…I’m begging you…”
“What has she promised you, a day off? A new hat?”
“No, nothing…please Mr Bowen…”
“Miss Leigh, I wouldn’t bed your sister if it would save me from the hangman. You may tell sweet Rosamund that. Feel free to embellish…” His hooded visitor hobbled into the firelight. She hadn’t hobbled when he watched her leave the dining room three days before. “Have you hurt your leg?”
“It’s nothing…please Mr Bowen, consider Rosamund’s offer…I beg you…”
“Miss Leigh; begging makes me uncomfortable.” The woman’s outstretched arms folded underneath her cloak as she bowed her head in defeat and sobbed. “Miss Leigh, it’s not the end of the world. Your spoilt niece will doubtless jilt my nephew and entrap some other fool. How could that be a bad thing?” Penryth stood there for several minutes waiting for her sobs to ebb. “Come now…tears won’t change my mind any more than begging.” Fearing he’d be standing there all night he reached out a hand to give her a comforting squeeze on the arm. A hiss of pain accompanied the woman cringing away from his hand. “What’s wrong with your arm?”
“Nothing…” There was too much despair in the word for it to be true.
Penryth jerked off her hood to see her eyes and froze in horror. Her pretty fat face was covered in bruises and fresh scars that looked suspiciously like fingernails etched into the flesh around two wet eyes ringed by purple and yellow bruises. Her lips were swollen and cut. “Hell’s teeth! Who did this to you? Did Mr Philips do this?”
Her battered lips carefully parted as she stared at the floor. “It’s nothing…”
“Will there be more of this nothing if you don’t bring back good tidings?” Her sobs was all he needed to know. “Don’t cry Miss Leigh, I’ve change my mind. Tell sweet Rosamund to meet me in St Martin in the Fields tomorrow at two. Tell her to wait for me as I might be late arranging a suitable place to consummate our rendezvous.” This good news seemed to have an averse affect on the woman who cried harder. “Will you be at home all day tomorrow?”
Brown eyes looked up at him in confusion. “Yes.”
“Good. Now what are you going to tell Rosamund?”
“You’ll meet her at St Martin in the Fields at…at two and to wait because you’re arranging things.”
“That’s close enough. Good night Miss Leigh.”
“Good night Mr Bowen…thank you…”
“It’s nothing.” She pulled her hood back over her face and hobbled out of the room without looking back. As soon as he heard the front door close he emptied his pipe into the fire. “Jones!”
His urgent tone brought the man running into the room. “Yes Master Bowen?”
“Tell your good wife to prepare a special dinner tomorrow for two. I hope to sit down by three. Tell her to use the money she keeps in the cow creamer if she doesn’t have enough and I’ll reimburse her. I wish to have soup and pâté sandwiches with the crusts removed from the bread. Boiled eggs would be good, but no fish, onions, turnips, cabbage or pickles. For dessert a soft cheese, stewed apples and perhaps a sponge…”
“Is Master William celebrating his nuptials?”
“No, I’m dining with a lady.”
“A lady?”
“Don’t look so surprised Jones. Sometimes a man needs a little female company.”
“As you say Sir…shall I inform Mrs Jones to be dressed to help the lady?”
“If the lady needs any help I’m sure I’ll manage. Wake me at seven. I’m going to have a busy morning.”
“Very good Sir…”
“Oh and ask Mrs Jones to send one of the maids first thing in the morning to buy whatever greenery or flowers are on offer. I want a vase put in the room next to mine; something cheerful. And ask Mrs Jones to ensure there’s every convenience a lady might require.”
“Very good Sir.” The servant stared in shock as his master swaggered off to bed humming a haunting tune. Penryth Bowen had sworn on numerous occasions that he’d rather be hanged then bring home one of his lovers. He declared himself a confirmed bachelor who preferred to keep his home free of interfering ladies who thought that because he enjoyed their company he’d welcome their opinion on which pattern to order for his new china or what colour would best refresh his sitting room. Jones rushed to put out the fire and ran to inform his wife that Master Bowen had not only changed his mind, but that he was humming the Welsh song, ‘Shepherding the White Wheat’. That could mean only one thing; the master was in love.
Chapter 3
The news that Mr Bowen had accepted Rosamund’s offer filled the Philips’ house with screams of delight. Grace was happy knowing she’d be married before Helen. Rosamund was relieved to hear Grace proclaim her the best mother in the world while the younger children smiled knowing their mother’s happiness would translate into sweets and toys. Even Mr Philips paused in the middle of his latest bottle to raise a cheer to the Welshman before exclaiming that he hoped his wife had finally found a lover who’d inspire her to run away and leave him in peace. The older children laughed while Lily hobbled away unnoticed.
The next morning, pale autumn light washed plain white walls with an icy chill as Lily lay on her bed staring at the ceiling wishing she’d died. Pain imprinted every part of her body, but was strangely concentrated in her heart. Her face looked so gruesome Rosamund had ordered her to remain in her room for two weeks for fear of causing talk. For two glorious weeks Lily could pretend she was a novice preparing to take the veil. Of course she’d be rescued at the last minute by Mr Bowen, but that was a silly fantasy. She couldn’t be nun because she wasn’t Catholic.
No, in reality she’d lie in her cold room with an empty stomach because the servants would forget to bring her food. Mr Bowen was hardly going to appear at her door with a cake under his arm. The thought made her laugh, which caused a symphony of pain bringing her thoughts back to her sister. It couldn’t be more than fifteen minutes since Rosamund’s carriage had carried her away to St Martin in the Fields. It wouldn’t be long… Lily’s eyes gushed at the thought of her sister lying in Mr Bowen’s arms. Before leaving Rosamund had come to her room and promised to return and relate her sordid adventure in unseemly detail. Lily didn’t have to pretend to be jealous to save herself from another beating.
The thought of Rosamund seeing Mr Bowen in his red dressing gown made Lily feel sick. She didn’t want any other woman to see him looking like he’d just slayed a dragon. The fact he was only bedding Rosamund so Lily wouldn’t be pummelled gave her little comfort. One minute she thanked God that the man’s kindness had spared her more pain. The next minute she blamed God for not letting her die. If she’d died Mr Bowen wouldn’t have changed his mind and her sister’s scheme would have withered. Grace would have jilted William and William would have been saved for a girl with a heart. Because she was alive, countless lives would be ruined. If only she’d died, but it was too late.
The sound of a muffled conversation outside her door brought her thoughts sharply back to food. Had the servants remembered to bring her a tray? It was a miracle. The knock on the door made her stomach growl in relief as she sat up in bed. “Yes?”
The door opened and a masculine head of brown hair peered into the room. “Ah Miss Leigh, you’re still alive. Good.” She stared wide eyed as Mr Bowen closed the door behind him. “It’s rather cold in here; I can see my breath. I hope you prefer a warmer house. If I had to choose between coal and food I’d be a very thin man.”
The wool bedding had pressed down all night on her numerous injuries like a thick oak door. Lily was so numb she could barely feel the cold as she lay uncovered in her worn flannel gown. “Mr Bowen? What are you doing here?”
The man dropped two empty carpet bags on the end of her bed and looked around. “I’ve come to collect you.” It was a nonchalant statement as if he’d come to collect a borrowed book. She’d heard of mad people seeing things. Had she lost her mind? Was she imagining Mr Bowen in her room? He calmly opened her wardrobe and inspected her meagre belongings. “Do you have any emotional attachment to this hat?” He held up the tired straw bonnet that had seen better days on Rosamund’s head.
“I hate it.”
“So do I.” He flung it into the empty grate and leaned back into the wardrobe. “I haven’t seen one of these in years.” He held up her large black Sunday hat.
“Rosamund found it in the attic. She insists I wear it because it makes me ugly.” She watched the old black hat land in the grate with numb satisfaction.
“You wear this in public?” The black silk dress in his hands was so large it looked like a gathered length of fabric meant to drape a window for mourning.”
“It’s my Sunday best. I wore it last night.”
“Then you won’t want it…bad memories.” The dress was scrunched up and thrown into the grate over the hats. Lily felt her face burn as he paused to stare at her face. “A few dresses in greens, orange and ivory I think.” Had the man lost his mind? Her eyes widened with horror as she watched him shove her remaining dresses, chemises, stays and stockings into one of the bags. Had Mr Bowen just handled her most intimate clothing with his bare fingers? The thought made her mouth fall open in disbelief. What would the man do next? “We need to leave; up, up, up…I’ll help you.”
“Mr Bowen…I’m in my nightgown.”
Lily suddenly realised it wasn’t possible to die of embarrassment as he stopped and surveyed her abundant curves with interest. “You’ll have to wear your cloak. Sit up…on the edge of the bed.” She mindlessly obeyed, her large bouncing breasts providing another reason to wish she’d already died as he eyed them with approval. “We need to hurry. I want to be away from here. This house gives me gooseflesh.” Kneeling down in front of her, he held up one of her slippers. “Allow me…” Her fat feet were gently shoved into a pair of slippers and then his arm was around her waist prodding her off the bed. He shook out her cloak, draped it around her shoulders, buttoned it and pulled up her hood as if she were a child. She stood there feeling stupid as the man ransacked her dressing table and dumped the contents into his other bag. “Do you own anything else?”
“No, where are you taking me?”
“Home, to be my companion.”
“Why?”
“There’s only one question you need ask yourself Miss Leigh; do you wish to remain here or come live with me?”
“I’d rather live with you…you won’t even have to pay me and I’ll only eat one meal a day. I’ll be whatever kind of companion you need…” Lily’s mind swirled with thoughts of being held in the handsome man’s arms, their lips entwined in an eternal kiss. She was being stupid again. Why would Mr Bowen want to kiss her? As Rosamund enjoyed pointing out, he had a beautiful mistress; but as his servant she’d be living under his roof. There was always the hope that one night he’d drink too much and make advances. She might get with child. He’d feel honour bound to care for it; she’d always be a part of his life. Lily dismissed the dream with regret. Even a drunkard wouldn’t mistake her for a slender beauty. “This can’t be happening. Even you can’t be this kind. I wish I was dead.”
“You’ve been living too long in this hell mouth. I prescribe a dose of cheerful thoughts. Think how irritated your sister will be to find her dogs’body has been snatched away. You’ll wake every morning knowing you’ll be safe from harm. You’ll be free to do as you please. And just imagine your sister’s face as you’re announced at a ball as Lady Carmarthen. She’ll gnash her untitled teeth in envy.”
The words slowly filtered through Lily’s cold brain. “Lady Carmarthen?”
“My uncle, The Earl of Carmarthen is in his seventies. The unpleasant old goat is bound to put his fiddle in the roof sooner or later.”
“But I can only be Lady Carmarthen if you marry me.”
“Did you think I was going to carry you off to a dank mouldy castle to be my scullery maid? If you’ve been reading Gothic novels I want to make it clear I have no deep dark secrets. There are no bodies that I know of under my floorboards. I don’t mix blood with my wine and there are no swooning ladies hidden behind veils in my bedchamber. My Vicar is expecting us; I bought a special license this morning.”
Lily’s swollen lips fell open. She wasn’t sure whether to laugh, cry or scream in hysterics. “You’re not going to meet Rosamund?”
“No.” Lily’s swollen lips tried to make a smile as she groaned from the pain caused by silent laughter. Rosamund was going to be furious. “My horses are waiting. This way…” A firm masculine hand on the small of her back propelled her down the stairs, out the front door past staring servants and then gentle hands were pushing her large backside into the waiting coach. Wrapping her cloak tightly over her nightgown she listened to the pleasant commanding voice say, “Drive slowly, Miss Leigh is poorly; I don’t want her thrown about the carriage.” The words brought tears to her eyes. Was she having one of those dreams that were so real they fooled the dreamer? Was she going to wake up back in hell to find Rosamund crowing over her conquest? Lily swayed as the man climbed inside and sat next to her with a smile. “The wedding shouldn’t take long. You’ll be able to have a short rest before an early dinner. I’ve asked my physician to come around four-thirty to examine you for broken bones.” It had to be a dream. How could anyone be so kind? Her eyes filled with tears as she silently looked away out the window as the man sitting next to her hummed an unknown song in a deep baritone. If this was real, Rosamund was going to be half mad with rage. Lily felt her throat constrict with fear. Her sister would blame her for ruining Grace’s dream. She glanced at her cheerful companion. Someone would feel Rosamund’s wrath. Lily could only pray it wouldn’t be Mr Bowen.
Chapter 4
Penryth stood with his arms crossed as he studied his sleeping bride. Lying on her side, a thick braid of orange hair snaked across a bruised cheek half hidden under a light blanket that curved over an ample shoulder down to her natural waist and then gracefully arched over a broad hip. He’d never made love to a woman quite so large, but she had lovely breasts and a remarkably small waist that he was looking forward to exploring under more pleasant circumstances. She’d be one of those quiet biddable wives who’d fade into the background of his life. He’d live like a bachelor and have the added bonus of a possible legal heir. His new bride might even prove a pleasant companion if she could overcome the tendency to cry at the slightest provocation. The amount of water pouring from her eyes made him wonder if she was fat or storing water on her hips. She’d cried all the way to the church, cried through the ceremony, cried into his London town house, through luncheon and was still crying as he left her with Mrs Jones to help her settle into her new room. Crying women made him feel uncomfortably helpless, but the effusive gratitude in her wet eyes caused a warmth in his chest that overflowed into humming. He felt supremely content as if his impulsive act had somehow delivered him to a lifelong desired destination.
He stared at the mound of bed clothes with satisfaction. He was pleased with his morning’s work. His baser nature was pleased that Rosamund’s schemes to make her daughter the Countess of Carmarthen would be disappointment, but it was the fact Lily would live the rest of her life safe under his roof that caused an inexplicably heady satisfaction. The thought of waking every morning knowing he could step into the next room and crawl into her bed fuelled the warmth in his chest that had been ignited by brown adoring eyes that first visit with William. No one would ever hurt her again; he’d make sure of it. He scowled as he remembered the doctor’s pronouncement; if she hadn’t been so fat several of the blows might have killed her. The large bump on her head gave cause for alarm, but the doctor could only leave a bottle of laudanum and hope there was no long term brain damage. The bruised woman refused to name the perpetrator which either meant she was frightened Mr Philips would kill her or it wasn’t Mr Philips and Lily was afraid he wouldn’t believe her. It didn’t really matter; the culprit would feel his wrath if they touched her again.
He forced his eyes off his sleeping bride and patted his pockets. Thoughts of touching his wife’s ample curves were making his cravat feel like a noose; he needed his pipe and his mistress. Turning towards the door his thoughts momentarily cleared allowing his ears to hear strange noises coming from the hall. Forgetting his needs he rushed out of the room and towards the stairs as a crescendo of rage echoed off well polished floors and uncluttered walls. Jones was being mauled by a cloaked female visitor trying to make her way to the stairs. Mrs Jones appeared with a rolling pin to defend her husband, but was attacked before her blows could do much damage. One of the footmen jumped into the fray, grabbing the raging woman pulling her off the housekeeper, but he was soon on the floor moaning in pain. “Rosamund?” Penryth’s voice floated calmly down the stairs capturing his unwanted guest’s attention.
The woman jerked around and glared up at him. “You lying bastard, I nearly froze my backside to a pew waiting for you. Was that your idea of revenge? Tricking me into thinking you’d accepted my offer and then stealing my sister while I was out of the way? I won’t let you ruin my family by parading that fat lazy slut as your live in whore.”
Penryth slowly descended the stairs and stared at his old fiancé with distaste. Her eyes were wild with hate, her beauty transformed into a mask of ugliness. How could he ever have thought he loved her? “Are you referring to my wife?”
The wild eyes blinked in shock. “Wife?” The thin lips curled back over yellow teeth as an odd choking sound escaped from her throat. Was she laughing or having a fit? Penryth tugged on his cravat and unwound it from his neck to use as a restraint. “Where is she? I want to hear that lazy traitorous heifer explain her lies. Lily Leigh! Come down here you fat slut.”
“My wife is sedated to ease the pain from wounds, doubtless inflicted by her dear sister.”
“She deserved every bruise.”
“Then you’ll be grateful I’ve taken her off your hands.”
The angry woman stood there speechless wringing her hands as if she were imagining his throat at her mercy. “Lily has cost me a fortune, just look at the size of her. She’s eaten enough for three people over the years and every time I buy her a dress it takes three times the fabric. She owes me. I can’t believe you’d bed that ugly lump; annul this farce and return her to me immediately. I insist she pays every farthing of her debt.”
“I wouldn’t return a dog to your care. I can only pity your less attractive children. Are your daughters with orange hair going to get a dowry or have you pooled your resources to secure a title for your precious blonde darling?”
Wild eyes filled with hatred. “I’m the best of mothers!”
“Are you?”
“You’re doing this to ruin the wedding, aren’t you? You’re going to punish my Grace because I chose to marry a better man…”
“If, after he turns twenty-one, William chooses to chain himself to a spoilt brat prone to tantrums, that’s his business. A man who can’t support a wife or offspring has no business tying the knot.”
The wild eyes filled with horror at the mention of children. “You wouldn’t actually bed her?”
“Why wouldn’t I? She’s my wife.”
“She’s fat!”
“At least she’s not a trying to relive her wasted youth through her eldest daughter.” An ear splitting scream pierced Penryth’s ears and then she was clawing his neck and face trying to draw blood. Wrestling her face down to the ground he wrenched her arms behind her back and tied her hands together with his cravat as she sobbed out her impotent rage. Standing up he sighed with relief as he noticed Mr and Mrs Jones hugging each other and the footman back on his feet a few feet away. “How did she come?”
“Her carriage…it’s outside.”
“Good. Cheer up Rosamund; you’re going home unmolested unlike my poor servants.” The woman screamed an unintelligible reply. “Don’t bother inviting us to dinner; I’ll be keeping country hours so I can spend my evenings pleasuring my wife.”
“I hate you!”
“Good. You can let me help you to your feet and walk to your carriage or we can carry you outside and heave you inside like a she-devil. There’s bound to be someone looking out a nearby window after all of your noise. I highly recommend you use your feet.”
“Untie me!”
“I prefer my eyes in my head.” He dragged her to her feet and immediately regretted not tying her legs. He winced in pain as her boot struck his shin. “Kick me again…” She kicked him harder. Spinning her around he dragged her backwards out of his house and shoved her into her carriage and shut the door. “Take her home.” She was still screaming insults as the carriage rolled away down the street. Back inside he closed the door. “That was my new sister-in-law.” The servants stopped dabbing their wounds to stare at him with horror. “Don’t ever let her in if I’m not here. If she tries to scratch out your eyes you have my permission to push her into the street and lock the door. I’m going to call on Lady Gillingham. If William comes home in a state…tell him I’ll explain later.”
Chapter 5
Comfortably fatigued, Penryth tucked his wrists under his neck as he returned Lady Gillingham’s smile as she propped her chin on his naked chest. “You grow lovelier every time I see you.” Her young cheeks flushed a dainty pink as she briefly pressed her lips to his ribs. “If I were your husband I’d be sick with jealousy at the thought of you smiling at some other man like that.”
“If you were my husband you wouldn’t leave me behind like excess baggage. You’d take me everywhere.”
“I wouldn’t take my wife to India; she might catch one of those deadly fevers.”
“I don’t want to go to India; I want to go to Wales.”
“I’d best warn the natives.”
“Seriously Penryth; I’d like to visit next summer. Boring Bertram won’t be home for at least a year and with luck he’ll die before he can get back on the boat. We could travel together. I could tell people I was your wife.” She kissed his chest again before fluttering her eyelashes. “I’d enjoy being your wife.”
“Being a lowly Mrs Bowen wouldn’t suit you my Lady.”
“I wouldn’t be Mrs Bowen for long. Carmarthen is bound to die soon. Being Lady Carmarthen would suit me very well.”
“I thought you wanted to be Lady Oldham. Isn’t he still in love with you?”
“Yes, but Oldham’s so…I don’t know if I could marry someone who says he loves me and then chews on his fingers like a madman.”
“Perhaps they itch to caress you?”
“Hardly, he’s just terrified of his mother’s reaction and you know he spends half the year at home with his parents. I don’t think I could bear it. Have you ever shared a dinner table with his mother? The woman is frightening; a Valkyrie in the flesh. Every time our eyes meet I get the feeling she dreams of disembowelling me.”
“Oldham is her only surviving son. Perhaps you should be content with your present lot. Your husband isn’t a bad fellow, if a little too trusting for his own sake. Is his eldest son his own?”
“Yes of course, but I prefer a more manly man, like you.”
“Your husband is a manly man. I’ll never forget his enthusiastic demonstration of strength at your house party where he declared he’d win you or be damned. Remember how he drew back his bow farther than the rest of us? The arrow flew past the target, over the far fence into your father’s prize bull. I’m surprised the old man let you wed.”
“But Bertram’s so boring. If I’d known he’d spend hours talking about the Indian trading Company and profitable trade routes instead of me I’d have turned him down. Hopefully India is more dangerous than the Colonies.”
“Many men visit India and return home in perfectly good health.”
“Yes, but Bertram has the worst of luck. If anyone dies, he will and I’ll be free to marry you. We could make love every morning, noon and night.”
“I’d be dead from exhaustion by the end of the first week. You’d have to resume your search for a more manly man unless Oldham’s mother flies off to Valhalla.”
“You’d enjoy being married to me…”
“Perhaps if I could forget you have a habit of keeping three lovers on the go at any one time I would, but I’m afraid the position has been filled.” His naked companion abruptly sat up mesmerising him with her wobbly breasts.
“Filled?”
Staring at his lover’s breasts made him think of the ones waiting at home. His wife’s breasts were a trifle large, but they were a much more pleasing shape. Why hadn’t he ever noticed that Lady Gillingham’s breasts drooped unevenly? “Did you know your left breast is larger than the right?” Her breasts jiggled faster as she slapped his chest dragging his attention back to her angry eyes.
“What do you mean the position is filled?”
“I’ve taken a wife.”
“When?”
“This afternoon.”
“Today? You married some poor woman and then left her to see me? Are you heartless?”
“She’s sleeping.”
“Sleeping? You never mentioned you were looking for a wife.”
“I wasn’t.”
“What happened to change your mind?”
“Nothing that concerns you; I don’t see why you’re so upset.”
“I was planning to marry you!”
“You have a husband…”
“I might already be a widow; you could have married me.”
“I was never going to offer you the position. I had every intention of dying a bachelor, but I changed my mind last night and there it is. I refuse to explain my actions to my mistress.”
“Is that all I am; your mistress?”
“Yes, like I’m one of your many lovers. We enjoy each other’s…”
She thumped his chest with her fist making him grunt in pain. “You’re my favourite!”
“I thought Oldham was your favourite. He’ll certainly be the richest when his father dies.”
“Is she beautiful?”
“Not next to you.” The woman kneeling over him seemed momentarily mollified.
“Is she rich?”
“Penniless.”
“Is she well connected?”
“Not really.”
“She must have perfect breasts.”
“She’s too fat for perfection.”
“You married a penniless ugly fat woman?”
“I didn’t say she was ugly.”
“Why?”
“I have my reasons.”
“Well you can’t be in love with her or you wouldn’t leave her sleeping alone.”
“I’m not in love.”
“Then why did you marry her?”
“That’s my business.”
“Well who is she?”
“Mrs Rosamund Philip’s sister, Miss Lily Leigh.”
“The vapid orange haired creature who follows Mrs Philips like a fat subservient shadow?”
“Yes.”
“You weren’t going to marry me, but you chained yourself to an ugly drudge?”
“She isn’t ugly; she’s quite pretty.”
“Get out of my bed. Get out of my house.”
“What’s the matter? I told you a thousand times I wouldn’t marry you…”
“And all the while you gave me a thousand reasons to hope you’d change your mind.”
“Hope? What are you talking about? I made it clear…” She thumped him again before jumping off the bed and racing towards the mantel and picking up the first thing that came to hand; a Chinese vase smashed on the floor beside the bed and was soon joined by an Indian God.”
“I can’t believe all I’ve been to you is a minute of pleasure…” A ceramic shepherd landed on the bed and bounced off onto the floor.
“I understood it to be mutual pleasure…”
“Go away you horrid Welsh turd or I’ll write to my husband and tell him you ravaged me.”
“That won’t do you any good if he’s already died of fever.”
“Put your clothes on and don’t bother calling again because I won’t be in.”
“Why don’t you come here and let me kiss you…”
“Out!” Penryth sighed in irritation at having to move before he was rested. Reluctantly rolling off the bed he leisurely pulled on his clothes as objects flew past his head. He sighed again as she burst into tears. Why did women have to cry so much? Melisande was a stunning woman, but… His eyes returned to her uneven breasts. How could he make love to a woman for over two years and not notice she had one breast larger than the other? She was crying harder now. He could almost hear her wishing him to take her in his arms and tell him his wife was a jest. He approached the fire and brushed her back with his elbow as he filled and lit his pipe. “You’re a wretched heartless Welshman and I hate you.”
“Does this mean you won’t be visiting my country next summer?”
“I hate Wales…there’s nothing there, but stupid boring sheep.”
“Don’t forget the mountains and manly men.” He blew a lungful of smoke into her hair as he admired her ear. His wife had pretty ears; they had a pleasing curve that brought to mind the heart in the wooden love-spoon his father had carved for his mother.
“You’re hateful…I thought you loved me.” She flung herself into his arms and sobbed into his coat.
“Melisande, you know it wouldn’t mean anything to you if I did. Your husband loves you; the man sails off, risking death, to increase his fortune so he can build the house you want and all you muster in gratitude is that you hope he’s dead.”
“Only because he’s a bore…”
“I’d bore you as soon as you could put my heart in your purse; that’s probably why Oldham chews his nails. I learned years ago to keep my heart well out of harm’s way.”
“You once loved Rosamund Philips; you could fall in love with me.”
“I only thought I loved her.”
“Everyone knows she has her heart set on making her precious Grace the Countess of Carmarthen. You’re going to have a son by that fat ugly lump aren’t you? You married her for revenge. You still love Rosamund…” His lover started to sob. “…she’s been in your thoughts while you’ve made love to me.” With her face pressed into his waistcoat she couldn’t see his expression of exasperation.
“How could I think of another woman when my arms are filled with such beauty?” Penryth sucked on his pipe as he relived the unpleasant moment his nephew has revealed he was in love with Grace Philips; something bad was bound to come of it. The boy’s heart would be broken and Penryth would have to piece it back together. He put an arm around the naked woman and removed his pipe to kiss her upturned lips. “Rosamund could never compete with your superior charms…”
His wet eyed lover tugged on his ill-tied cravat. “Come back to bed and prove it.”
“I must go check on my wife.”
“Stay!”
“If I return to your bed I’ll only fall asleep. I’ll visit you in a few days. If I don’t find you occupied I’ll happily worship your charms.” He tried to kiss her forehead, but she pulled away and tugged hard on his cravat making him cough.
“If you walk out that door you won’t touch me again.”
“You told me to go, I’m going.”
Tears flooded out of pretty blue eyes that looked deceptively innocent. “If you leave it’s over.”
“I’ll call in a few days.” He tucked his pipe back into the corner of his lips and patted her wet cheek. “Don’t upset yourself Melisande; it’ll make your eyes red. Men will think you miss your husband.”
“I hate you!” She pulled free of his arms and raced to pick something up to throw at him, but he was gone before it smashed on the floor. “I hate you!” The words followed him to the front door. He could only hope his timid wife would lose her temper by sulking in silence.
Heading home, he was oblivious to the noise of the city moving past. His thoughts quickly drifted away from his naked mistress and settled firmly on his wife. Even after having his needs satiated by a beautiful woman, the thought of exploring his wife’s ample curves infused him with pleasurable heat. His desire was irrational; the poor woman was bruised and battered, but he’d felt the heat since that first hellish visit with William. Bored with Rosamund’s gossip he’d glanced at Lily knitting in the corner of the drawing room and found her staring at him. She’d flushed a delicious pink and returned his stare with a look that implied his kisses would be welcome. Blowing smoke rings into the crisp air Penryth hummed an ancient song about star-crossed lovers as he walked faster to keep his footfalls in time with the song.
If he never saw Melisande again it wouldn’t bother him. It was odd how some people were pleasant company, but as soon as they were out of sight they were forgotten. Why? He ignored the question and eagerly returned to the subject of his wife. He couldn’t imagine making love to Lily and then walking away thinking of another woman. No, when he made love to Lily… The thought of consummating his impulsive marriage made his heart race as fire coursed through his veins. Of course she found him attractive, most women did, but that didn’t explain the strange warm pleasant feeling in his chest that seemed to flare up when she came to mind or to hand. He’d have to ensure she healed as quickly as possible. At least his bride would never demand to be worshiped and then wish him dead so she could marry a more eminent title; she’d never demand anything. His feet impulsively changed direction towards Bond Street as he hummed a waltz. The woman needed cheering. He’d get her something stunning; something he’d always said he’d never buy a woman.
Chapter 6
Her eyes still closed, Lily inhaled warm air filled with the pleasant scent of burning coal. Opening her eyes she blinked in confusion. She was in a strange masculine room. The only decorations she could see on the pale pea green walls lit by the fire were two paintings of remote hilly countryside. Lying still she was mentally listing her aches and pains wondering if someone was going to offer her another dose of laudanum when she heard a faint knocking. Her heart leapt in shock as Mr Bowen’s voice called out, “Yes?” Turning her head to view a wider aspect of her new room she found she was alone. Sighing in disappointment she strained to hear her husband’s voice drift through the thin brick wall separating their shared chimney flue. “…William, did you…your…?” He had to be sitting near the fire. Was he wearing that red dressing gown? Her curiosity helped her disentangle herself from her blanket and roll out of bed so she could hobble to the fire. She felt like the brazen hussy her sister regularly accused her of being as she ignored the pain of bending over to put her ear near the flames.
“What the devil have you done?” That was clearly William Bowen. He didn’t sound very happy.
“You’ve heard of my recent nuptials. Good…”
“You really married her? Why? She’s fat and ugly. You’ve said a thousand times you’d rather hang than wed…”
“I changed my mind.” Lily waited to hear him refute that he thought her ugly, but the statement went unchallenged causing her heart to drop pumping tears to her red eyes.
“But Grace longs to be a countess; she talks about it all the time. What am I supposed to tell her? Sorry Goosey you’ll have to be plain Mrs Bowen forever now that your Aunt Lily has ruined your dream?”
“Grace may still become a Countess if fate decrees it. None of us live forever.”
“Why are you doing this? Why would you marry a penniless old maid who’d break your leg if she tried to sit on your knee?”
“I have my reasons…”
“Uncle Penryth, you have to annul this abomination and take her home at once. The whole Philips household is in uproar. Grace was so upset that her Aunt Lily had abandoned them she couldn’t leave her room to see me. The servants were running around screaming obscenities. The younger children were sobbing. Mrs Philips was in bed with a migraine. Mr Philips says he won’t have a moment’s peace until you bring Lily home. The house is in chaos. They need her!”
“Finders keepers, losers’ weepers…” Lily wiped away her tears and sighed in relief. The elder Mr Bowen didn’t sound inclined to send her anywhere.
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“It means I’m keeping my wife and I don’t care what happens in the Philips’ household. When you see my wife’s bruises you won’t question my actions.”
“Did she tell you Mr Philips beat her black and blue? It so happens she lost her balance and fell down the stairs. She’s always tripping and falling. She’s tricked you into feeling pity and now you’ve been saddled with a useless woman who brings you nothing, but a higher food bill.”
“She didn’t fall down the stairs William.”
“Is that what she told you?”
“She told me nothing and that nothing was quite revealing.”
“And you assumed she’d been beaten so you rode to her rescue like an avenging knight and chained yourself to a worthless woman?”
“My wife is neither worthless nor a yarn-spinner.” The words had a chill that made Lily shiver. She wouldn’t want him to speak to her in that cold voice. “I don’t care what you think. You’ll be polite to your new Aunt Lily and make her feel welcome. Starting right now; each unkind word spoken or implied in this house or in her hearing will cost you a month’s allowance. I’d rather hang myself then send her back to that hell. If you don’t like my new companion you may marry Grace over an anvil and live with her parents.”
“But Uncle Penryth, what am I to tell Grace? She wants to be a countess.”
“Unless she was planning my early demise, there was never any certainty that she’d outlive me to bear the honour. You’ll simply have to tell her that it’s become more unlikely.”
“But she won’t be happy.”
“Happiness isn’t having a title. If she loves you…”
“She does love me!”
“As she loves you, she’ll swallow her disappointment and find other reasons to be happy. You’ve a decent inheritance, you’re young, handsome and you have a generally pleasant disposition when you aren’t being a selfish toad; what more could a woman want?”
“A title…what if she jilts me? I couldn’t bear it.”
“She’d be a fool to let you go.”
“But I love her…I want to make her happy.”
“You can’t make anyone happy; you can merely be happy and hope your good spirits will influence others.”
“I feel like I’m in the middle of the ocean with dwindling rations. It’ll be two years before I sight land.”
“I’ll give you five hundred pounds. That should buy something to light up her eyes…” Lily’s eyes went wide. She knew Mr Bowen wasn’t poor, but it seemed almost unthinkable that anyone could casually offer to waste five hundred pounds on Grace. Lily opened her mouth to say Grace wouldn’t be happy if she owned the world, but silently closed her bruised lips. The young man wouldn’t believe anything she said. Wishing she’d stayed in bed with her fingers in her ears, Lily hobbled back to bed feeling even more miserable.
Fifteen minutes later a knock on her door made her start jarring her aches and pains. “Mrs Bowen?” Hearing her husband’s voice made her start again. Jerking her blanket over her head she closed her eyes and prayed she’d die of shame; he wouldn’t be saddled with an unwanted wife and she wouldn’t be tormented with silly thoughts of sharing his kisses. The door opened and then closed. The floorboards merely moaned as he approached the bed. When she’d walked to the fire they’d creaked as if about to crack. The unpleasant image of sitting on her husband’s knee and breaking his leg made her feel worse. “It’s gone eleven. Would you like some supper?”
“I’m not hungry.” The mattress moved. Was he sitting on the bed in his red dressing gown?” The longing to look at him was nullified by the knowledge he found her ugly.
“Why are you covering your head? Do you think I’d visit you unclothed?” Lily could only be grateful the blanket hid her acute embarrassment. “Have I said something to upset you?” Lily’s throat was too tight to lie. “You’re not crying again are you?” Lily’s choking sobs seemed to silence him for several minutes. “Do you need some more laudanum?”
“Yes.” She’d keep taking laudanum; she’d sleep forever then she wouldn’t have to face him.
“You can’t have it on an empty stomach. It might give you nightmares. You’ll have to eat first. I’ll get your tray while you remove your shroud.” The benign dictator had spoken. She was being stupid again. What did it matter if the man thought her ugly? He’d only married her out of pity. After he left the room she sat up too despondent to get out of bed and find her shawl.
Ten minutes later her eyes slid towards the closing door. He was balancing a silver tray on his hip. Her heart begged her not to die, if only to be able to see him every night in his half unbuttoned red dressing gown. The fabric appeared alive as it flowed around his calf length nightshirt and bare legs. Blushing she looked down at her lap where a few minutes later masculine hands protruding from red silk sleeves set down the tray. Instead of leaving he sat down on the bed and stared at her. “Thank you.”
“It was nothing…did you sleep well?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Slaying dragons and rescuing maidens in dreams is beyond even my abilities.” His teasing tone cast a spell on her eyes, dragging them up to his face lit by the candle on her tray. She could easily imagine him slaying dragons.
“Did you have a good day?” It was an inane question. What was the man supposed to say? I married a fat ugly penniless stranger; yes I had a very good day.
“It wasn’t dull. I married a woman who’ll never send me on a quest to India in the hope that I’ll die of fever so she can marry a lover. I had a pleasant luncheon with my bride, battled a dragon and then paid a visit to my mistress who on finding I’d become a husband tried to brain me with ceramics.” Hearing him mention his mistress caused Lily to inhale as she swallowed filling her lungs with chicken soup. She coughed over her tears as a helpful hand tapped her on the back until she was breathing air again. The hand remained on her back. “Good. You’re still on the land of the living.” The hand fondled her thick braid of hair and then retreated.
Lily wanted to sink down into the mattress and disappear, but she had to know. “Do you love her?”
“Her?”
“Your mistress.”
“Do I love Lady Gillingham? No.”
“Is she beautiful?”
“On the surface…you’re not crying again are you?”
“No.” It was an obvious lie as Lily wiped away fresh tears.
“Good. I insist you eat and breathe separately unless you want people to think I killed you.” Lily found it difficult to swallow as images of Mr Bowen holding a beautiful naked woman in his arms were papered on the inside of her brain. “Is something wrong? You look upset.”
“It’s nothing…”
“Ah, that evil nothing again; does it bother you I have a mistress?”
She stared at her tray wanting to scream, ‘Yes it does!’ “It’s none of my concern.”
“When the lady insults you by hinting she’s intimately acquainted with your husband it will be your concern. Will you take a lover if my company proves…unstimulating?”
“Of course not…that would be wicked.”
“Do you think me wicked for bedding another man’s wife?”
“Yes.” Her husband smiled in amusement as his eyes trailed over her chest. She shivered as two strange fires collided in her spine.
“Shall you attempt to reform my evil ways Mrs Bowen?”
“No.”
His eyes widened in exaggerated disbelief. “But you’re my wife…” The words had a teasing tone that felt like a taunt. “…wives always try to reform their husbands. I understand it’s inevitable as sunrise.”
“I rather think it’s the other way round.” Lily blushed at her temerity as she glanced up to see if he was angry. An amused smile egged her to continue. “Men are always trying to change the women in their lives with unpleasant consequences. I couldn’t change you any more than I could change Rosamund. And what good would it do if I could? Just because I don’t think you should be…you know. Who am I to tell you how to live your life?”
“True, I’d have to assent to the reformation and why would I do that?”
Lily glanced over her spoon heaped with bread pudding. The teasing tone was suddenly serious as if he genuinely desired an answer. “I’ve no idea.”
He abruptly reached out and lightly caressed one of the bruises on her face. “Your sister did this to you, didn’t she?”
Her eyes filled with tears blurring her pudding and his sudden look of irritation. “Grace had one of her rages. I had to stay with her so she wouldn’t harm herself or leave her room. It’s part…was part of my duties. Afterwards, Rosamund blamed me for…for letting Grace fall asleep on the floor. She lost her temper.” Her spoonful of bread pudding visibly shook as she sniffed back more tears. “If anything went wrong it was always my fault.”
“They both hurt you?”
“Yes.”
A string of coarse adjectives were whispered away into the darkness. Lily wiped her eyes as her spoon still weighted with one of her favorite desserts dropped to her tray. Sharing the awful truth made her feel sick with worry. Exposing the truth could only cause countless unseen problems that would all be her fault. Why hadn’t she died? She’d bring Mr Bowen only misery and as his nephew had pointed out, a higher food bill. “Lily…” The way he’d said her name was like hearing a familiar song sung for the first time by someone who could sing. He reached out again and caressed her cheek causing pleasurable shivers. “…I insist you tell me if they so much as pinch you.”
“But I’m your wife; they wouldn’t hurt me now.”
“Wouldn’t they? I don’t trust any of them. Apparently the Philips household is in an uproar without you; they miss you now you’re gone. Isn’t that touching? No please don’t cry…”
“I can’t help it Mr Bowen; I feel so happy. You’re so good and kind. Even if you only married me to irritate Rosamund; I’ll be a good wife. I won’t be a burden. I’ll only eat one meal a day. I only need three new dresses a year and I’m good with a needle so I can make them myself. I don’t need a fire in my room and I won’t complain if you see your mistress every day…”
“Lily…” The way he said her name made her sound beautiful. “…eat as much of whatever you want. Don’t you dare go hungry and think I’d be pleased. Order three hundred and sixty-four dresses every year if you wish. And if you dare go to bed in a cold room I shall come in the night and make a fire so large you’ll dream it’s mid-summer. As for Lady Gillingham, I rarely visit her more than twice a week though I must admit after this afternoon I wouldn’t care if I ever saw her again. A woman who hopes her adoring husband dies of fever so she can marry one of her lovers for a more prestigious title makes a man uncomfortable. You on the other hand are extremely comfortable.”
“Am I?”
“Yes and I’ve always liked your smile.” Lily’s mouth fell open, her eyes wide with disbelief as his hand came to rest on the bedclothes covering her knee. “It’s rather distorted at the moment…” Lily’s brain was incapable of digesting his words. What was distorted? Her thoughts were certainly distorted. How could thoughts be organized when there were only a few layers of cloth between his hand and her leg? “…but I remember how it looked when you used to greet me with such enthusiasm. You’re not going to cry again…?”
“No…”
“Good. After Rosamund jilted me I should have asked you to marry me.” The words were matter of fact. “At least I would have found a smiling bride at the altar, though I dare say your parents would have made me wait years for the privilege. Would you have accepted your sister’s discarded fiancé?”
“Lily’s heart felt like it was being flattened by rocks as she stared at her tray with bitter disappointment. “Please don’t tease me Mr Bowen, not about that.”
She felt him touch her face, but didn’t look up. “I wasn’t teasing Mrs Bowen. Eat your pudding; I’ll prepare your medicine.” Humming a cheerful tune, his hand reluctantly slid off her leg and picked up the candlestick. He seemed to hesitate before rising. As soon as she counted three moaning steps she allowed herself to look up. The light threw his back into darkness revealing only faint slashes of deep red as he walked over to a dressing table and carefully measured the opium drops into a glass of water. What did he mean when he said he wasn’t teasing? The question swirled around her brain making her feel dizzy. She looked up after he placed the glass on the tray still resting on her lap.
“Thank you…”
“You’re welcome…I bought you a bride gift.” She hadn’t noticed the odd lump in his pocket until he pulled out a rectangular box the length of a man’s hand and set it on the tray.
“I…”
“Don’t cry, just open it.” Lily carefully lifted the lid and stared in shock at the matching pair of bracelets. Emeralds shimmered like green fire captured in-between a repeating gold Greek key symbol. “Hold out your arms; I want you to wear them.”
“Are they real?”
“I wouldn’t buy my wife paste jewelry.” He picked up one of the bracelets and secured it around her nearest wrist. “When you wake up they’ll remind you that you’re chained to a wicked Welshman. No don’t start…crying…” After securing each clasp he twirled the heavy bracelets around her arms allowing the stones to skim over her flesh like a caress. She sniffed back her tears as she stared at the large jewels winking endless possibilities. “Do you like them?” She looked up, her mouth open in shock. “I can see by those pesky tears running down your cheeks that you’re suitably enthralled.”
I’ve never seen anything so beautiful…are they really mine?”
“Until you die and they’re inherited by some rascal who’ll wager them on a throw of the dice.”
“I didn’t think William was a gambler.”
“Not usually, he’s prefers to spend his money, but one can never guess who’ll inherit one’s treasures.”
Lily flushed as she sniffed away her tears as she tried to smile until she remembered her swollen lips looked ghastly. “Perhaps…perhaps I might…perhaps we may…” Did the man’s knowing smile mean he knew what she was trying to say or was she imagining things again?
“Drink your medicine and perhaps when you’re feeling better we’ll discuss the matter.”
She obediently drained her glass and tried to hold back her tears. “You must be the kindest man in the world.”
“If I’m kind Mrs Bowen it’s because you make it such a pleasure…” He’d leaned over and kissed the unbruised corner of her mouth. His light caress was over before she could savor the pleasurable tingles. “…pleasant dreams.” She watched him leave and then admired her bracelets in the firelight through another shower of tears. Had Mr Bowen really hinted that he might share her bed? Feeling warm inside and out, she slid under her blanket and succumbed to pain relieving opiate. She was unaware of her husband returning to put more coal on the fire nor did she hear the floor boards moaning as he stood by her bed watching her sleep until his own heavy eyelids forced him to leave.
Chapter 7
An odd thump vibrated through the floor and jerked Lily out of a pleasant dream of Mr Bowen covering her face with kisses. Opening her eyes she found her dream husband two inches away smiling at her. “Good morning Mrs Bowen. How are you feeling?” She managed a non-committal moan as she stared at his lips hoping they’d reenact her dream. “Good. I’m going to wash your hair.” She couldn’t be awake. Mr Bowen wouldn’t ever say that. She closed her eyes and hoped to claim a few more dream kisses, but her eyes jerked open in shock as a hand came to rest on her hip. Even through the quilted eiderdown bedcover she could feel it slide down her leg and then return to where it began. The man’s hand then slid over the edge of her hip as he looked behind him, “Make sure the water’s hot. I don’t want Mrs Bowen catching a chill.” His hand was on her backside and there was a servant in the room? She moaned in horror dragging the man’s attention back to her face. “Am I hurting you?” His hand was removed giving her reason to moan in disappointment. “I’m sorry I didn’t mean to hurt you. I went out early this morning and bought you three silk nightgowns. You can put one on after your sponge bath…”
She stared into brown smiling eyes with horror. “Sponge bath?”
“You smell like Rosamund’s house; you’ll feel better when you smell of soap. I’ll wash your hair and then leave you to sponge yourself, though I’d be happy to stay and help…”
“I can wash myself.”
“Pity…sit up and I’ll untie your hair.”
“I’d rather sleep.”
“I’ll have to give you smaller doses of laudanum; you’ve slept nearly a day and a half.”
“I feel better.”
“Good.” He lightly touched her hip again. “Up, up, up…Mrs Jones will have luncheon on the table in half an hour. Unless you want invalid food you’ll have to come to the table.” He stood up and waited for her to swing her legs out of the bed.
“You’ll have to turn around.”
“Why?” There was an impish gleam in his eyes that suggested he knew her nightgown was coiled around her waist.
“Please?”
“I hope it’s not because I look better from behind.” The man winked at her before turning away. Lily blushed as she sat up watching the handsome back and quickly pulled down her nightgown. “Are you decent?”
“Yes.”
“Good.” He sat down facing her profile, his legs resting against her as if they’d been married for years. “You’ll feel better after a wash…” He was so close she could smell his sweet tobacco and citrus cologne. She sat with her arms folded over her chest staring straight ahead as she enjoyed the sensation of his legs half embracing her.”
“He has the most beautiful legs.”
“Who has beautiful legs?”
Lily gulped in horror as the man leaned around so she’d have to see the teasing gleam in his eyes. “Who is this beautiful legged creature inhabiting your thoughts?” His legs nestled closer. “My nephew’s legs aren’t bad, though I would have said mine were better, but that could be a latent vanity appearing in my old age.” She opened her mouth to tell him he wasn’t old. “No, don’t tell me his name; I’d rather believe I’m the man with the most beautiful legs.” She closed her eyes as gentle fingers massaged her scalp around the bump on her head. The fact the sensations were caused by Mr Bowen’s fingers made them more pleasurable. “What are these new tears for? Have I hurt you?”
“Why are you so kind to me? I’m fat, ugly and I don’t even know where Wales is.”
“I can forgive you for being overweight and bruised like a prizefighter, but not knowing the location of Wales? Well, that is unforgivable.”
“You know I’m fat and ugly.”
“I know you’re a little plump, but I don’t think you ugly.”
“Yes you do.” The gentle fingers withdrew from her hair to rest on his beautiful legs making her cry harder. Now he was going to think her rude and ungrateful as well as fat and ugly. “Forgive me…it doesn’t matter. I’m ready to have my hair washed.” The man didn’t move. “Luncheon must be almost ready…”
“You call me a liar; why?”
Lily cringed in horror at the cold tone he’d used to reprimand his nephew. He’d never smile or touch her again. She’d spend the rest of her life living alone knowing he was laughing and kissing a beautiful mistress who didn’t question his honour. The awful vision of the future made her cry harder. “I overheard…”
“What did you overhear?”
“Through the fire…William said I was fat and ugly and you didn’t disagree.”
She could feel the tension abruptly leave the room like dirty water thrown out the window. “That explains the shroud.” Her tears abruptly stopped as one of his hands slid onto her thigh affectively focusing her attention on her leg. “William may think you fat and ugly, but my silence doesn’t validate his opinion. You were a pretty girl and you’re a pretty woman.” He caressed her cheek. “Don’t tell me I think you’re ugly because I don’t. Come here. Cry on my shoulder, it’ll make me feel useful.” Lily ignored her aches and pains and turned into the offered embrace and cried till the soothing hand caressing her back drained away the tears and refilled her with a blissful warmth that gave her courage to put an arm around his middle.
“You must be the kindest man in the whole world.”
“Most people would disagree, but that’s because there’s no point being kind to them. So many take it as their due; they lap up any offered kindness and then demand more without wondering why it was given in the first place…” A polite tap on the door announced the maids. “Enter! It’s your water…” His lips whispered into her hair, “I woke up from a dream where I was washing your hair. I’ve been waiting hours for you to wake up so I could reenact it, though I won’t insist you sit naked.” She gurgled her embarrassment into his shoulder as he shook with silent laughter. “I love your frizzy orange hair; it brings back the only good memories of those months I was enslaved by Rosamund’s beautiful mask. I swear you must be the most comfortable person in the world.” Lily was still digesting the first compliment when he abruptly changed the subject. “Lunch is probably on the table…up, up, up…” She reluctantly let him pull her up off the bed and lead her to the fire. In the middle of a large flat tin bath with five inch sides sat a three legged stool and ten copper cans of water. She sat down on the stool and watched him gracefully remove his coat. The wet patch caused by her tears reassured her that she wasn’t dreaming; Mr Bowen was her husband and he cared. He turned a polite face to the maid as she asked him he needed anything. “Bring me three towels and fetch a pair of my slippers. Has her dressing gown dried? Good. Bring it up and tell Mrs Jones lunch will need to be held back twenty minutes.” The maid was dismissed without another word as he turned to smile down at her causing her chest to inflate with that warm peaceful feeling. Any minute she’d float away like one of those French hot air balloons. Her floating thoughts were brought back down to earth as he rolled up his white shirtsleeves and took off his waist coat. She could almost see the enchanted swan enfolded into the generous shirtsleeves. He picked up a can of water and poured it over his wrist before tipping it over her head. She clutched her breasts as another can flowed over her person and drenched her. He hummed a haunting tune as he carefully soaped her hair around the large bump and massaged her scalp. “I used to do this for one of my mistresses. I think she enjoyed having her hair washed more than…other things. She was a pleasant companion, but she thought I was unreasonable. I refused to pay her bills while she shared her charms with other men. I gave her three chances, do you think that unreasonable?”
“No.”
“I found her three times entertaining other men, none of whom were poor, in my rented house eating my food and she had the affront to blame her indiscretions on the fact I refused to marry her. Keep your eyes and mouth closed I’m going to rinse.”
“Why did you give her three…” Water swooshed down over head.
“It takes a vast amount of time, effort and money to find and set up a kept mistress. Wives are much cheaper. I’d have saved myself a fortune if I’d married you years ago. Keep your eyes closed, I’m going to mix my secret rinsing formula.”
“I smell roses, lavender and vinegar.”
“Keep your eyes closed. I don’t want you to damage your eye; how would you admire my beautiful legs?” Lily stifled a giggle as she peered through strands of wet hair at her husband. “Eyes closed. This will sting.” The sound of water being stirred near her ear stopped and her head was doused in a hot bouquet of floral oils. The various wounds on her face throbbed in pain as her hair was squeezed, combed and wrapped in a towel.
She wiped her face on her wet sleeve and tipped back her head. “Thank you…” Lily opened her mouth to explain that it would have been very painful to lift the cans full of water over her head, but the thought evaporated when he leaned over and claimed her lips with a light kiss that left her heart pounding in disappointment when it ended. She would never have guessed the tip of a man’s tongue could make her giddy. He stared into her eyes with a dazed expression as his chest rose and fell faster than normal. Had kissing her affected him? The thought made her feel almost beautiful until an unhelpful part of her brain suggested he was probably affected by every woman he kissed.
He licked his lips and said, “I’ll be in the dining room waiting for you.” He looked her over as if admiring her and then hummed a waltz out of the room forgetting his clothing on the bed. She sat there for several minutes staring into space. Did this mean he’d happily claim his conjugal rights when she was feeling better? The unanswerable question repeated itself away as she gently washed and dried her bruised body. The nightgowns he’d bought her were soft, almost translucent with low necklines. Shivering she pulled on her clean dressing gown and the masculine leather slippers and paused to pick up his jacket. She scrunched it in her arms and pressed her face into the most intoxicating smell; him. Mr Bowen might not love her, but he wouldn’t let anyone hurt her. She was safe.
Laying the coat back on her bed she obeyed her stomach and hobbled down stairs, oblivious to the pain in her knee. On entering the dining room she found him sitting in his chair staring at his empty plate with that polite mask. What was he thinking? She didn’t dare ask, but hearing her enter he jumped out of his chair and hurried to pull hers out. He really was the kindest man. Smiling dark eyes made it easy to believe that nothing bad would ever happen again.
Chapter 8
The following week passed in a warm pleasant daze. Lily’s bruises were healing revealing glimpses of her pretty face. When Penryth wasn’t concocting a reason to touch his wife he was making her blush by telling outrageous stories from his past. Any other woman would have slapped him or locked herself away in her room. His rescued bride merely turned pink under a curtain of frizzy orange hair. She happily obliged his request to see her wear it down. He liked watching it move around her, as if it had a life of its own. Sometimes she appeared to have a strange orange creature living on her head. Any moment it might leap to the floor and walk away.
He hadn’t kissed her again. He didn’t trust himself to be a gentleman if she gave him even the faintest encouragement. Remembering how the tip of her tongue had welcomed his without resistance made him break into a cold sweat and his heart tattoo her name on the inside of his chest. Ruminating future pleasure was ploughing sand; she wasn’t in any state to accommodate his passion. The doctor was pleased with her healing, but she was still in pain.
Penryth assiduously avoided probing for any meaning behind the new warm feeling in his chest. Lily might be the most comfortable woman he’d ever known, but she was simply another woman he desired. Sweeping curves were taunting him from the other end of the table as Jones delivered the morning post. He dragged his eyes away from his blushing wife and picked up the solitary letter with his name written in a familiar hand. The few times he’d thought of his mistress it was only to compare her unfavorably with his new companion. Breaking the wax seal out of habit he scanned the swirling scrawl. She’d forgiven him and begged him to attend her immediately for an intimate conversation.
He glanced down the table at his wife who’d paused to watch him. That cape of orange hair seemed to growl as she tried to hide her curiosity. He folded the letter and shoved it into a pocket as he rose from his seat and walked to the other end of the table. “I have some urgent business to attend. Is there anything I can get you while I’m out?” She shook her head, her wild hair trembling in disgust at what he was about to do. It knew he was going to make love to Melisande while imagining it was Lily in his arms. It would be difficult as Melisande was only half the woman he really wanted, but the temptation to ease the longing outweighed the dishonor of his actions. Leaning over he smiled as he eyed her tempting lips; they were healing. In another few days the scabs would fall off and she’d be even more kissable. The ugly swollen bruises around her eyes and jaw were receding revealing pretty features. The animal on her head leaned back to claw at his eyes as she looked up with an innocent expression tinged with hope. Did she want him to kiss her? One temptation, two temptations… He draped his arm over the back of her chair and gave in to the hunger, unconcerned that his servants would witness that he desired his fat wife. An eternity later he pulled his lips away and smiled into eyes that looked like they’d been cut out of a brown autumn leaf streaked with yellow-gold and light green. “I’ll be back in a few hours. Is there anything you need or desire from the shops Mrs Bowen?”
“I don’t need anything Mr Bowen, thank you.”
“Not even some chocolate bonbons that I could exchange for kisses. How many kisses, I mean bonbons would you like Mrs Bowen?”
He smirked as she flushed bright pink and glanced at Jones standing nearby staring at the ceiling with a pained expression. She leaned towards him and whispered, “Half a dozen?”
“Half a dozen?” The words were loud enough to reach every corner of the room. “Are my kisses so unpleasant Mrs Bowen?”
“You’re very wicked…” His amusement and followed him from the house and down the street. The warm pleasant feeling was becoming almost tangible as if someone had put an immortal white hot coal in a heart shaped brazier and sewn it into his chest. The sky threatened rain, the cobbles were slippery with muck and mud; he’d never known such a beautiful day. Over the noise of the city he could hear birds singing praises to plump wives and the wind moaning Lily’s name as he passed through narrow streets. Humming a waltz, he mentally relived the exquisite taste of her lips and the adoration in her eyes. With every turn of the head London offered images inspiring thoughts of Lily. He could only conceive one thing making him happier and that would have to wait ‘till his bride was free of bruises. Just thinking about lying in Lily’s arms turned his innards inside out and sent his blood whirling through his body. Several times he found his feet unconsciously carrying him homeward, but he resolutely turned them back towards his mistress.
…
Fifty minutes later Penryth lay in his lover’s arms, his spent pleasure tainted by an uncomfortable dose of guilt. Cracking open his eyes he found Melisande’s lips, swollen from his hungry kisses, pursed in irritation. “What is that look for?”
“Who is she?”
He rolled onto his back and glared at the ceiling. He didn’t need a scene to expound his guilt. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Liar! You’ve never made love to me like that. You’re in love with someone you can’t have aren’t you? You can’t have her so you used me…Oh I hate you!”
“I’m not in love…” She jumped onto her knees and slapped his chest, drawing his glare to her mismatched breasts. How could he have ever found them attractive? They were far too small. “…you wished me to pleasure you and I did.”
“You haven’t once looked me in the eyes…you still can’t…look at me!”
He couldn’t. He wanted to pretend Lily was lying beside him. “I didn’t come for a row.”
“No, you came to use me you horrid Welsh turd. I offered an olive branch and this is how you repay me? Get out and don’t ever touch me again, not even to kiss my hand in public or I’ll slap your face.”
“Good. Don’t send me notes begging for pleasure because I’ll throw them in the fire.”
“Who is she or are Welshmen so thick they don’t know when they’re in love?”
“I’m not in love!” Even as he said the words the hot coal burst into flames threatening to burn a hole in his chest. Love would make him dependent. It would make him vulnerable. He wasn’t in love.”
The naked woman’s eyes weren’t smiling as she barked out a harsh acidic laugh. “You’ve fallen in love with some virgin, but you can’t have her because you married that fat ugly woman…”
“My wife isn’t ugly!”
His lover’s lips trembled as her eyes filled with angry tears. “You’re in love with your wife?”
Penryth felt a hot flush roll up his neck over his face. “I’m not.”
She leaned over him sneering through her tears. “Can’t you make love to her or is she too fat? Is it like mating a beached whale? It must be deeply distressing to be in love with a woman you can’t make love to. You’ll have to lock her in her room and starve her down to a manageable size.”
Penryth’s guilt and rage boiled away his calm façade. “I don’t know why I ever thought you beautiful; you’re so ugly on the inside it’s rotting away your mask. Your poor husband will wake up in a few years and find a poxed jaded hag…” She slapped him hard across the mouth and then backhanded him before he could think to turn away. Sobbing she leapt off the bed and ran through the connecting door to her dressing room and slammed the door. Swearing under his breath at his swelling lips he threw on his clothes. How was he going to explain his fat lip and disordered appearance? He couldn’t tell Lily he’d visited his mistress directly after kissing her; she’d think him a heartless cad. He’d have to stay away longer than he’d originally planned. He needed time to concoct a suitable story, but the only thought swirling through his head was that Melisande’s lips had tainted the sweetest kisses he’d ever tasted. As he wiped his mouth on his coat sleeve he wished he could wipe away the fact that he’d disgraced himself and unwittingly humiliated his wife. Melisande would see to it that half of England heard that he couldn’t mate his wife because she was too fat. It was so stupid people would believe it. As if his poor wife didn’t have enough wounds; quenching his lust had ensured she’d get a public bruising. Feeling sick with shame he wandered aimlessly towards the shops wishing there was something he could buy to assuage guilt.
Chapter 9
Feeling bored and lonely, Lily sat listening for her husband’s return. The open book on her lap remained unread as she wondered what sort of business had taken him away from his breakfast. She twirled one of the emerald bracelets and admired the green fire winking reminders of his breakfast kisses. She hoped he’d buy twelve dozen bonbons; she could sit and kiss him for hours. The thought made her smile as she twirled the other bracelet. He was the kindest, most beautiful man in the world with lips that made her feel like she was waking from an enchanted sleep. She was smiling as she heard someone knock on the front door. Mr Bowen had probably forgotten his key; he’d nearly forgotten his pocket book. Hopefully he’d bought a box of chocolate bonbons; a box of kisses. She threw down her book and hobbled to the top of the stairs. Leaning over the banister she froze. There was a woman in the hall handing Jones a calling card. Lily was about to shrink back into the shadows so she could claim not to be home when the woman looked up and smiled. Jones followed the callers’ eyes up the stairs, “Lady Gillingham wishes to know if you’re accepting visitors.”
Lily felt her blood turn to ice as she stared at the beautiful slender woman, “Forgive me Lady Gillingham, but as you can see I’m not dressed to receive callers…I thought you were my husband…”
Lady Gillingham ignored Jones’ disproving expression and Lily’s obvious attempts to avoid the unwanted meeting by moving up the stairs. On reaching the landing she eyed Lily’s bruises with a keen interest. “It’s certainly cold today. You must be freezing. A hot cup of tea will quickly warm our fingers…” Lily had no experience of repudiating unwanted callers. She’d lived her adult life in the social background, too busy serving or running errands to even hear how her sister might have handled the situation. She felt like a cornered mouse about to be devoured by a cat; but first the cat would toy with her. Lily could only hope the woman would lose interest quickly and leave to find someone else to maul.
“Jones…” The man was still standing at the bottom of the stairs with an unhappy look on his face. “…a tea tray in the sitting room please.”
“As you say Madam…”
“If you’ll follow me.”
With her husband’s mistress sitting nearby it was impossible not to feel fat, ugly and suddenly melancholic. All happiness in her heart drained away leaving black and white shadows. Why would Mr Bowen ever want to bed her when he could visit Lady Gillingham? The beautiful woman was perfectly proportioned for the latest fashions. Her bust was neither too small nor too large. The pleasing mounds of bluish tinged flesh were displayed to perfect advantage with a yellow high-waisted silk gown complimented by a blue wool spencer and matching hat. If Lily tried to wear that outfit she’d look like an ill-painted chest of drawers with a forgotten hat left on top. “Penryth suggested this morning that I pay you a visit. He said you were in need cheering while you were recovering.”
Lily felt the words slap her cheek. She blinked away her tears and replied calmly, “That was very kind of Mr Bowen.”
“Don’t you use your husband’s Christian name?”
“No.”
“How old fashioned…well perhaps when you’re better acquainted…you haven’t been married long.”
“No.”
“Those are rather nasty looking bruises…Penryth was telling me this morning how much improved you looked. You must have looked hideous after…you know.” Lily felt her cheeks burn with mortification and her stomach heave at the thought of Mr Bowen discussing her with his mistress. “Your husband and I are particular intimates…”
“You’re his mistress.”
The lady looked surprised. “He told you? How indelicate.” The woman quickly gathered her wits. “Especially considering your…” The beautiful woman eyed her with exaggerated disbelief. “…circumference. You must find it a trial, having such a beautiful husband.”
“How would Mr Bowen’s beauty be a trial?”
Lady Gillingham made a show of suppressing her amusement. “My dear, didn’t you think it a trifle odd that a new husband would mention the fact he has a mistress? It’s not something most men admit to their brides. It implies the wife is incapable of fulfilling his needs.” Lily bit the inside of her cheek and silently reminded herself that Mr Bowen had married her out of pity, but the awful words pierced her heart. “You and I shall be great friends; we’re like two halves of a wife.” Lily didn’t return the lady’s cold smile. “Your size may make it impossible for you to pleasure Penryth, but you can be his hearth companion and ensure his house is run properly while I fulfill his physical needs and ensure he’s satiated with happiness. A well run house makes a man comfortable, but men can’t endure celibacy without going mad, or so I’m told. You wouldn’t want a raving Welshman at your breakfast table; you never know what a man will do when his needs are pressing. He might even beat you black and blue.” Lily blinked back more tears. What did the horrid woman mean her size made it impossible? “You were lately living with your sister Mrs Philips I understand? She was a beauty in her prime. Isn’t it odd how family blood seems to randomly decree a curse on one sibling and a blessing on the other…like Jacob and Esau. You have the most interesting hair. There’s so much of it. I can understand why you’d simply leave it down. It must be impossible to put up without looking like you have a tumor on your head. Have you ever tried to powder it to tone down the orange?”
“Mr Bowen likes it down.”
Lady Gillingham looked shocked before recovering her superior smile. “It must look better down than up. Men always prefer long hair. My husband has forbid me to cut mine, though he’s gone to India so I could cut it all off and he might never know.”
“No, he might die before he can return to find you’ve been playing wife with my husband.”
“Mrs Bowen, I was hoping we could be friends, but you appear to have an emaciated unforgiving heart for such a fat body. Don’t come crying to me when your husband beats you black and blue because you’re too rotund to pleasure him. I tried to be helpful, but some people won’t be helped. It appears Penryth has made a poor choice of bride. Pray he doesn’t decide to get an annulment and send you back to Mrs Philips; I understand she’s quite a hard task master.” Lady Gillingham stood up with studied dignity. “I shan’t stay for tea. Doubtless you’ll need the lot to keep your spirits from drooping as low as your bust. It’s no wonder Penryth came to me this morning to be pleasured, he was probably afraid he’d suffocate in your bosom if he tried to make love to you. I’ll show myself out; conserve your vigour for luncheon.”
Lily’s cold heart had frozen her limbs. She was still sitting there staring into space when Jones entered five minutes later carrying a tea tray. “Is there a key to my chamber door?”
“It’s on your mantel, in the round ceramic dish.” Lily somehow managed to shift her weight to her feet and move her legs to her room. Locking the door, she tore both emerald bracelets from her wrists and let them fall to the floor before collapsing face down onto the bed and rolling onto her back. Mr Bowen had kissed her knowing he was going to visit that awful woman; her heart felt a vicious stabbing sensation every time the fact crawled through her conscious. His kisses and kindness meant nothing. If only Mr Bowen had left the bottle of laudanum in her room. She could have drunk it and insured that she’d never have to face him. She lay on her bed feeling like a whale that had been harpooned, cut up and prepared to be burnt in an oil lamp. She was nothing but a greasy curl of smoke swirling into the ether.
Chapter 10
It was gone five before Penryth dragged himself home. He was dreading having to explain his fat lip. She’d think he’d been attacked by ruffians. She’d make a fuss of him and that would make him feel like an even bigger cad. He closed the door and paused; something wasn’t right. There were no faint sounds coming from the kitchen or distant chattering maids. His house was as silent as a mausoleum. “Mrs Bowen?” He waited, but there was no answering sound. She was probably resting. “Jones!” Several minutes later the man appeared looking grim. “What’s the matter? Why is the house so quiet?”
“The devil came to call and left a bad air.”
“I’m in no mood for riddles. Is Mrs Bowen sleeping?”
“She’s in her room…” Penryth started for the stairs. “…I believe you’ll find her door locked.”
“Locked?” The word lashed his heart like a whip making his eyes water. “Why the devil did you give her the key?”
“She asked for it.”
“Why?”
“Lady Gillingham called…”
Penryth felt the remaining warmth drain from his heart as he clenched his hands in impotent rage. “You allowed my mistress to call on my wife?”
“I tried to send her on her way, but I couldn’t stop Mrs Bowen from agreeing to see a visitor. I’m afraid her Ladyship left Mrs Bowen in a state…the look on her face…”
His heart pounding in fear Penryth charged up the stairs, his footsteps echoing loud through the house. He ran to her door and tried the handle; locked. Bending over he swung back the keyhole guard; the key was turned in the lock. His knuckles wrapped the door in time with his heart. “Lily? It’s Mr Bowen; I need to speak with you.” The silence was worse than a string of curses. “Jones told me Lady Gillingham called; did she say something vile? Lily I need to see you, please open the door. Let me in, we need to talk…” After an hour his knuckles were raw, his throat was sore and the roaring flames in his chest had created a portal into hell. He desperately needed to see her eyes smile in forgiveness, but that wasn’t going to happen through a locked door. He yanked out his pocket watch. “I’ll give you five minutes to open the door and then I’m kicking it in.” Ten minutes later, he was still waiting. If she was fast asleep she’d think him a complete lunatic, but what if she was dying of a broken heart? He was kicking at the lock before he could dissuade himself. After a concerted effort, wood splintered and the door swung open.
Her legs hung ten inches over the side of the bed as she stared at the ceiling. He stood frozen in fear until the pale motionless corpse finally blinked. She was alive; he could resume breathing. Spots of brilliant green dragged his eyes to the floor and his heart convulsed in pain. His bracelets… He tried to close the door, but it swung back open. It looked broken beyond repair; he’d have to pay for a new frame and a new door, though he could reuse the lock and key. He tried again to close it, but it swung open taunting his desperate need for privacy. There was no response from the woman as he rushed past the bed to pick up a chair and carry it back to the door. Setting it down, the door looked like it would stay closed. He turned towards the bed, but the squeaking sound of the chair being slowly pushed out of the way drew his attention back to the door. There was an uncomfortable eight inch gap. He couldn’t beg his wife’s forgiveness knowing the chambermaids might hear him. He kicked the chair back up against the door, but the door once again swung inwards leaving a similar gap. He didn’t want to be moving furniture; he wanted to be kissing his wife. Glancing at the bed he forgot about the door. His wife’s pale cheeks needed warm kisses.
Picking up the emerald bracelets, they lay limp in his palms looking dull and cheap as if their fall from grace had destroyed their ability to shine. Carrying them over to the bed Penryth stood near her feet and held them out like a peace offering. “You dropped your bracelets.” It was an inane statement; the clasps could not come undone without human assistance. He, the giver, had been symbolically thrown to the floor in disgust. The loss of Lily’s good opinion made his swollen lip tremble as he crawled onto the bed next to her. “May I help you put them back on?” Her reply was to roll over onto her stomach tucking her arms underneath her. “I’m sorry Lily. That hussy only came to hurt you because I was swine; she hurt you to hurt me.” Admiring her lower spine as it curved into her generous bottom he reached out and lovingly caressed the lowest point in the curve. “Say something!”
“Don’t touch me.” Feeling rejected he withdrew his hand. He could almost hear hell laughing as demons clawed at his chest.
“What did she say?” He cringed at his sharp tone. His wife was going to think him a tyrant as well as a philandering cad. “Lily…” He tried to exhale his panic. “…why did you throw my bracelets on the ground?”
“I don’t want them.”
His lips hovered over her hair not daring to land. “Lily…what did that spiteful hussy say? You can’t lie there looking like…”
“Like a whale?”
“O Mam bach! Did that heartless cow call you a whale? Is that what she said?”
The inert body suddenly trembled. “I’m a fat fool; your kindness, your kisses…they meant nothing.”
“Twt lol! I swear it isn’t true.”
“How could you kiss me like that when you knew you were going to visit her? I thought Rosamund’s humiliations unbearable…I wish I was dead.”
“Don’t say that Lily. I didn’t go because I wanted to kiss her. I went because…” Penryth pressed his face into her hair in horror at having to admit the truth.
“Because you have needs and I’m too fat to fill them.”
“That spiteful cow!” She burst into tears widening the portal to hell. “It isn’t true! Lily, you’re bruised and in pain…I’m not heartless.” Her angry sobs didn’t sound convinced. “Lily, the truth is…” He lightly caressed her hair without a response. Feeling emboldened his cheek landed on her shoulder. “The truth is I made love to her and pretended she was you. It was very wrong of me and I feel awful. I shouldn’t have gone. I wish I hadn’t.”
“I thought you were good and kind.”
“It was a mistake; a stupid mistake.”
“Marrying you was a mistake.”
“Don’t say that Lily!” He pressed his lips against her hair. “I need your smile.” He put his arm around her. “Lily please don’t be angry with me…”
“Don’t touch me.”
He reluctantly ended all contact. “Our marriage isn’t a mistake. Having you in my house makes me feel warm and content. Melisande was just a warm body.”
Rolling onto her side, her brown eyes blew a frigid north easterly wind into his soul. “I know you married me out of pity Mr Bowen, but I thought you’d have the courtesy not to discuss my shame with your mistress. That’s all I expected, nothing more.”
“I didn’t tell her anything, she guessed.”
“How could she guess that you haven’t bed your wife?”
Penryth closed his eyes to escape the cold glare. “She knew I wasn’t making love to her, she was guessing who it might be and she deduced correctly that it was you, but that’s over. I swear I’ll never see her again; I’d rather hang myself.”
His wife rolled back onto her stomach. “Do as you please. It’s none of my business.”
Penryth squashed an impulse to forcibly roll her over and kiss away her cold words, but the ice was already settling in the hellish ache in his chest. Reaching out he fingered the orange frizzy hair draping her shoulder. He felt flattened by melancholy as if that morning he hadn’t been the happiest man in the world. Melisande’s sneering words repeated in his brain, ‘You’re in love with your wife.’ How could he be in love? It was true Lily’s kisses were incomparable, but he felt no blinding emotional fireworks. The thought of her dancing with other men didn’t make him jealous. He couldn’t even imagine flying into a passion on finding her alone with another man; it couldn’t be love. Lily Leigh was a pretty woman with pleasant curves. She aroused him. He wanted her. If only she’d smile and banish the hellish cold from his heart. “Lily…” He hesitantly moved closer until the front of his person brushed against her side as if physical contact might persuade his wife to be merciful. “If I could turn back the clock I wouldn’t go.” Now she was sobbing into the bedcover. “I’m sorry Lily. Forgive me, I beg you.”
After an hour she seemed to have emptied her eyes of water, but there was still no response. His limbs feeling as chilled as his heart, Penryth lay next to his wife acutely aware that his rash lust had destroyed his wife’s good opinion of him. “Lily say something, anything.”
“I can smell her on you; your nearness is making me ill.” Penryth abruptly rolled away as if kicked in the stomach. Sitting on the edge of the bed he stared at the limp emerald bracelets in his hand as if they might inspire him with a solution.
“Uncle Penryth? Aunt Lily?” The chair scraped against the floor as the door was pushed open ending any hope of forgiveness. “Uncle Penryth…” The young man approached the bed with visible relief, oblivious to the older man’s misery. “…something terrible has happened. I need your help.”
“This isn’t a good time William.”
His uncle’s flat tone made the young man look again at the woman lying on the bed.
She was lying with her legs dangling over the side of the bed as if she’d fallen forward in a fit. “Is she dead?”
“No she isn’t dead. I thought I taught you to knock on a closed door.”
“It was open. Is she ill?”
“She’s upset.”
“Why?”
“I mortified her.”
“How?” Penryth’s chilly look of displeasure caused the young man to blush with horror. “I’m sorry Uncle Penryth. When you finish…uh…I need to speak with you urgently.”
“Wait in my room.”
“You won’t be long?”
“I’ll be as long as I need to be.” Penryth sat there for several more minutes hoping the woman behind him would at least hint at forgiveness, but she remained silent. “I’ll put your bracelets in their box. Where do you keep it?” Her answer was a choked sob. “I’ll find it.” He forced his legs to carry him over to her dressing table and open the drawer. He carefully laid the limp bracelets in their cream satin bed and snapped the box closed. “I’ll put them in a safe place unless you’d like me to leave them in your room?” He looked once more at the bed hoping for a last minute reprieve, but she merely turned her head towards the wall rejecting him and his bracelets again. “I’ll send for a carpenter to fix the door. I’m sorry I hurt you; I feel like the devil.” What else was there to say? He walked from the room and shouted down the hall for Jones. “I want a large fire in Mrs Bowen’s room and send for a carpenter to fix her door.”
Chapter 11
William Bowen jumped out of the chair and gulped down his nerves as his uncle opened the door. He was a man even if he felt like a drowning boy. He licked his lips as his uncle closed the door behind him and walked over to his desk, opened the secret drawer and inserted the jewel case. William thought it prudent to say something pleasant to help balance the bad news. “Is Aunt Lily feeling better?”
“No.”
What was he supposed to say to that? “I’m sorry I interrupted…”
“I’m sorry I got out of bed this morning. What is this urgent business?”
William sank back onto a chair as his knees gave way. “Uncle Penryth, I don’t know how to…I feel so ashamed.” William looked up and shivered as dark eyes peered into his soul waiting for him to continue. “I called on Grace this morning at the usual time. I expected to meet her in the drawing room, but I was led to a private sitting room at the back of the house. One of those sittings rooms connected to a…a bedchamber.” The dark eyes seemed to glint with comprehension. “When I arrived Grace was reading a book. One moment I was asking her what she was reading and the next thing I knew we were kissing. I hadn’t kissed her for days. I don’t even know how she came to be in my arms, but it felt so good to hold her. One minute we were innocently kissing on the settee and the next I was on the bed in the next room and my fall was unbuttoned.” William felt his face burn under the gaze of his uncle’s all seeing eyes. “I was still wearing my coat, but her skirts were… We hadn’t yet…but I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. Then the door opened and there was Mrs Philips and Lord Morley and I knew I was in hell. He picked up his eye glass and ogled Grace like she was some sort of sordid entertainment and said one of his sneering clever remarks. I could have killed him, but Mrs Philips wouldn’t even withdraw to allow us to make ourselves presentable. I had to pull Grace’s skirts down while Mrs Philips gave me a tongue lashing on proprieties and then demanded I marry Grace by special license. She says we must marry immediately because Lord Morley is bound to repeat the affaire in a drunken moment. Uncle Penryth I have to marry her this week; I’ve ruined my beloved.” William blinked back unmanly tears as he waited to hear a well deserved lecture on what it meant to be a man.
“And what was Grace’s reaction to the interruption?” The cold question wasn’t what William expected.
“She thought it was funny, though I failed to see the humor. She said I’d be the best husband in the world. Uncle Penryth, you have to give your permission.”
“I won’t give it.”
William blanched in horror. “But Uncle Penryth, I have to marry her. Lord Morley will make Grace the Christmas on-dit. I can’t allow…”
“William, you were set up. Morley was Rosamund’s insurance that you’d be honour bound to wed the girl sooner than later.”
William blinked in disbelief. “Are you accusing Grace of seducing me?”
“She probably had some coaching.”
“How can you think Grace would do anything so despicable?”
“I’m merely pointing out that it was far too providential to be a coincidence.”
William felt sweat beading on his upper lip. “Grace would never do such a thing.”
“Then why did she laugh when she was found with her skirts around her knees?”
“Some people laugh when they’re nervous.”
“Did she look nervous?”
“I’m not here to impugn Grace’s honour; I’m asking you for permission to wed her.”
“If you wish to ruin your life before your twenty-first birthday William, you’ll have to drive the girl to Scotland and marry her over an anvil.”
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