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When the ear l ’ s  vale t  fa l l s  desperate ly  i l l  wi th a fever  the household i sn’ t  sure what to 
do,  unt i l  one housemaid s teps forward to care for  him. 
 
Sissy Devonport has known her share of grief. Her family was laid low by a fever that 
only she survived. Now a member of her new household appears to be suffering from 
the same illness and she is the only one sure she can care for him without falling ill 
herself. 
 
Whit Whitman is a known flirt. A clever man who prefers to tease and gossip rather 
than do anything of substance. To his surprise, his illness has upset the household. 
And garnered the attention of one woman he thought he could never have. 
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To everyone who is looking for love. May you find the person who sees and 
loves you for who you really are.  



Introduction 
If this is the first story you are reading in my little slice of Regency 

England, then welcome to the world of the Haberdashers! This story isn't about 
the Haberdashers per se, but rather about some of the employees in the 
Harrington household. The story takes place around Valentine’s Day, which 
means it is concurrent with the first official book of the Haberdashers, Trials of 
Artemis.  

Also of note: while the Haberdashers books are hot (explicit), the 
Haberdashers Tales are sweet (just kissing). Would hate to have anyone going 
between the two and surprised that they were so different. 
  



 
 
The rose is red, the violet's blue, 
The honey's sweet, and so are you. 
Thou are my love and I am thine; 
I drew thee to my Valentine: 
The lot was cast and then I drew, 
And Fortune said it shou'd be you. 
 

Chapter One 
 
February 1815, London 
 

Whit Whitman ran the brush over his lordship's coat one last time. 
Perfection. Now if he could convince Gideon to stay precisely like that for the rest 
of the evening it would be his fait accompli. But Gideon Wolfe, Earl of 
Harrington was a force unto himself. 

"What is the entertainment tonight, sir?" He didn't ask out of any 
curiosity; it was possible he knew the earl's social calendar better than the earl 
himself. But it was something of a tradition to finish off their preparations with a 
chat about where Gideon was going. 

"The Wynders tonight, Whit." 
"That should prove to be a pleasant evening." 
"I think you mean boring, and typically I would agree. But Lady Spencer 

asked me especially to attend. She has something she wants to show me in the 
library." 

Whit grinned. "Ah, that makes a good deal more sense. You are an 
inspiration to us all, my lord." 

Gideon grinned in return. "Far be it from me to disappoint a beautiful 
woman." 

"I can only hope to live up to your fine example, sir." 
And with that the earl left for his social occasion, like a ship set to sail. 

Whit tidied the dressing area and inspected the wardrobe to ensure all was in 
readiness for the morrow. It was still early. There was probably a card game in 
the stables. Or if he went downstairs to the kitchens his cousin's wife Grace might 
have left out some biscuits. But he felt unsettled and restless, and didn't want to 
do either of those things. He felt like he needed to be somewhere else entirely, 
and that feeling had been plaguing him more and more of late. If it weren’t his 
duty to be at beck and call upon the earl's return from this evening's social 
obligation he would have been tempted to go to a pub. But it was his duty, and he 
didn't plan to do anything that would cause Gideon to think of replacing him. 
Although surely there would be time enough for one drink. Gideon was rarely 
home early when he had planned an assignation. 



If it were only the drink that Whit were after, he could certainly find 
something here in the townhouse. But it was the company he was seeking. 
Anonymous, convivial company. He had friends among the house staff, but there 
was always a certain strain when you were around people you knew, people you 
had to keep up appearances with. Yes, he would go for one drink and be home in 
plenty of time to greet the earl. 

 
* * * 

 
Sissy Devonport finished polishing the crystals that usually dangled from 

the chandelier in the dining room, her final assignment for the evening. She loved 
finding out the stories of the various objects around the house and this particular 
chandelier was made of Bohemian crystal, purchased by the earl’s family three 
generations ago. Her favorite room to clean was the earl’s study, since he had 
many objets d’art tucked away on shelves and even in the backs of his drawers. 
She hadn’t quite found the way to ask after all the items without sounding like 
she was appraising them to make off with them in the night. The thought made 
her laugh softly to herself. Of all the things she had daydreamed she might do, 
being a thief wasn’t one of them. But her curiosity was getting the best of her 
when it came to the earl’s study. There were so many interesting things, clever 
things, which she wanted to know more about. She had always had an interest in 
oddities and some of his things were odd indeed. 

She held up the last crystal to the light, inspecting it for any further 
smudges. Manual labor had an odd satisfaction that she hadn't expected. And the 
routine, while mind numbing, was also comforting in its way. She knew precisely 
what she was to be doing every day, every week, every month, and she supposed 
every year once she had been here long enough to observe the pattern. The 
housekeeper Mrs. Norcross was a wonder of efficiency and organization. In the 
six months that Sissy had been here she had learned a new level of respect and 
appreciation for the intelligence and effort required to maintain the home of a 
London family. Or, in this case, one man, the Earl of Harrington. It seemed an 
age ago that she had been the one on the receiving end of such solicitous care. 
When she had been better known as Miss Cicely. 

She set the crystals aside for a footman to hang later and tidied the table 
where she had been working. Her mind was elsewhere, dreaming up a story as 
she moved toward the back stairs that would lead to her tiny bedroom on the top 
floor and she nearly collided with someone coming down. She jumped back with 
a start and he held her arm to steady her. 

"Hullo there, Miss Devonport. Sneaking about in the back hallways this 
evening?" 

She blushed and looked at her toes. "Good evening, Mr. Whitman. My 
apologies, I didn't hear you coming down the stairs." 

"No bother. Have a pleasant evening." 
He nodded to her and set off to the back door. When she had first arrived 

months ago she had felt something of a tendre for the earl's attractive, flirtatious 
valet. He had an easy smile and eyes that reminded her of the richest caramel. 
Taken with his fair hair and dapper style, it all served to make him rather 



devastatingly handsome. Mr. Dibbs, the butler, had warned Mr. Whitman off 
from being too attentive to her and of late he only flirted with her when the butler 
was within earshot, making it clear that he did it more to devil Dibbs than to 
express any interest in her. In the face of his apparent disinterest her own 
attraction had waned. It was for the best, really. 

 
* * * 

 
Since he was endeavoring to avoid those he knew, Whit eschewed 

alehouses he might have frequented in the past. He turned down a street a bit 
darker, a bit seedier, than he might normally, and found a place such that he 
might enjoy a bit of anonymity while the locals called to one another in friendly 
greeting and chatted about their day. His dress and manner were a bit out of 
keeping with the roughness of the place, but he tucked himself into a corner to 
observe. The mugs were unclean, the service surly, and the patrons loud. For this 
evening it suited him down to the ground. 

Whit was significantly mellower when he returned to the house. He looked 
around the corner before proceeding up the steps, to ensure that he wouldn't run 
into the guileless, green-eyed Miss Devonport again. With her dark hair and tiny 
stature she reminded him of a charming little songbird. Recalling their earlier 
encounter he had to smile.  

She was a sweet girl, far too sweet for a man like him. She had caught his 
fancy when she arrived, of course. Lovely women always caught his attention, and 
to his good fortune he often caught theirs. But it had shortly become obvious that 
Miss Devonport was far too good for the likes of Whit Whitman. She had 
comportment that outshone a typical housemaid, and spoke more demurely. On 
the occasions that he had tried to draw her into conversation she had merely 
blushed furiously and Dibbs had come out of nowhere to her defense. It was as 
though the butler had a sixth sense about any distress among the house staff. 
Being who he was, Whit merely used that knowledge to his advantage and 
continued to periodically flirt with the girl whenever he suspected Dibbs was 
near. 

Perhaps that wasn’t fair to Miss Devonport herself. He’d had some chance 
to observe her, and she seemed sad at times when she thought no one was 
watching her. Introspective. No chatterbox, that one. She was primarily quiet 
and... sweet. He really couldn't think of a better word. Although upon reflection it 
made him laugh. He was known for his love of sweets. He wondered if she was 
spicy, like gingerbread, or tasted dusky like chocolate. No, perhaps she was like a 
fruit fool. The dense sweetness of ripe gooseberries immersed in creamy custard. 

"Whit." 
He pulled up short at Dibbs' quiet voice. Was the butler somehow 

monitoring his thoughts now? "Yes?" 
"The earl has returned from his evening." 
"Already? Is he upstairs?" 
The austere butler shook his head. "He closed himself up in his study. I 

think that he's drinking again." 
Whit frowned. "Any idea what happened?" 



"Not as of yet, but I wanted you to be prepared that he might be in a foul 
mood." 

"How was he when he arrived?" 
"Abrupt." 
"Fetch me if you need help carrying him up." 
"It's all right, we can handle it." 
Whit nodded, knowing that the footmen were more than capable of 

carrying the large earl up the steps. He went upstairs to wait for the earl a great 
deal more subdued than he had been when arriving home. 

 

&  



Chapter Two 
 
The house was abuzz with news of the earl's unannounced engagement. 

Dibbs always turned a baleful eye on anyone he caught gossiping, but as soon as 
the butler was out of the room the talk would begin again. Sissy was entertained 
by how curious the staff was about their employer. She wondered if any of the 
Devonport help had ever taken half as much interest in her.  

Thinking of her family gave her pause. Although it had been some months 
now, it was hard to remember their household without seeing it as it was toward 
the end. So dark, so empty. All the sleepless nights she’d had, caring for first one 
family member and then another. Her sister’s lifeless face… She bit down hard on 
her lip to stop the tears that were gathering, and turned her attention back to the 
chatter of the Harrington staff. 

Since the new countess would have dominion over the domestic staff, it 
made sense that they had reason to be concerned. The earl was known as a fair 
and kind employer, so anything disturbing that would be worrisome indeed. To 
distract herself from thoughts of her own family, Sissy lingered in the kitchen to 
listen to the speculation. 

"My sister heard tell that her family can't rub two quid together. Nice 
enough placed they are, related to a marquess and such, but no money to speak 
of." 

"I heard that this was her third Season, practically on the shelf." 
"Nice enough looking gel, I hear, but too tall. It's not good enough to be 

pretty when you're tall, you have to be striking, too." 
"Well, himself is tall as well." 
"Men are admired when they're tall, love. Women are not." 
"What I've heard is that she hardly ever speaks. Likes to read." 
The portrait that started to come together of Jacqueline Walters reminded 

Sissy too much of her own past. Her family hadn't been as highly placed as the 
Walters, of course. Barely hanging on to the fringe of polite society, in fact. She 
had never had a Season or made any pretensions to the level of society that the 
earl traveled in. But the image of a poor, shy, intelligent girl was close enough to 
her own story to give her some pause. However, it seemed Jacqueline Walters 
was far luckier than Cicely Devonport. In Sissy's experience men only married for 
two reasons: money or love. Usually money. But the Earl of Harrington was one 
of the richest men in England. And the unspoken question among his staff was - 
if he was marrying for love, why was he spending so much time frowning and 
drinking? 

 
* * * 

 
Whit was tying Gideon's cravat for the second time when he heard 

footsteps in the hall. 
"Announcing his grace, my lord," Dibbs intoned from the doorway. 
That was a surprise. It had been years since the Duke of Beloin had graced 



the Earl of Harrington's household with a visit, since well before he was a duke in 
fact. As boys in school the two had been inseparable, but once the earl had 
inherited they had drifted apart. The earl had gone down a dark path of drinking, 
gaming, and whoring while his friend had all but withdrawn from society. In the 
early years there had been times that Whit and Dibbs had to call on the 
friendship between the two so the then-marquess could help extricate Gideon 
from various scrapes. Then when the elder duke had died, Whit had accompanied 
Gideon to the ducal seat where the earl helped his friend set affairs to rights. 
Other than that, however, the two had seemed essentially estranged. 

The duke's arrival had the predictable effect of improving the earl's mood. 
The two bickered, of course, but in the lighthearted way of old friends. Whit 
found the distraction helpful since a headache had been growing behind his eyes 
for most of the day. He was hopeful that a cold compress and a nap before the 
earl returned would set him to rights. 

 
Two days later, rather than improving, Whit's headache worsened. He 

felt nauseous and ached all over. Obviously he had some sort of ague, and hoped 
that it would pass quickly. He found that he was increasingly sensitive to light 
and noises. The earl's mood had worsened as well, something that Whit was in no 
condition to deal with. The third time Gideon barked at him he considered going 
to find a footman with aspirations to fill in for him, but the earl seemed to finally 
notice the effect of his mood and moderated his behavior. 

With a final brushing of the earl's coat, Whit asked, "Where are you off to 
tonight, my lord?" 

"The Yancey ball. Are you all right, Whit?" 
"I'll be fine, my lord." 
"You look pale." 
"Nothing to worry with, my lord." 
Gideon frowned, an expression he wore far too often of late, but simply 

nodded and left for his social obligation. Whit sought his cot for some additional 
sleep before the earl returned. 

 
* * * 

 
Dibbs heard the bell pull from the earl's bedroom and went to see to his 

lord himself. 
"Josh!" the earl called in a panicked voice as soon as the butler reached the 

top of the steps. "Whit isn't himself. I'm not sure what's wrong." 
The butler preceded the earl into the small room beyond the dressing 

room that served as Whit's quarters. The valet was sprawled on his cot. 
"Whit?" Dibbs crouched down near his cousin and shook his shoulder. 

"Whit?" 
"It's probably not the rats," he mumbled. 
Dibbs looked up at the earl. "I haven't seen him since noon. How was he 

earlier this evening?" 
"I noted he was a bit pale and out of sorts, but there was nothing 

significant." 



The butler nodded. "He hasn't seemed well the past few days but I hadn't 
thought much of it." He felt Whit's forehead. "He's hot, it's some sort of fever." 

"Open the window," Whit mumbled. 
Not entirely delirious then. Dibbs stood, "If I have your leave to fetch the 

doctor, my lord?" 
"Of course. Whatever he needs." 
Whit rubbed his forehead. "My head hurts, Josh," he said in a pleading 

tone. "I think I hit it on the rocks." 
Dibbs recognized that Whit was talking about an incident of more than 

twenty years go. Nodding tightly to the earl, he rushed to dispatch a footman to 
retrieve the doctor. 

 
* * * 

 
The house had been abuzz this morning that Mr. Whitman was unwell. 

When Sissy heard that the doctor had diagnosed a fever that included a red rash 
she went to see Dibbs immediately. 

"If you need someone to care for him, I've survived this fever already. And 
cared for others who have had it." 

"That's a very kind offer, Miss Devonport, but are you sure?" 
She nodded. It was difficult to explain, but she had seen far too many die 

from the fever and couldn't imagine losing the carefree Mr. Whitman in such a 
way. If there was anything she could do to help, then she would do it 

Dibbs crossed his arms and sighed, probably the most emotional reaction 
she had ever seen from him. "He's very ill. The doctor recommended that we send 
him to the sanatorium to ensure the infection doesn't spread but..." the butler 
cleared his throat. "But we don't feel that would be the best course." 

"Of course not," she agreed. 
"The earl has had him moved to the red bedroom. Whoever cares for him 

will be essentially isolated there with him in an attempt to forestall anyone else 
contracting it. I was planning to do that myself." 

"Oh. Have you had the fever before?" 
"No." 
"Please," she said, setting her hand on the butler's arm. "Let me." She gave 

him a sad smile. "You wouldn't want to leave Grace a widow after only a month or 
two of marriage, would you?" 

She saw the muscles in his jaw clench and knew that it had been a low 
blow, but when it came to matters of life and death there were few things that 
were beyond the pale. She was fairly certain that she was now immune to the 
disease that had ravaged the Devonport family and staff. 

"If you're sure?" 
"I am, sir." 
"Then I am in your debt, Miss Devonport." 
 

  



Chapter Three 
 
Sissy settled into the red room with Mr. Whitman. She knew from 

experience that it would be at least a week or two before she would emerge. If he 
was lucky, and he survived. Otherwise it might be far shorter than that. The rash 
was still spreading and he was in and out of consciousness. Feeling his skin she 
knew that the actual fever itself was far from its height. All of the signs indicated 
that it was indeed typhus. The fear that came with that diagnosis was cloying, but 
she knew that she would need to be strong. 

She put some of the old starch of Miss Cicely in her tone before she 
addressed him. "Well, Mr. Whitman, let me tell you how we are going to get on. I 
shall do for you and you will fight this illness. You are far too fine a man to be lost 
to something so silly as a rash and a fever." 

He mumbled something under his breath, but she knew it wasn't a 
response to what she had said. She dipped a cloth in clean water and started what 
would be one of the many times she would cool his skin to keep the fever as low 
as possible. 

 
* * * 

 
The first few days passed as peaceably as one could hope. Mr. Whitman 

would at times thrash about and talk incoherently, but she had expected that. She 
made sure he drank water and broth to keep his strength up as much as possible, 
and plied him with teas and other brews sent up from the kitchen. Cups filled 
with willow bark, lemon, and a few other things that she didn’t recognize by 
scent. She passed much of her time embroidering, a hobby that she hadn't 
indulged in since she had been a maid here. Dibbs had been happy to provide the 
supplies to her when that had been her only request for her own entertainment. 
She also asked for a few books from the library to read to Mr. Whitman.  

It was her belief that hearing a soft, comforting voice was elemental to 
healing. She certainly remembered her mother's voice speaking to her when she 
had suffered the fever. Sissy had been the first in their family to contract it and 
had been almost recovered within a fortnight. Then her mother had been next. 
Then her father, brother, and sister had fallen ill almost at the same time. She 
really wasn't sure when it had spread to the house staff. Within two months of her 
own recovery her family, and many of their retainers, were dead. She had been 
numb from grief when her uncle, her father's brother, had explained that there 
was less than nothing left of her family's estate, even after selling the townhouse 
and all their possessions. None of her relatives had been in the position to take on 
another mouth to feed. She was also fairly sure that they saw her as some Angel 
of Death, having been the first to face the disease and the only one to survive. Her 
uncle had used his contacts to get this position for her. Not even the grace of 
being a governess. She had been lowered from genteel poverty to domestic 
service. 

But no matter. She shook off her maudlin thoughts because today a special 



new book had been delivered for her to read to Mr. Whitman. 
"I'll read the letter to you first, because I was quite impressed with it. Not 

the length, mind you, but you'll see why in a moment. ‘Dear Whit, it is my hope 
that Byron's tale will inspire your recovery. I have also enclosed an as yet 
unpublished poem of his that I thought you might particularly like. Regards, 
Quincy Telford, Duke of Beloin’." She tapped the papers on the edge of his bed. 
"Did you hear that? A duke is wishing you a healthy recovery. Now you must get 
better, if only to thank him properly. Anything else would be unthinkably rude." 

He was quiet and still, as he often was in the afternoons. 
"All right, then. We should start with this poem he thinks you will like." 

She cleared her throat to begin. 
 
She walks in beauty, like the night 
Of cloudless climes and starry skies; 
And all that's best of dark and bright 
Meet in her aspect and her eyes: 
Thus mellow'd to that tender light 
Which heaven to gaudy day denies 
 
One shade the more, one ray the less, 
Had half impaired the nameless grace 
Which waves in every raven tress, 
Or softly lightens o'er her face; 
Where thoughts serenely sweet express 
How pure, how dear their dwelling-place. 
 
And on that cheek, and o'er that brow, 
So soft, so calm, yet eloquent, 
The smiles that win, the tints that glow, 
But tell of days in goodness spent, 
A mind at peace with all below, 
A heart whose love is innocent! 
 
She let the room fall silent for a few moments as she contemplated the 

effect of the poem. It made her unaccountably melancholy. She looked at Mr. 
Whitman. It hadn't appeared to affect him at all. 

"I fear reporting to the duke that you had no particular remarks on this 
poem. Perhaps when you're feeling better it will be more suited to your 
sensibilities. Now for the story. It is titled The Corsair. That sounds promising. 
There is likely to be adventure. Do you like adventures, Mr. Whitman? You strike 
me as the sort of man who might. Do you have a secret life? Spending your late 
nights climbing up to the balconies of your lady loves, perhaps your dawns in 
sword fights over their honor?"  

She looked at him, so still and flushed in the bed, his hair in disorder. 
Perhaps she should bathe his face before reading the story. Indeed she should. As 
she ran the cool cloth over his heated skin she studied him as she had not before. 
His impression as he went about the house was what she might call studied ease. 



His clothing was always perfect but not too perfect, as though by some calculation 
he had identified the essential piece to add or remove. His manner was one of 
practiced charm. Teasing and sweet with the ladies. Cutting and witty with the 
men. Much like his wardrobe, he peppered his formal speech with moments of 
casual disregard for formality. But now, in repose, he had none of those 
trappings. She would have assumed that a man who had so much artifice would 
somehow seem lesser without it. Oddly, he did not. He actually appeared to be... 
more. More masculine, with the bump of a broken nose and a small scar that 
slashed through one of his fair brows. More solid, with muscles she wouldn't have 
guessed lurked beneath all those dandyish clothes. And more vulnerable, with 
long lashes and a soft mouth that didn't look capable of some of the cynical 
remarks she had seen come out of it. 

Looking at him thus, without the glamour, made her think more deeply of 
what she had seen of him. The truth was he was actually quite nice. He 
remembered birthdays, played with children, and had always been solicitous and 
polite to her. It would indeed be a waste for the world to lose Mr. Whitman. A 
valet who received personal gifts from a duke. She resumed her seat and began to 
read aloud again. 

 
* * * 

 
A full week dragged past and Mr. Whitman's condition had not improved. 

His fever burned day and night, only being slightly reduced in the afternoon 
hours on some internal cycle that Sissy couldn't begin to fathom. His delirium 
had become more pronounced and he had now taken to shouting for someone 
named Josh. When she reported that to the footman who came in response to her 
bell pull he disappeared, and shortly Dibbs was at the door. When Mr. Whitman 
called out for Josh again, Dibbs hastened to the bed. 

Sissy rose to her feet, holding out her hand to forestall him. "No! Sir, you 
can't!" 

The look the butler turned on her brooked no argument. He sat on the side 
of the bed and grabbed Mr. Whitman's hand. "I'm here, Whit." 

"Josh!" 
"I'm here, Whit. It's all right." 
Mr. Whitman did, in fact, subside after hearing the butler's voice. Dibbs 

had a look of tortured concern that Sissy recognized. It was the same expression 
that her mother had worn when Sissy had fallen ill. The first expression she had 
seen when she began to emerge from the horrible fog of the fever. The mother 
who had shortly afterwards died from the same disease. 

Sissy grabbed hold of the butler's arm and pulled as hard as she could. 
"You must leave." 

Her efforts only served to garner his annoyed attention. "I'll not leave my 
cousin if he needs me." 

"If he recovers and you succumb to the illness, he will never forgive 
himself." She knew that she had tears in her eyes, but she needed him to 
understand. "He will never forgive himself." 

Dibbs was frowning now. "I must do something." 



She searched her mind desperately for a compromise. "In the evenings, 
come stand in the doorway and tell him about the goings on of the day. It will give 
him something to look forward to and provide the comfort of your voice. But 
please, you must leave now. Wash as thoroughly as you can." 

"Miss Devonport, I don't think-" 
"Don't make me get cross with you," she threatened. That gave the butler a 

ghost of a smile. He stood and her eyes were even with the top button of his coat. 
She barely threatened five feet tall, much less a man of the butler's dimensions.  

"Thank you for taking care of him. I'll... I'll go now." 
She nodded, relief flooding her. 
He stopped at the doorway. "Once we have all the chores done for the 

evening I'll be back to tell him about our day." 
"Perfect," she said.  
Once Dibbs was gone she ruffled Mr. Whitman's hair. "I hope you're 

pleased with yourself. You've proven at least one person values you more than 
their own life." 

 
  



Chapter Four 
 
Their routine was slightly modified by the addition of Dibbs' nightly visits, 

but otherwise things continued on much as they had before. The only other 
change was that Dibbs started bringing baked goods that his wife made especially 
to entice Mr. Whitman to recover. Each night the room held a new sweet aroma 
to torture them, such as gingerbread, lemon cake, and chocolate crème. She 
would eat her portion and describe the flavor and her enjoyment in great detail to 
Mr. Whitman. Grace's desserts really were extraordinary and if Mr. Whitman 
didn't recover soon then Sissy would be letting out the seams of her dresses. 

Sissy lost track of the exact days, but about a fortnight after he succumbed, 
it seemed his fever had broken by dawn. All day she remained attentive and 
followed the usual schedule of cooling sponge baths and ensuring he was 
drinking water. She was hardly able to focus on her embroidery for the times she 
checked on him. She hoped that the reduced fever was a good sign, but her fear 
was that this was just another turn to something worse. She had never actually 
watched anyone recover from this illness; she had only seen them die. She was 
somewhat heartened to remember that none of them had experienced a reduction 
in fever at the end, so surely this was a good sign. 

When afternoon came she decided to read the Byron to him again. It 
would be at least the fifth time they had read it. She read the poem first and heard 
him sigh and shift in the bed. Was that a reaction? If so, what did it mean? She 
stood to look at him and ascertain his condition. He surprised her by opening his 
eyes and looking at her, confused. 

"Miss Devonport,” he said groggily, “you shouldn't be here." 
She couldn't help but to smile. "Where else should I be?" 
"I couldn't say, but certainly not standing over my bed." He looked, for Mr. 

Whitman, quite foul-tempered. She didn't know when she had been so pleased. 
"Stay awake for a moment," she admonished, rushing over to the bell pull. 

She gave it some enthusiastic yanks, keeping her eyes on him. He was looking 
around the chamber, confused. 

"Where am I?" 
"The red bedroom." 
"The red bedroom? At the townhouse?" 
"Yes." 
He collapsed back against the pillows, seeming exhausted. "I've never been 

in it before." 
"I'm usually only in it the first Thursday of the month." 
"That seems oddly specific," he murmured, closing his eyes for a moment. 
"Cleaning schedule." 
"Ah. And why am I in it?" 
"You've been ill, Mr. Whitman. Very ill." 
Mr. Whitman opened his eyes to look at her questioningly just as the door 

flung open and Dibbs was there, looking as though he had run up three flights of 
steps. "Is he-?" 



Sissy knew that the question that the nearly panicked Joshua Dibbs had 
been about to ask was whether his cousin was dead. But Mr. Whitman was now 
sitting up against the pillows, looking very much alive. 

"Naked?" Mr. Whitman finished for him, albeit a bit weakly. "I think I am 
under here. It's a wonder you let a maid in the room." 

"Oh, thank God," Dibbs said, striding across the room and throwing 
himself on the foot of the bed. He held on to his cousin and sobbed. Sissy thought 
Mr. Whitman couldn't have looked any more alarmed if a fire had started under 
his bottom. 

 
* * * 

 
Whit felt it had been a long, hard slog to consciousness. He had vague and 

partial memories of voices, of cool cloths pressed to his forehead, of water 
dribbled down his throat. But none of it was clear until just a few moments ago 
when he had awakened to a soft, feminine voice reading poetry to him. The poem 
seemed familiar somehow, as did the voice. Comforting. Soothing. He had almost 
been lulled back into a slumber but some part of his mind had been desperate to 
awaken. He was sore and stiff, torn between a desire to get up and a fear that he 
would immediately fall on his face. He felt weak. Even rising up on the pillows 
had been a chore. 

Then Josh had burst into the room looking as though the earl's prize 
stallion had bolted and the butler was somehow to blame. Now the poor man was 
kneeling by the bed, his upper half sprawled over Whit's legs, and crying as 
though he had witnessed the massacre of a thousand puppies. Josh didn't cry. 
Josh never, ever, ever cried. When they were children Whit had been the sensitive 
one, the one prone to sniffling over finding a dead butterfly in the meadow. Josh 
was the stern one, the one with a stiff upper lip. Even back then he'd had a certain 
poise and reserve that Whit had envied. 

Not quite sure what to do, he awkwardly patted his cousin's head. There 
was only one thing that Whit could think of that would send Josh into such an 
emotional state. "Is Grace all right?" he asked cautiously. 

That served to rouse the butler from his sobbing. "Yes, I should go find 
her. She'll want to know you're awake." With that, his cousin arose from the floor, 
wiped his dripping nose on his sleeve, and set off across the house. 

He had wiped his nose on his sleeve. He had cried and then wiped his nose 
on his sleeve. 

Whit decided it was quite likely that all of this was a delirious dream. 
Miss Devonport was still standing off to the side of his bed, watching him. 

Yes, if he were to choose a woman to dream about, it might be her. She had some 
of that enviable poise, and skin as pale as cream, rosy lips in a cupid's bow, and 
black hair that looked softer than mink. Perhaps his illness had addled his brains 
a bit, but she looked lovelier to him now than she ever had. And right now she 
had a serene, secretive smile that made him want to kiss her. He shook off the 
thought. 

"Miss Devonport, how long have I been here?" 
She finally stopped staring at him and set to tidying, first the table beside 



the bed and his linens where Josh had been kneeling. "About a fortnight." 
A fortnight! No wonder he was in such a state. He still wasn't sure if he 

could stand. He thought for a moment, counting the days. "Well, then that makes 
it... St. Valentine's day?" 

She laughed. "I suppose it does. I'm not sure of the exact date." 
"Would you be my Valentine?" If he were going to have a delusional 

dream, it might as well be an enjoyable one. 
"Of course, Mr. Whitman." 
For years he had wondered why men said they "admired" a woman. The 

term had never seemed quite right to him. But he did admire Miss Devonport. 
She had grace and an air of dignity. She never gossiped or drank or used foul 
language. She was, in short, far too good a woman for him. But if this was his 
delusional dream then she would be his Valentine.  

"You can call me Whit," he said, giving her a reassuring smile. It had been 
some time since he had flirted with her and he was encouraged to see that she 
still blushed prettily at the attention. 

"Very well. Would you like for me to read The Corsair again, Whit?" She 
sat in a chair near the bed and picked up a small book. 

"I suppose so, as I don't remember how that one goes." 
She took out a folded paper that had been pressed between the pages and 

held it out to him. "I suggest you pay attention this time so that you can thank the 
gift giver appropriately." 

He took the paper from her fingers and unfolded it. The contents made 
him smile. A gift from Quince. "Well, if we've been receiving gifts then where is 
the bottle of brandy from Gideon?" 

She gave a mock gasp of dismay. "You ungrateful man!" 
"Thirsty man," he corrected. 
Setting the book aside she stood to pour a glass of water for him. 
He snorted. "Surely you don't think water and a fine brandy are at all 

comparable." 
She raised a brow at him and handed him the glass. "If you drink all of this 

then I might be inclined to inquire after some brandy for you." 
"Well, since you are my Valentine I suppose I must acquiesce to your 

wishes." 
"Prudent man," she agreed, hovering over him as he finished the glass.  
Once he was done he lay back on the pillows again. He was in poor straits 

indeed if the simple act of drinking a glass of water could tire him. 
"So now my Valentine will find me brandy?" 
 

  



Chapter Five 
 
Sissy thought that this was proof enough that Mr. Whitman was an 

inveterate flirt. She remembered how horrible she felt when she awoke from the 
fever, and hers hadn't lasted as long. If he could lie there teasing her about being 
his Valentine when he most likely ached in every muscle then he had a greater 
fortitude than she. 

"Do you have any other requests than the brandy?" 
He closed his eyes with a small smile. "Not at the moment, but I will keep 

the offer in mind." 
Without the fear of her patient's imminent death, Sissy took the 

opportunity to stretch her legs and fetch his drink herself. The hallway was 
deserted and the deep pile of the runner made her own passage silent. The first 
floor was quiet as well. It wasn't until she descended into the kitchens that she 
heard voices and activity. 

Dibbs saw her almost immediately. His eyes were still reddened a bit from 
earlier and she saw a flare of fear. "Is he still all right?" 

She nodded. "He's just insisting on some brandy. I assume that wouldn't 
be an imposition?" 

"I'll fetch it." 
Grace Dibbs, the butler's wife, came over to Sissy. "Thank you so much for 

everything you've done." 
"It was no bother." In fact she was dirty, tired, sore, and roiling again in 

the grief of her own family's passing. But then Grace gathered her up in a warm 
hug. The sort of hug she had known often as a child and hadn't realized she 
missed. 

"We're so lucky," Grace said. "Lucky that you were here and knew what to 
do, and lucky that Whit was able to survive it." 

Sissy felt tears gathering in her eyes but couldn't make herself push Grace 
away, and found herself clinging to the other woman. Grace led her to a seat at 
the large table where the staff took their dinners. 

"I have to take the brandy up to Mr. Whitman," she protested. 
"I'm sure Dibbs has done that himself. Sit with us and chat while we finish 

Whit's meal." 
Sissy sat at the table, feeling somewhat miserable. "I doubt he'll be able to 

eat much," she warned, remembering the state of her own stomach upon 
awakening. 

"Whit, not eat?" Grace shook her head. "You have no idea what that man is 
capable of. We'll be fortunate if we can get him to stop eating after two weeks 
without at least a snack." 

Grace and the rest of the staff in the kitchen entertained her with stories 
and plied her with treats until Sissy began to relax. This was the first time she felt 
like she had truly been accepted among them. 

 
* * * 



 
Whit opened his eyes when he heard the door. Although he had been 

expecting Miss Devonport again, instead it was Josh with a brandy decanter and 
two glasses. 

"Good man," Whit said quietly. He was still disturbingly tired. 
Dibbs set the glasses down on the table and poured the brandy. Sitting on 

the bedside, he handed one glass to Whit and clinked his against it. "To your 
health." 

"What's left of it.” 
"You'll get better now," his cousin admonished. 
Whit sniffed the brandy and gave a contented sigh. "It's the hors d'age." 
"Would you expect any less? It's not every day that one escapes death." 
Whit chuckled. "You make it sound like I emerged victorious from facing 

Old Boney on the battlefield, rather than tolerating a fever." 
Josh sipped from his glass. "Death is death, Whit, and you have apparently 

charmed him out of his plan to take you as yet." 
Whit finally took a sip of the smooth spirits, murmured his appreciation, 

and closed his eyes again. "How is the earl?" 
"He's fine, from what I gather." 
Whit's eyes snapped open. "Where is he?" 
"Kellington. Taking a honeymoon with his new wife." 
"He already married her?" 
"Indeed. Just this week." 
Whit frowned. "His wedding suit would have been my crowing grace. What 

did he wear?" 
"The blue superfine." 
"And?" 
Dibbs chuckled and described the earl's attire in detail. 
"Who dressed him?" 
"I did." 
Whit nodded, still feeling melancholy. "I would have used the ruby 

stickpin." 
"Oh?" 
"An extra spark of color. And it symbolizes love." 
"I didn't say he was in love with her." 
"Thus even more important." 
"Well," the butler said with a dry smile, "if you hadn't been lying in bed all 

day like a lazybones you could have done something about it." 
Whit smiled. At last Josh was acting more himself. "Now we know what 

becomes of me without constant monitoring." 
"As though I didn't already know that." Josh paused and set a hand on 

Whit's shoulder. "I am glad to have you back. You have been missed." 
Whit sought to distract Josh from earnest emotion as it threatened to 

overset his own peace of mind. "Have you met the countess? What is she like?" 
The laughter that question elicited was a bit beyond the reaction Whit had 

been expecting. "Oh yes,” the butler said, “I've met her. Shortly before the 
wedding." 



"That sounds suspiciously like there's a story." 
"They married because the circumstances of their engagement were 

published in the society pages. It was... condemning to her reputation. She 
blamed the earl for it and rode bareback across London to confront him over it." 

"No!" 
"As we didn't recognize her, we tried to stop her at the door. She assaulted 

Jim Bridgins and me with her riding crop." 
"Sweet mercy! And he married her?" 
"Of course he did. Regardless of his faults, the earl is deeply honorable." 
"True. I hope he took her riding crop away." 
"As do I. I still have bruises." 
"You do not!" 
Josh laughed and unbuttoned his jacket and shirt to reveal his shoulder, 

where a mottled purple bruise flared. 
"Good Lord." 
Righting his clothes Josh said, "I have three more just like it. Grace was 

beside herself. I was afraid she might hunt the woman down." 
"It sounds as though it has been ridiculously busy while I was asleep." The 

brandy was having quite an effect on him, something he couldn't complain about 
since it meant that the aches throughout his body were lessening. He settled back 
into his pillows and murmured, "Where is my Valentine?" 

"I'm sorry?" 
"Miss Devonport. She said she would be my Valentine since we were 

trapped here together." 
"Now that you're no longer so ill and contagious, I think that we can 

relieve her of her duties." 
Whit frowned. "A mere hour ago you were beside yourself that I had lived, 

and now you won't even allow me a pretty maid to nurse me back to health? 
You're more hard-hearted than I had realized." 

"Whit," his cousin said in a warning tone. 
"Will you never trust me?" 
Josh opened his mouth and then closed it again. "I'll leave it up to Miss 

Devonport if she would like to stay on during your convalescence. And you look 
as though you need to sleep again." 

"I am quite tired." 
Josh stood and started toward the door. 
"You're leaving the hors d'age brandy?" 
"Yes. Try not to drink it all at once." 
"Won't Gideon be perturbed that we took so much of it?" 
Josh came back to stand over him. "No, you idiot, he won't." He leaned 

down to kiss the top of Whit's head. "Gideon has been beside himself in worry for 
you. The first thing I did after telling Grace you were awake was to dispatch a 
rider to Kellington to give him the news." 

"Oh." 
Josh took Whit's empty glass to set on the table next to the tumbler. "Get 

some rest. I will check with Miss Devonport on your behalf." 
"Thank you, Josh." 



"Of course," his cousin said. 
 

* * * 
 
Although she was still bone tired, Sissy's spirits were lifted by her time 

chatting in the kitchen. When Dibbs reappeared she stood to greet him but he 
spoke first. 

"Miss Devonport, thank you very much for caring for my cousin during his 
illness. If there is ever anything I can do for you, please don't hesitate to ask." 

"Mr. Whitman's return to health is reward enough for me." 
He paused for a moment as though carefully considering what he would 

say next. "You are, of course, not beholden to care for him any longer since he has 
recovered from the fever. But he has requested you. I think he has grown fond of 
your ministrations." 

"I would be delighted to care for Mr. Whitman until he is well." 
"Then I remain in your debt, Miss Devonport." 
"Think nothing of it," she reassured him. 
"If we're done being polite," Grace interrupted them, "I have Whit's tray 

prepared." 
Grace tried to hand over the enormous tray laden with food that Sissy was 

fairly sure outweighed her. 
"I'll take that," Dibbs said, intercepting it. 
There was so much food that Sissy was sure Mr. Whitman wouldn't be able 

to eat a tenth of it. It was enough for three normal person's dinners. 
"Well, if you're going then I'm coming with you," Grace said to her 

husband. 
"Of course. I never said you couldn't." 
The couple trooped up the stairs with Sissy in their wake. It was nice to 

feel at least somewhat associated with a family again.  
 
  



Chapter Six 
 
Whit awoke to the sound of his name and was almost immediately 

enveloped in a hug that smelled like spice and roses. Grace. He patted her back 
awkwardly, wondering when Josh would appear and demand that Whit unhand 
his wife. 

"If you're quite done I need to set down this tray." 
Ah, so Josh was already here. 
"Set it on the other side of the bed, I'm not finished by half." 
But she did sit back and took his face in her hands. "You scared the devil 

out of us, you know." 
"Did I? Then I suppose I should take up my vicars robes forthwith." 
"They told me that your spirits were surprisingly well returned, hopefully 

your appetite is as well." But she didn't release him immediately, searching his 
face as though looking for something. He knew not what that could be. She finally 
gave him a trembling smile and turned her attention to pulling things from the 
tray to display for him. "Yorkshire puddings, of course. Roast potatoes." 

"And roast chicken!" 
"And roast chicken," she agreed, her smile finally blooming more 

naturally. He had told her once that he would marry her if she could roast a 
chicken well and it had become something of a joke between them. Josh's 
proposal to her had even referenced it, strange as that seemed. 

"Grace, why don't we leave him to his feast," Josh said, holding out a hand 
for his wife. She rose from the bed and twined her arm in her husband's. The 
couple stood in an easy intimacy as Josh said, "Don't hesitate to call on us if you 
need anything." 

If Whit had truly desired marriage he would have been jealous of them. 
They obviously put each other at ease, and each of them lit up when they saw the 
other enter the room. But as he wasn't particularly inclined towards marriage, no 
matter how much he had teased Grace on the topic, he was able to appreciate 
their relationship with the gentle indulgence of an objective observer. 

"If I need anything? What if I have an itch in the middle of the night. 
Should I ring you?" 

"Whit," Josh said warningly. His cousin knew him well enough to fear that 
Whit might carry out just such a threat. 

"Worry not, I wouldn't want to wake your wife with such a banal request. 
Besides," he said, turning his attention to the quiet woman who still hovered near 
his bed, "I'm sure that Miss Devonport will see to my needs." 

"Of course," Miss Devonport said with a small smile. 
 

* * * 
 
When the Dibbses left, Mr. Whitman attacked his food with a great deal 

more enthusiasm than Sissy had expected. But his energy and appetite waned 
rather quickly. 



"You must eat this chicken," he told her. 
"I must?" 
"Yes, it would be a crime for it to go to waste." 
She sat on the edge of the bed next to him and picked at his plate. "It is 

quite good." 
He gave a contented sigh. "Yes it is. The hors d'age and roast chicken. 

Quite a good day." 
She laughed. "I'm sorry, the hors what?" 
"The hors d'age. Very fine brandy aged over ten years in the barrel. Would 

you like to try it?" 
"I don't know anything about brandy." 
"Taste it. Then you'll at least know whether or not you like it. Although I 

have to caution you, developing an affection for it could just lead to heartache 
since we so rarely have any." 

"Would you like some?" 
"Yes, but you should taste it first." 
She stood and picked up the decanter. "I assume this is it?" 
"Yes, just pour some into the snifter." 
She looked at the clear amber liquid in the cut crystal decanter. There 

seemed to be many priceless, or nearly priceless, things in the earl's household 
and she was suspicious this was one of them. When she poured it into the snifter 
the pungent odor of the liquor rose up to her. It was pleasant and bordered on 
sweet. 

"Now," Mr. Whitman said, "you hold the bottom of the snifter in your 
palm to warm the brandy. And gently swirl it." 

She tried, but they both laughed at her awkward attempt. 
"Here, let me show you." He took the glass and demonstrated how to swirl 

the brandy around the bottom. When she took the glass back she was marginally 
more successful. "Now," he said, "you sniff the brandy." 

"I can smell it from here." 
"Who is the instructor?" She laughed and he captured her wrist, bringing 

the snifter to his nose and inhaling deeply. "Ah, yes. Lovely." 
She knew he was speaking of the brandy, but the silly intimacy of him 

teaching her how to drink properly made her blush. She raised the glass to her 
nose and sniffed as he had demonstrated. She would wager that just the fumes 
from this were more potent than any wine she'd ever had. 

"And finally," Mr. Whitman said, "you are ready to take your first sip." 
She tipped the glass back and let the brandy roll onto her tongue. And 

within a moment was coughing it out. 
"Gracious!" she exclaimed between hacking coughs. He saved the snifter 

from her hands. 
Mr. Whitman looked very much as though he were holding himself back 

from laughing at her. "So I'll assume you haven't indulged in the stronger spirits 
before." 

She shook her head, still too overcome with coughing to speak. 
"I suppose it's an acquired taste," he said, looking down into the snifter 

and swirling it once more. "One that I have very much acquired." 



She held her hand out and gasped, "Let me try again." 
"It's not a challenge. If you don't like it, you don't like it." 
She kept her hand extended until he finally yielded the snifter. This time 

she was careful to hold her breath as she took a small sip. It burned going down, 
as though it were liquid fire, but she managed to swallow without coughing. The 
aftertaste was sweet and potent. "I don't hate it. I don't know if I like it yet." 

"Perhaps that's enough for now," he said, holding his hand up for the cup. 
She held up her finger to forestall him as she took another sip. This one 

went down easier still. She finally handed the snifter back to him. "What would 
you like to do with the evening?" she asked. "I could read if you like." 

"What have you usually done this time of the evening while we've been 
here?" He sipped at the brandy himself. 

She looked at her hands. "I would usually embroider and... and talk to 
you." She looked back up. "I thought it was important to talk to you. I still 
remember hearing my mother's voice when I was ill and think it is part of what 
kept me... here." 

He had a distant look in his eye for a moment. "Yes, I do remember your 
voice. Vaguely." Then he looked at her directly again. "But forgive me, I don't 
remember what we talked about." 

"Oh, just," she fluttered her hands, "nothing." 
"Then feel free to tell me all that nothing again, since I was such an 

abominable listener before." 
She picked up her embroidery and sat in the chair beside the bed, trying to 

be as casual as she had been for the fortnight he had been fevered. It was 
certainly harder to talk to him when he was awake and responsive. 

"What are you embroidering?" he asked. 
"A pillow cover." She held up the hoop for him to see. 
"That's quite elaborate, may I see it more closely?" 
She secured her needle and brought the hoop for him to look at. 
"That's extraordinary. I feel like I'm lying in a field of wildflowers. Where 

did you learn to do this?" 
"From my mother." 
"Is her work as exceptional? This is so detailed." 
"Yes, it was." 
"Was?" 
"I survived the fever but my mother did not." 
"I'm sorry, Miss Devonport, I didn't know." 
She felt tears burning at the back of her eyes and seized her embroidery 

back a bit more abruptly than she intended. She huddled into the chair and 
started sewing again. Clearing her throat she asked, "What of your family?" 

"My family? Well, you know my cousin Josh. My father was Gideon's 
father's valet. He didn't have me until late in life and has passed on some five 
years ago now." 

She stopped sewing. "I'm sorry." 
He shrugged, but his jaw was tense. "We were never particularly close." 
"Your mother?" she asked. 
"Still living," he confirmed, taking another sip. What he didn't say served 



to speak more loudly than anything he could have said. Apparently he wasn't 
close to her, either. 

"No brothers or sisters?" 
She saw his fingers tapping on the counterpane. Not his favorite subject, 

apparently. "No. You?" he asked politely. 
"Not anymore." 
His tapping stopped. "You didn't lose them to the fever as well?" 
She didn't trust herself to speak so she simply nodded. 
"Miss Devonport, I am so sorry. It must have been quite a trial for you to 

care for me." 
She set her sewing aside as she could no longer see through the unshed 

tears in her eyes. "No it wasn't, Mr. Whitman. Because you lived." 
 

  



Chapter Seven 
 
Whit stared at Miss Devonport, aghast at the terrible tragedies of her life 

that he had unwittingly revealed. And bothered that somehow he had pleased an 
inordinate number of people by simply continuing to live. She began to cry in 
earnest, the tears running down her face, and was twisting the fabric of her skirt 
between her fingers. 

He was desperate to find something to console her. "I'll gladly share my 
cousin with you. I think he likes you better than he does me anyway." 

She looked up at him with a furrowed brow. "Dibbs loves you. He was 
willing to risk his own life to ensure your care." She bit her lip and looked away. 
"My own cousins couldn't be bothered with me at all." 

Excellent, he had misstepped with that statement as well. Perhaps he 
would be better off not saying anything at all. 

When her eyes returned to his she was still anguished and tearful. "I loved 
my family, Mr. Whitman. I loved them very much and had to watch them all die. 
When I turned to my uncle and cousins for help they simply asked me why, at six 
and twenty, I still wasn't married. As though that were something I could 
control." Her wavering, tearful voice broke off in a sob. "I didn't just lose my 
family, I lost everything. I have nothing left. Nothing but what I'm willing to give 
of myself. So I was glad, very glad, to finally be able to nurse someone back to 
health from this horrid fever." 

Whit felt desperate to comfort her. "You have slightly more than nothing, 
Miss Devonport. You have me. Certainly you know that I will never consider my 
debt to you repaid. My life is now yours to ask of what you wish." Rather than 
console her, his words seemed to make her sob harder still. He struggled to sit up 
further on the pillows. Her tears were breaking his heart and he might do 
something rash soon. "Tell me what I can do, Miss Devonport. What can I do to 
make your feel better?" 

At that she looked at him as though he had asked if she kept zoo animals in 
her reticule. When she stood he thought that perhaps she was going to leave, then 
she flung herself onto the bed beside him and buried her face against his shoulder 
to weep in earnest. He'd never held a weeping woman and it was a bit unnerving, 
honestly. Her tiny frame shook with her sobs. He ran his hand over her back in 
what he hoped was a comforting caress. After a few moments, when his panic 
subsided, he was able to appreciate how perfect she felt in his arms. Delicate and 
warm. Her hair was indeed soft as mink and smelled like wildflowers. He felt like 
an ass appraising her finer qualities while she grieved, but it was impossible to 
ignore the intense attraction he had for her. 

He held her and let her cry, wishing he was a good enough man for her. 
 

* * * 
 
Sissy had cried for her family before, but perhaps she had never grieved. 

Now, with Mr. Whitman, it felt as though her heart had cracked open and every 



bit of misery had poured out. He held her as though she were special, treasured. 
and that had brought another layer of grieving. She wasn't special to anyone 
anymore. He'd said that she could ask anything of him and what she wanted 
foremost to ask was if he could just continue doing this. Holding her. Forever. 

She fell asleep in his arms. 
 

* * * 
 
Whit awoke to the sound of a shocked gasp. His cousin's shocked gasp, if 

he wasn't mistaken. And he was sure he wasn't mistaken, because he would know 
that sound anywhere. He deviled Josh at times just to hear it. But he was fairly 
sure he hadn't been trying to devil Josh just now because he otherwise felt warm 
and content. The aching of his muscles had lessened and... Sweet mercy, Miss 
Devonport was in his bed. 

"What on earth are you doing?" Josh sounded outraged. Furious, in fact.  
Miss Devonport scrambled up immediately. "Dibbs, sir, it's not what it 

looks like." 
"Go to your room, I'll deal with you later." 
The poor girl paled and fled through the door. 
"Don't be harsh with Miss Devonport," Whit warned. 
"What were you thinking! You are literally on what was almost your death 

bed." 
"Based on how you're looking at me, I'm wondering if it still will be." 
"How can you be flip? Do you have no shame? Dammit, Whit, why do you 

always have to take things and take advantage?" 
Whit felt a cold ball take up residence in his chest. "Why do I always have 

to take? It's the province of those who have nothing and are given nothing." 
"That's a ridiculous way to justify your actions." 
"What would you know of it, Josh? The treasured son of attentive parents. 

Tell me, did my mother write to ask after my health once my illness was known at 
Kellington?" 

Josh shifted on his feet. "That's not the point here." 
"Just answer the question." 
"No." 
"Did your mother?" 
"Yes, but I don't see-" 
"No, you don't see, Josh. You never have. You grew up loved and I grew up 

on scraps. Your mother was the closest thing I had to a real mother. I could 
always count on Aunt Lucy to sneak a biscuit for me, to kiss my cuts, or hold me 
while I cried. But she wasn't my mother, Josh, she was yours. That was always 
clear." 

Dibbs stared for a moment, thrown by the turn their conversation had 
taken. His voice, when he spoke again, was more temperate. "I'm sorry you feel 
that way, Whit, but what does that have to do with what you've done to Miss 
Devonport?" 

Whit sighed. He felt like he'd already used up all of his energy for the day. 
He closed his eyes. "I haven't done anything to Miss Devonport." 



"Even if you don't want to admit it, you have." Dibbs lowered his voice. 
"She's not just a maid, Whit. This was very poorly done." 

Whit opened his eyes again. "No, she's not just a maid. She's a living, 
breathing person with feelings and opinions and talents. I'm not the one who sent 
her out of the room like a naughty child." 

"You're not understanding me, Whit. You must marry her." 
Whit chuckled. "Why would you do that to her?" 
Josh drew close enough to speak in a hushed tone. "She's not just a maid. 

She was born of minor gentry. The earl agreed to accept her into service as the 
family had fallen on hard times, but his agreement was to protect her." 

Whit experienced a moment of panic. "Well, you shouting when you came 
in here certainly wasn't helpful. We might have kept this among the three of us." 

"You're right, me shouting was the crux of the problem. Not you seducing 
her into your bed." 

"Dammit, Josh, why do you always assume the worst of me?" 
"Experience?" 
Whit plucked at the counterpane for a moment. "I just want you to know 

that I did not seduce her. I did not compromise her. Everything about our 
evening was completely innocent." 

"Then why were you in bed together?" 
"She was grieving her family, Josh. Facing the feeling of having nothing, a 

feeling I can identify with all too well." 
"Don't be so melodramatic, Whit. You have plenty." 
"Of the things that matter? No. I survive on your mother's leftover 

affection and your approval." 
"My approval? What do you mean my approval?" 
"Who do you think raised me, Josh?" 
The butler's mouth opened but no sound came out. He finally closed it as 

though realizing he might gather flies. 
Whit rubbed his hand over his face, feeling a headache coming on. "As I 

can't storm out of the room in a huff I would appreciate it if you could remove 
yourself instead. Come back to pester me later if you like, but I would like some 
time alone." 

He heard the door close with a soft click. 
 

* * * 
 
Sissy paced around the small room that served as her quarters. The earl's 

wealth was such that even his servants had luxuries, such as having their own 
bedrooms rather than sharing. She wished that she could find it in her heart to 
appreciate that as she should. If she lost her position here she didn't know what 
she would do. 

On the other hand, in the middle of everything else going on, she had 
experienced a moment of pure bliss. When she had awakened, she and Mr. 
Whitman had been in a completely relaxed, warm embrace. Nothing in the world 
had ever felt better than that moment. 

When she had paused to straighten her gown outside the door of the red 



bedroom she heard something of the exchange between Mr. Whitman and his 
cousin. Enough to hear Whit defend her. Enough to know that he felt he had 
nothing. Hearing him say that, hearing his voice so raw with emotion, had made 
her feel oddly bereft. 

 
* * * 

 
Dibbs found his wife in their quarters. Her pleased surprise at seeing him 

quickly turned to concern.  
"What's wrong?"  
He shook his head, not able to explain in words just yet. He enfolded  her 

in a hug that she returned. Then he sank to his knees and lay his head against her 
belly, leaning into her. 

"What's wrong, Josh? You're scaring me." 
When he answered her his voice was barely above a whisper. "I've done a 

terrible thing. I've done a terrible disservice to my cousin." 
"What do you mean?" 
"I became so used to watching out for his antics, to correcting him, that I 

fell into the habit of thinking that's what always needed to be done." 
She ran her fingers through his hair. "Sometimes I think he relishes 

teasing you." 
"Of course he does. He's always been clever and I've always been... stern." 
"You're not stern. Not really." 
He looked up at her. "You've always seen the best in me, Grace. It's time I 

let other people I love see it as well." 
"Oh really?" She smiled. "Try not to give Whit too big of a shock. He's still 

recovering from a significant illness, you know."  
"Can you do a favor for me?" 
"Does it involve dusting?" 
"No." 
"Then yes." 
"Miss Devonport is in her room. Can you find some private place to chat 

with her and ask her about last night?" 
"Oh my. They didn't...?" 
"That's what I'm trying to ascertain. I assumed the worst and Whit has 

said some things - well, he's said some things that have made me reexamine my 
treatment of him." 

"Of course I'll talk to Sissy." 
"Sissy?" 
"You didn't know her name? It's Cicely, really, but she goes by Sissy." 
"Thank you, love." 
"You know you can count on me." 
 

  



Chapter Eight 
 
Whit discovered that the pain behind his eyes hadn't been a headache per 

se, but incipient tears that started to fall as soon as his cousin left the room. He 
burrowed under the blankets and cursed this place. Obviously, it was the bloody 
red room that was the source of their problems. When he escaped it he would 
never return here again.  

Fortunately he had mastered himself and picked up Miss Devonport's 
embroidery to contemplate by the time he heard a knock at the door. 

"Come in." 
Ah, his cousin had returned. However, rather than loom and lecture, as 

Josh was often wont to do, the butler settled at the foot of the bed with his back to 
the post, facing Whit. 

"I'm sorry about earlier." 
That was almost like hearing Josh speak a foreign language. What was the 

proper response? Sarcasm? Dismissal of the concern? Lord, please don't let it be 
earnest conversation. 

Apparently no response was required because the butler began speaking 
again. "Have you taken up embroidery?" 

"No, but I might. Miss Devonport's work is lovely. If I'd been clearer of 
mind I might have realized what her exceptional embroidery skills suggested 
about her history." 

"True." 
Whit paused, unable to look at his cousin. "Gideon will be furious if he 

finds out about this morning, won't he?" 
"He does tend to be rather proper about certain things." 
Whit nodded. He hadn't had any intention to get married. Ever. And Miss 

Devonport really was far too good a woman for him, not only in temperament but 
also by birth. However, Fortune was playing fast and loose with both he and Miss 
Devonport. Even without the virtue of a love match like Josh and Grace, Whit 
promised himself he would be devoted to her comfort and happiness. She 
deserved no less, especially from him. There was no way to repay her for caring 
for him as she had, but he could commit his life to the attempt. 

Girding himself for what lay ahead, Whit finally looked at Josh. "I need a 
bath and someone to help me dress." 

"Oh?" 
"No man should propose to his wife wearing a sleeping shirt and trews." 
"I wish I could reassure you that there were better alternatives." 
"It's all right. I've accepted it now." 
"Then I'll go order that bath." 
 

* * * 
 
Grace dragged Sissy out of the house on the pretense that the poor girl had 

been cooped up for weeks on end and would welcome even a frosty turn outside. 



Since it was almost impossible to have a truly private moment in the house, at 
least in the areas that the staff confined themselves to, it seemed prudent to take 
a walk. 

Once they were away from the house Grace said, "I'm not one to mince 
words or dance around a subject, so I'm just going to come out and ask. What 
happened between you and Whit last night?" 

"I told him how my family died and he comforted me." 
"Simply that?" 
"Simply that. I cried until I fell asleep in his arms." 
"My husband takes his responsibility to the household and the staff very 

seriously." 
"I had noticed." 
"If anything ever makes you uncomfortable you should tell him. Or tell me 

and I will tell him." 
"Mr. Whitman has never made me uncomfortable." 
"I assume there was something of a scene this morning because Dibbs 

sought me out, very upset." 
"I'm sorry for that, but I believe he overreacted." 
"Hmm," Grace murmured noncommittally. "Do you like Mr. Whitman?" 
Sissy blushed. "How do you mean?" 
Grace laughed and hugged the other woman's shoulders. "That's enough of 

a response." 
"What?" Sissy sounded alarmed. 
"A woman who didn't really care would say 'Oh, of course I like Mr. 

Whitman.' A woman who had ulterior motives would be coy and say something 
like 'Doesn't everyone?' But a woman who truly likes a man doesn't want to 
answer the question at all. She just flushes up and wants a more specific question 
so that she can dance around it." 

Sissy's cheeks turned bright red. 
 

* * * 
 
Once they returned from their walk, Sissy helped with some polishing in 

the kitchen. No one had made a comment about the morning yet and she still 
seemed to be a bit of a minor celebrity for her role in Mr. Whitman's return to 
health. In the early afternoon Dibbs sought her out. 

"Mr. Whitman would like to speak with you." 
She kept her eyes trained on the floor. "If that would be all right with you, 

sir?" 
"Yes, Miss Devonport. Would you feel more comfortable if I accompanied 

you?" 
"That's not necessary, sir." Even if Dibbs did not trust Mr. Whitman, she 

did.  
She trudged up the stairs and down the hall to the red room. The butler 

was making his cousin apologize for the morning, no doubt. Sometimes 
everything was so formal and reserved that it was stifling. She tapped lightly on 
the door and waited for Mr. Whitman's summons. When she entered he was lying 



atop the covers, fully dressed. She had almost forgotten how resplendent he could 
be. He was sitting up against the headboard and pillows, his hair damp and 
curling at the ends. His color was better than it had been yesterday, but he looked 
quite exhausted. 

She moved to the side of the bed, but kept a respectful distance. She had 
also left the door open, in case Dibbs haunted the hallway to check on them. "You 
wanted to see me, Mr. Whitman?" 

"I always want to see you, my Valentine. You're lovely to see." 
She looked down at her clasped hands and smiled. Hopefully he would 

apologize soon and she could gather up her sewing projects and leave. It made 
her unaccountably sad to think that they would no longer be spending all their 
days and nights together. Ridiculous, really, considering he hadn't even been 
awake through most of it. 

He started to rise from the bed and she quickly put her hands out to halt 
him. "Oh no, Mr. Whitman, you can't be feeling well." She remembered how she 
had felt the second day after awakening. Her mind was still clouded from the 
fever and every muscle and joint ached as though someone had taken a hammer 
to her. 

He put his own hand out to forestall her fussing. "If you please, Miss 
Devonport. I only plan to do this once, so I plan to do it correctly." 

She took a step back and allowed him to rise. Why an apology required 
such a display of formality, she had no idea. Then he took her hand and very 
carefully lowered himself to one knee. She stopped breathing. 

"As you so easily accepted my request to be my Valentine, I am hopeful we 
can extend that to a more permanent arrangement. Would you do me the great 
honor of becoming my wife?" 

Sissy was fairly certain she had no blood left in her head. Her voice 
sounded tiny and far away to her own ears. "Dibbs put you up to this, didn't he?" 

"Miss Devonport, I assure you that for all his vaunted opinion of his own 
power and influence, Josh can very rarely make me do anything. And never 
anything that I don't want to do." He waggled her hand playfully in his and gave 
her one of his practiced charming smiles. "Come now. Surely it wouldn't be such 
an imposition to be married to me. I travel with the earl, so am rarely underfoot. 
And you should know that I give the very best gifts. Truly. They are stellar." 

Sissy looked down into eyes that were strained from pain but seemed 
earnest enough. An opportunity to have a family again. To be with a man who not 
only attracted but also comforted her. Would those things be enough? Mr. 
Whitman had no particular love for her. How could he? They barely knew one 
another. He had been protective of her with his cousin, but that was more likely a 
measure of his character, not of his feelings for her.  

She pulled her hand from his and sat on the chair she had occupied for the 
past fortnight. Doubt flickered through his expression and he watched her 
carefully. She smoothed her skirts and crossed her feet at the ankles. 

"As I don't have any family to negotiate for me, I suppose I will need to do 
that myself." 

He gave her a rueful smile and sat down, his back to the bed. "What shall 
we negotiate, Miss Devonport? Between us we have no property to speak of." 



"We all have things that we want in this life, Mr. Whitman. Very few of 
them are property. What is it that you want?" 

He stared at her as though she had asked a very difficult question indeed. 
 

  



Chapter Nine 
 
Whit ached in every pore of his body. His aches had aches. He would stand 

up to pour some brandy if he didn't think he would pass out from the pain of it. 
Although he felt more himself after a bath and donning real clothes, it was 
possible that the activity had sapped all the energy that he apparently needed to 
'negotiate' his marriage with Miss Devonport. 

What did he want? What did he want, indeed. 
She kept her solemn eyes on him as though willing him to surrender an 

answer. For the second time today he found himself discarding all of his usual 
forms of reply. It wouldn't do to be sarcastic or quippish. And unlike Josh, she 
didn't seem inclined to start talking again without an answer from him. 

He finally opted for his best attempt at the truth. "What do you want me to 
say, Miss Devonport? I'm not a man particularly known for my depth or 
constancy." He closed his eyes. "But I am, at heart, a rather simple man. I am 
rendered content with good food and fine company." 

"Although good to know, that doesn't tell me what you want." 
Whit raised his hands in surrender. "I don't know what to tell you." Her 

expression had become troubled and he wracked his brain for some response she 
would like. Honestly, no one had ever asked him what he wanted before. In 
general his desires were never considered. That was why when he knew of 
something he wanted he either asked for it, such as when he constantly nagged 
Grace for sweets, or he took it. "I can tell you what I don't want. I don't want the 
earl displeased with me." 

"Why?" 
"Why? Because he's the earl." 
"How long have you been in his service?" 
"I've always been in his service." 
She frowned. "I meant actively." 
"I've dressed him since he was a child." 
"You're not that far apart in age." 
"I'm five years the elder." 
"You've worked since you were a child?" 
He chuckled. "It's not like I was mining tin, Miss Devonport. I was tying 

cravats. It's not the most trying of professions, to be honest. There are times, 
certainly, when Gideon's social calendar is quite full and everything is a 
whirlwind. But for the most part I have time to myself and have only to maintain 
my lord's wardrobe and stay informed about changes in fashion." 

She started worrying her plump bottom lip with her teeth, something he 
found quite distracting.  

"Would you like me to tell you what I want first?" she asked. 
He swept his hand through the air. "Be my guest, Miss Devonport." 
She still appeared worried and looked away before she spoke. "I think that 

I want some adventure. Reading The Corsair reminded me of all the books I read 
as a child and all the places I wanted to go. The answer was always 'No, Sissy, we 



don't have any money' or 'No, Sissy, girls don't ride elephants in India'." She 
looked down at her hands in her lap. "When I first came here I pretended that I 
was a princess who had run away to hide as a commoner." She gave a sad smile. 
"It kept me entertained for awhile. Not that my head is always full of flights of 
fancy! For the most part I'm a practical girl. I just... I want to go somewhere, I 
want to do something. At least once before I die. I like curiosities. Can you 
imagine what it would be like to travel to Egypt? I think that the earl must have 
traveled, to have so many interesting things in his study." She stopped short, as 
though realizing she had said more than she meant to. 

Whit had always found Miss Devonport charming and lovely but now he 
realized that she was adorable. Such an endearing mixture of solemnity and 
whimsy. He coughed. "Just to be clear, Sissy is your...?" 

She blushed. "My name. My nickname. Short for Cicely." 
"Good to know. I should have asked my Valentine for leave to use her 

Christian name before now." 
She smiled at him and nodded. "Of course. And I have leave to use yours?" 
"As you wish. Sissy." 
She laughed at the significant pause he gave before saying her name. 

"Well? What is it?" 
"What is what?" 
"Your Christian name?" 
"You may call me Whit." 
"That sounds suspiciously like a diminutive of your last name. Your 

parents didn't really name you Whit Whitman, did they?" 
"What's the point in having my Christian name? No one calls me by it." 
"I'm afraid I must insist." She had a most remarkable way of being both 

solemn and teasing at the same time. In all honesty, now that he was taking the 
leisure to watch her, she was one of the most subtle people he'd had the occasion 
to know. 

He gave an overdone sigh. "Percival," he muttered. 
She brightened. "Percival? Like the knight?" 
"Percival, like my father." 
"I like it." 
"You didn't know my father." 
"Don't interrupt the story that is forming here. This casts you in the role of 

the knight who has come to save the princess, which is fortunate because she has 
become heartily tired of scrubbing floors." 

"I don't mean to destroy your narrative, but I can't save you from 
scrubbing floors. I'm in service myself." 

"But you do adventurous things." 
"I do?" 
"Yes, I'm quite certain of it. You travel, don't you?" 
"I go wherever the earl goes. Except for right now, of course." It was 

disconcerting, not needing to fulfill his duties with Gideon. 
"What about your time off?" 
"What time off?" 
"Certainly you take holidays?" 



Whit shrugged. "Cravats don't take holidays. Social obligations don't take 
holidays." 

"Are you saying that you have never taken a holiday?" 
"No. Right now I find myself wondering if the earl is strolling naked 

through the countryside at Kellington, because to the best of my knowledge he 
doesn't know how to dress himself." 

"You surprise me, Percival Whitman." 
Whit tried not to grimace at her use of his full name. "How so, Cicely 

Devonport?" 
"You portray yourself as a carefree charmer, but you are actually as steady 

as they come. You are not at all what most people think." 
"Don't romanticize me, Sissy. I've broken more hearts than I can count 

and my only defense is that I warned them in advance." 
"You plan to break my heart?" 
"No, I plan for you to be the one exception. But it will do neither of us any 

good if you expect me to be something I'm not. I'm not a knight in shining armor, 
and I'm not as steady as you think me." 

"Really. Not steady. A man who hasn't had a holiday in his adult life 
because someone might need him to tie a knot in cloth?" 

"What does it matter anyway? You said you want adventure, not 
steadiness." 

"And you still haven't told me what you want." 
“I don’t know what to tell you, Sissy.” He was exasperated now. “I don’t 

know what I want. It’s never mattered what I wanted.” 
“But it does now,” she said quietly. 
Her soft words caused a reaction in him that he hadn’t expected. A mixture 

of hope and fear so intense that he felt it as a sharp pain in his chest. His impulse 
was to tell her that it didn’t matter, couldn’t matter, what he wanted. But she 
continued to pin him with her gaze, as though she expected more of him. Better. 
Better than he expected of himself. And that was when the wall that had held 
back all of his wants and desires broke open, flooding his heart and mind with 
everything he had known better than to hope for. Among all of it he was sure of 
one thing. Her. He wanted her. Sissy. With the gentle voice, playful humor, and 
earnest desire to see the world. He wanted her. 

When he spoke again, his voice was rough, raw from the feelings running 
through him. "At the moment I want you to accept my wedding proposal. Look, I 
had a charming interaction all worked out." He rose back to his knees and came 
to the side of her chair. "You would say yes, and then I would say 'I hope it's all 
right that I borrowed some of your supplies' and then I would give you this." 

 
  



Chapter Ten 
 
Mr. Whitman, Percival... Whit looked tired but quite determined. He was 

holding up a tiny strip of cloth with trailing threads. 
"What is that?" she asked. 
"Provided you say yes, which I have yet to hear, I made this promise ring 

for you." 
"You made a promise ring for me?" She reached for it with trembling 

fingers. 
"I don't have as fine a stitch or robust an imagination as you, but I hope 

you will find it adequate." 
She laid the cloth on her palm to inspect it more closely. There was a tiny 

blue butterfly and a pink flower and stylized green stitching that led to the 
trailing strings that would be used to secure the 'ring' with a bow. A fabric ring. 
An embroidered fabric ring. It was the most fabulous thing she had ever seen in 
her life. She felt moisture splash on her wrist. 

"No, no. Don't cry. Why are you crying?" 
"It's beautiful," she croaked in a tight voice. 
"Beautiful sounds good, why are we crying over good things?" He wiped 

the tears from her cheeks. 
She didn't trust herself to speak again and simply gave him the ring back 

and held out her trembling left hand, fingers spread, in front of him. 
"Do you want me to put it on?" 
She nodded. 
"Is that a yes, then?" 
"Yes," she squeaked. 
Whit actually looked surprised. As though he believed that despite his 

charm, confidence, and determination she wouldn't accept him. Some insecurity 
lurked behind his polished appearance, as she had begun to suspect after hearing 
his argument with his cousin. He set himself to tying the ring onto her finger. 

"Your fingers are tiny," he complained while tying the strings. When he 
was done he kissed her hand and looked up at her. "Well, I suppose we are 
engaged, then." 

She nodded and leaned over to kiss his cheek. His cologne smelled of 
lemons and cucumber. Fresh and bright, like the man himself. She slid off the 
chair to her knees and embraced him, burrowing into his warmth and strength. 

 
* * * 

 
Whit held onto Cicely as she leaned into him, her arms wrapping around 

his waist. He was engaged. Overall, the last two days were a bit overwhelming. He 
had awakened to discover he had only narrowly escaped death, especially judging 
by his usually stalwart cousin's reaction. While he had been under the weather his 
employer, a man that he had overseen and assisted since they were both lads, had 
married and left on honeymoon. And now he was engaged. He was exhausted. It 



was possible he needed to sleep for another week. 
He'd always assumed he wouldn't marry. But as he buried his nose in her 

soft hair it was difficult to regret how things had turned out. She deserved better 
than him, but he found that he wasn't inclined to fight fate too hard. She was 
beautiful, clever, and she would be his. His and his alone. His arms tightened 
around her as he recalled his earlier conversation with Josh. He'd never really 
had anything, especially anyone, of his own before. Would she, as the wedding 
vows went, forsake all others for him? And if he recalled from Josh's wedding, 
wasn't there a line the groom said, something like 'with my body I thee worship'? 
That sounded particularly good. 

He heard her laugh. "Whit, I can't breathe!" 
At least she hadn't called him Percival. He loosened his grasp and she 

leaned back to look at him. "We should get you back in bed." 
Now it was his turn to chuckle. "That's precisely what I was thinking 

about." He caressed her cheek and slowly lowered his lips to kiss her. Lord, he 
hoped they were compatible in this way. He'd known women, beautiful and 
willing women, who had turned out to be disappointments. The wide-eyed look 
that she gave him made him have his doubts. Then her eyelids fluttered shut as 
he brushed his lips gently against the corner of her mouth. He tasted cinnamon 
and sugar. Certainly an excellent reason to continue this exploration. He kissed 
the bottom lip she had been biting earlier, soothing it with his tongue. She took a 
shivering breath and her fingers clutched against his skin. Encouraged by her 
reaction, he pressed his lips more firmly to hers, deepening the kiss slowly, so 
slowly. Within moments he stopped thinking and could only feel, could only 
taste. Yes, he could most certainly worship her with his body. If he felt any more 
hale he would probably be unable to stop himself from doing so right now. 

 
* * * 

 
Sissy had never felt like this before. Whit's kisses made her feel warm and 

liquid, as though his touch were melting her. She leaned into him, was willing to 
surrender anything to him. When he broke off the kiss they were both breathing 
hard. The space he had put between them felt like too much distance and she 
swayed toward him. 

"I really do need to lie down," he said huskily. 
His admission he wasn't feeling well broke through her trance. "Oh! Let 

me assist you." 
She helped him gain his feet and crawl into bed. He was pale and 

exhausted. She should have been more considerate of his health. She looked 
down at her makeshift ring and smiled. Now it would always be her responsibility 
to care for him. And his to care for her. She plumped the pillows, pulled the 
blanket over him, and watched as his eyes fluttered closed. 

"I'll let you sleep." 
His hand emerged from under the blanket. "Sit with me for a bit?" 
"Of course."  
"We need to call the banns," he murmured. 
"We will." 



She pulled the chair closer to the bed and took his hand. Even after his 
breathing evened out in sleep she didn't let go. 

 
* * * 

 
Dibbs made sure that the banns were called. The wedding date was set for 

mid-March so that Whit would be fully recovered. The valet moved back to his 
regular quarters the morning after he proposed to her, so their only time alone 
was in stolen moments when no one was looking. She looked forward to his 
kisses more than perhaps she ought, but he was to be her husband. More 
surprising than the kisses were the conversations. He chatted with her every day, 
more often than not telling her stories of his travels. And he would bring her gifts. 
Little bits of nonsense, often with some story attached to them as well. Although 
he was still sweet with the ladies, he was never untoward and reserved his true 
attentions for her alone. 

While at first it seemed that it would take forever for their wedding date to 
arrive, it suddenly seemed like it was coming too soon. Before she knew it she was 
standing in an alcove at the church as Grace fussed over her gown. 

"It's fine, Grace." 
The butler's wife fluffed Sissy's sleeve again. "Of course it's fine." Looking 

at the two sleeves in balance Grace murmured. "But we could make it perfect." 
"It's fine, Grace," Sissy insisted. She had nerves enough without her friend 

going over her like a fancy cake being prepared for sale. And they were friends 
now. Already like family. The Dibbses had entertained she and Whit en famille 
twice during the engagement. She had discovered, to her surprise, that once 
Joshua Dibbs was ensconced in his private quarters with his wife and cousin he 
was quite friendly, even lighthearted. He clearly adored his wife and treated Whit 
as a younger brother. Grace herself was like a force of nature, full of humor and 
enthusiasm. Sissy was terribly impressed at the baking business that Grace was 
building from virtually nothing. 

Sissy needed to distract her friend from errant fluffing. "Is it true that the 
duke is out there among the guests?" She probably shouldn't have asked. She was 
nervous enough without thinking about a duke being at her wedding. 

"I wouldn't know. We can look for him afterwards. He and the earl are 
easy to spot, they always look so pretty." 

"I don't think they would want you to call them pretty." 
"Then they should stop dressing like popinjays." 
Sissy stifled a giggle. She needed to stifle Grace, as the earl had offered his 

services to walk Sissy down the aisle and might happen upon them any moment. 
She was going to be given away at her wedding by an earl. Her life had 

already taken a more adventurous turn. But that didn't mean that she missed her 
family any less. In her heart it should have been her father walking her down the 
aisle. Her mother fussing over her dress. And her sister standing with her at the 
alter. 

"Are you all right?" 
Sissy roused herself from her thoughts to look at Grace. "Yes, of course." 
"Good, because the earl is coming this way. That means it is almost time." 



Grace leaned in to whisper, "And I told you he would look pretty." 
Sissy turned to see that the earl was almost upon them and indeed looking 

pretty in a smoke gray morning jacket that bordered on silver. As he was an 
extraordinarily tall man and she a fairly diminutive woman, they would make 
quite the pair walking through the church. 

"Are you ready, Miss Devonport?"  
"Yes, my lord." 
He held out his arm to her. "Then let's get Mr. Whitman leg shackled 

before he knows what we're about." 
Sissy smiled at the earl's jest. Almost everyone had teased her about Whit's 

reputation as a free-spirited ladies man. She knew that they had all been horribly 
hoodwinked. That much like a master actor, he had created a character that 
everyone else believed was real, but beneath he wasn’t like that at all. How was it 
so few could see he was at heart reliable and kind? That he would do anything to 
protect those he held most dear. 

She had found out from Grace that the broken nose had been from when 
he seduced his cousin's first fiancée. When Sissy asked him about it he admitted 
that he had been terrified that Josh would marry a woman that would make him 
miserable for the rest of his life. Since Josh wouldn't listen to reason, Whit had 
demonstrated exactly why his cousin shouldn't marry her.  

The cut on his eyebrow came from an incident when they were children, a 
story that Dibbs had told during one of their private dinners. The boys had gone 
walking at Kellington and the young Gideon Wolfe, future earl, had ventured too 
far while exploring a small waterfall and was tipping over the edge. Whit had 
snatched him back by his coat, but had unfortunately lost his own footing and 
gone crashing into the rocks himself. Dibbs allowed as to how that had been the 
first time that he had thought Whit might be dead. Whit had been ten and Dibbs 
twelve. By Dibbs' accounting he himself had aged seven years in that moment, 
Whit had gained a lifelong scar, and Gideon, who was five at the time, most likely 
didn’t remember it at all. 

Joining Whit at the altar, Sissy smiled up at him. Yes, she knew him. 
Anyone who didn't simply hadn't been paying enough attention. 
 
  



Chapter Eleven 
 
Whit couldn't feel his fingers. Cicely was coming toward him down the 

aisle and he was fairly sure he would need to touch her soon, but he couldn't feel 
his fingers. The whole circumstance seemed like it should panic him, but he was 
too distracted to panic about anything. She had worn a green and white gown 
trimmed in green ribbon that matched her eyes and she was achingly beautiful. 
When she smiled up at him he thought that his heart actually stopped in his 
chest. His Cicely.  

He had experienced a bit of a guilty thrill earlier when the motley group of 
her cousins that had decided to attend suddenly realized they were in the 
presence of Quality. He needed to thank the duke for that moment alone, much 
less the honor of attending the wedding at all. But as furious as he might be at her 
cousins for their shoddy treatment of her, it was difficult to ignore that if they had 
taken her in then he never would have met her. She wouldn't have cared for him 
when he was ill and he might have died, or worse yet Josh might have cared for 
him and contracted the illness himself. What if it had killed Josh or Grace or 
Gideon? Those possibilities were beyond comprehension. 

But that didn't mean that he wished her cousins well, either. 
At the vicar's instruction he took her hands in his own. Slowly but surely 

her fingers warmed his. By the time he needed to slip the ring on he was able to 
do so without fumbling it in a cold, unfeeling grasp. Then it was time to kiss the 
bride. 

Before he kissed her, he whispered in her ear. "Do you know what else I 
want? For you to always be my Valentine." 

 
 

  



Epilogue 
 
Whit watched his wife carefully examining the creature under glass in the 

shop. 
"I think they've mislabeled it," she said. 
"Really?" 
"Don't pretend interest when you don't have any, you know that annoys 

me." 
He danced his fingers over the back of her hand where it rested on the 

glass case. "I'm interested in you, doesn't that count?" 
She turned her hand palm up so that he could lace her fingers in his and 

tug her away to the next display. "Of course it counts. We just don't have a great 
deal of time here in Bath and I want to see as much as possible." 

"My wife and her unholy obsession with looking at things." 
"Curiosities." 
"Odd things." 
He had started by taking her to a museum in London. Her thirst for 

adventure was apparently easily satisfied by access to strange legends and the 
even stranger objects associated with them. Beasts with two heads or that 
appeared to be more than one animal. Hands cut off of thieves and preserved. 
The stories and objects were at times humorous and other times gruesome. It 
wasn't anything he could ever imagine having done without her, but on the whole 
he was enchanted. His Sissy was a unique creature. 

Once able to get past grieving for her family she had bloomed. Mostly they 
were compatible as two peas in a pod. At times he bored her if he rambled on too 
much about a change in fashion, and although generally indulgent he did have his 
limits for wandering in search of curiosities. But they spent most of their free 
time reading and sewing. He'd had a fair knowledge of tailoring as part of his job, 
but the scenes she was able to render with her embroidery skills had enthralled 
him. Now they were working together on a forest scene that they thought they 
might give to the Dibbses as a gift. 

There were probably those who were surprised that he as perfectly happy 
staying home sewing with his wife. But he never felt restless anymore. He knew 
exactly where he was meant to be, and that was at her side. 

 
* * * 

 
Sissy loved her husband. Almost every day she was humbled and amazed 

that he was her husband. Not only for all the things that were remarkable about 
him, but because of how he treated her. He made her feel that she truly was his 
Valentine. Presents. Kind words. Flowers. Every day held some delightful 
surprise. Even the time they'd had a horrible row and he had looked like he would 
rather throw his gift at her than give it to her, he had never faltered. She returned 
his largesse in kind. Never anything expensive. Often they handmade their gifts 
for each other. 



Yes, her husband was constant and steady as a rock. He loved fiercely and 
kindly. She was glad that she hadn’t assumed him to just be a flirtatious cad, as so 
many were wont to do without looking deeper. She rested her hand on her belly. 
She couldn't wait until tonight when she would tell him the tiny circle of those he 
loved would expand to hold one more. 
 
 
  



Join the Haberdashers email list! 
Find out about new releases, get notifications about contests, and more! 

 
Read the full-length Haberdashers novels! 

Note: The Haberdashers novels are spicy (explicit) 
Trials of Artemis (Gideon and Jacqueline’s story) 

Athena’s Ordeal (Quincy and Sabrina story) 
 

Coming Soon: 
Fates for Apate (Casimir and Georgiana’s story) 

The Bittlesworth Boys: Robert (Robert and Imogene’s story) 
  



Author ’s Note 
Thanks for reading Whit and Sissy’s Haberdashers Tale! When I first met Whit in ‘A 

Common Christmas’ he seemed a terrible rogue. But a very likeable and strangely honorable 
rogue, and that made me realize that I wanted to get to know him better. The hard part was 
finding his perfect match. THEN the hard part was breaking down his psychological 
defenses so that he could fall in love. Therefore, my primary research for this story was 
about typhus, because there’s nothing better than nearly dying to break down some 
psychological defenses.  

Of historical note, typhus had a role in defeating Napoleon’s army. No, really, there’s 
even a book about it. The Illustrious Dead: The Terrifying Story of How Typhus Killed 
Napoleon’s Greatest Army. 

Other than that my only research was in poring through Trials of Artemis to make 
sure that I didn’t conflict with it, since the stories overlap. While at Kellington Jack notices 
that Gideon has been “eschewing his valet.” Well, apparently not on purpose. His valet was 
back in London on the brink of death. But you have to love it when a narrative can weave 
together like that. 

As I thought more deeply about what sort of person Sissy Devonport was, she loved 
to travel and had an eye for the adventurous and unusual. For curiosities. Odd things. Then I 
realized that I knew someone like that in real life. If you also like oddities, check out J.W. 
Ocker’s Odd Things I’ve Seen.  

 The title of this book was, quite obviously, inspired by the 1784 nursery rhyme 
version of “Roses are red…” that is quoted at the beginning. But I ran across that version in 
an article by Regan Walker about Regency Valentines. Thanks to Regan and all the writers 
who devote time to articles that make research a little easier (and more fun). 

Come by any time to keep up with the Haberdashers and my other stories at 
bysuelondon.com. Thanks for reading! And Happy Valentine’s Day! 
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Intentions of the Earl—Faced with never-ending poverty, a gentleman is 
offered a handsome sum if he'll ruin a certain young lady's future—only she has 
other plans, and it might entail her ruining his. 
 
Liberty for Paul—There's only one thing Liberty hates worse than impropriety: 
on Mr. Paul Grimes, and unfortunately for her, it's her own importunity that just 
got her married to him! 
 
To Win His Wayward Wife—Not to be out done by her sisters' scandalous 
marriages, Madison Banks is about to have her own marriage-producing scandal 
to a man who's loved her all along. 
 
Her Sudden Groom—When informed he must marry within a month or be 
forced to marry the worst harpy every to set foot on English shores, the overly 
scientific, always logical Alex Banks decides to conduct his courtship like a 
science experiment! 
 
Her Reluctant Groom—Emma Green has loved Marcus, Lord Sinclair for as 
long as she can remember, so when he slips up and says he loves her, too, it 
should all be so simple. But it's never that simple when the man in question was 
once been engaged to and jilted by Emma's older sister. 
 
Her Secondhand Groom—What Lord Drakely AKA Lord Presumptuous 
wanted was an ordinary village girl to be a “motherness” to his daughters and 
stay out of his bedroom; what he got was something so much more. 
 
Her Imperfect Groom—A thrice-jilted baronet is about to finally have his 
happily-ever-after, if only the family of his one-true-love, would stop being so 
darn meddlesome! 
 
His Contract Bride—Since just a lad, Edward Banks knew Regina would one 
day be his bride, he'd seen the paper to prove it many times; only someone forgot 
to inform Regina... 
 
His Yankee Bride—John Banks wants nothing to do with the scandalous, sweet 
talking, ever-present, American beauty named Carolina, or so he keeps saying... 
 
His Jilted Bride—She's got a secret...and so does he. Hers is big...but his is 
bigger! 
 
His Brother's Bride—Presented with a marriage contract his twin brother has 
signed but cannot fulfill, Henry has to form a plan to save the Banks name, even 



if it means pretending he's his brother, or worse yet, marrying a lady who holds a 
grudge against his family. 
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Caversham's Bride (The Caversham Chronicles - Book One) 
What would you do to save the ones you love most? 
 
Sold into slavery by the men who were supposed to kill her, Angelia Gualtiero 
must now convince the man who purchased her to help her. Lia would do 
anything to save her little brother from her murderous aunt, even marry a man 
she knows wants nothing more than use of her body. 
 
Marcus Renfield Halden, Ninth Duke of Caversham, needs an heir to secure his 
legacy and the futures of his young sisters from a desperate cousin whom he 
suspects of targeting him in pursuit of the title and fortune. When he sees a 
woman running from her guard in a market in Tangier, he is at first captivated by 
her beauty. After Ren learns her story, he's in awe of her bravery. He then makes 
Lia an offer she cannot refuse.  
 
Her brother for an heir. 
 
Already His (The Caversham Chronicles - Book Two) 
She’s loved him all her life. 
 
Lady Elise Halden knows how to get a horse to bend to her will with a gentle 
touch and subtle coaxing. But she’s learning that bringing the new Earl of 
Camden to heel is nothing like training a horse. If she has any hope of reining in 
the Earl’s affections, she will need a plan. With help from her friend Lady Beverly, 
and her sister-in-law the Duchess, Elise sets out to win her indifferent Earl’s 
heart. 
 
He’s admired her from a respectable distance. 
 
As young men, Michael Brightman and his best friend swore sisters were off 
limits. This promise was made solely to protect his own sisters from his friend’s 
charming, rakehell ways. The Duke of Caversham’s little sister was always a 
precocious minx to avoid, till one day Michael realizes Lady Elise is all grown up 
and the things he wants to do with the lady are surely going to upset the 
friendship with her brother. 
 
Together they discover that physical evidence doesn’t equate truth, and trusting 
the heart is sometimes the hardest lesson to learn. 
 
What neither expected was to fall in love. 
 

Sandy Raven's books are available online and in bookstores! 
 


