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            Chapter 1

         
         Clara Deverill was twenty-two years old before she discovered in herself a flaw she hadn’t even known she possessed.

         
         It wasn’t her shyness, for she was already quite familiar with that aspect of her character. It was something she battled
            on a daily basis.
         

         
         Nor was it her unremarkable looks, for she’d long ago accepted the fact that brown hair, a round face, and a freckle-dusted
            button nose were not characteristics that set the average man’s pulse racing, particularly when combined with a figure that
            was more reminiscent of a young girl than a fully-grown woman.
         

         
         And it certainly wasn’t her traditional views and values, for though her bold, very modern sister, Irene, often teased her
            about her hopelessly old-fashioned outlook, most people, including Clara herself, regarded the desire to find a good man,
            get married, and become a mother as a perfectly reasonable goal in life.
         

         
         No, Clara admitted as she cast a gloomy eye over the pile of letters on her desk, procrastination was her greatest flaw, and
            a facet of her character she had only begun to appreciate a mere ten days ago.
         

         
         She plunked an elbow on the desk and her chin in her hand, staring at the telegram that rested atop the pile of envelopes
            before her. There was no need to read it, for she’d done that so many times already that the words were engraved in her memory.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Glad papa is well Having wonderful time Want to extend trip eight weeks see greece and egypt You can manage lady truelove
                     cant you darling Dont worry You will be splendid Respond via cooks venice by 07 may Irene
                  

               

            

         
         Clara was glad her sister was enjoying her honeymoon, but she couldn’t summon any enthusiasm about Irene’s plan to lengthen
            the trip, for things here at home were not going quite as smoothly as her letters to her sister might have implied.
         

         
         Their father had always had a fondness for brandy, a fondness that had only increased since his eldest daughter’s departure
            for the Continent. As for Jonathan, their brother had agreed to come home from America and take over management of the family
            newspaper business, but nearly two months after his promised arrival, he had still not appeared, and Clara’s letters to him
            inquiring on the subject had been answered only with vague promises. Her cable a few days ago demanding a specific date had
            not yet garnered a response.
         

         
         Still, Clara had no intention of worrying Irene with any of that when she was on her honeymoon, and she had cabled her sister
            a positive reply at once. There was nothing else to be done. Irene had always taken care of her and provided for her, never
            once asking for anything in return until now, and Clara would rather have cut off her arm than object to her sister’s once-in-a-lifetime
            trip.
         

         
         Still, as she stared down at Irene’s cable and the pile of correspondence beneath it, she appreciated that sisterly loyalty
            did have its drawbacks. Irene had composed only enough iterations of the Lady Truelove column to last until her intended return.
            Now that she’d extended her trip, Clara would be offering advice to London’s lovelorn until Jonathan arrived or her sister
            came home.
         

         
         Don’t worry, darling.

         
         Clara wasn’t the least bit encouraged by those words. All very well, she thought darkly, for Irene to say such a thing.

         
         Her sister never worried about anything, and why should she? Irene was beautiful, accomplished, and filled to the brim with
            self-confidence. After their mother’s death ten years ago, she had taken over the household and managed it on nearly nothing
            a year. She’d reinvigorated the family’s deteriorating newspaper business by producing a profitable society paper, and in
            doing so, she had also created Lady Truelove, London’s most popular advice columnist. She’d then capped those triumphs by
            marrying the handsome and very eligible Duke of Torquil, and upon her return to England, she intended to use her influence
            as a duchess to help achieve the vote for women. Clara had no doubt her sister would succeed there, too. Irene succeeded at
            everything she touched.
         

         
         You will be splendid.

         
         Would she? Clara couldn’t share her sister’s faith in her abilities. A woman who was shy and plain, who stammered when she
            was nervous and had never caught a man’s eye in her life, could hardly be splendid at advising people about love and romance.
         

         
         That was the gist of the problem, of course, and the entire reason she’d spent over a week with the letters stacked, untouched,
            on one corner of her desk. But now, she was running out of time, and she did not have the luxury of procrastinating any longer.
         

         
         Reminding herself of all that Irene had done for her, Clara took a deep breath, shoved aside her sister’s telegram, and reached
            for the first letter on top of the pile.
         

         
         A knock on her door gave her pause, and Clara felt an irrational wave of relief. The emotion was short-lived, however, evaporating
            the moment the door opened and Mr. Beale entered her office.
         

         
         Augustus Beale was the editor of the Weekly Gazette. Before her marriage, Irene had been both the newspaper’s editor and publisher, but before leaving on her honeymoon, she’d
            hired Mr. Beale to take over the editorial portion of her duties. It had proved a surprising and rather uncharacteristic error
            in judgement. Despite substantial experience and laudatory letters of character, Augustus Beale was, at least in Clara’s opinion,
            an odious man. At this moment, she noted, he was also a very angry one.
         

         
         “Miss Deverill.” He ground out her name as if its utterance took great effort. “Is there any word of your brother’s arrival?”

         
         A question the man asked every day, and one to which she always gave the same answer. She tried to give it with cheer. “I’m
            afraid not. But,” she added, crossing her fingers under the desk, “I’m sure he’ll be arriving any day. In the meantime, can
            I be of help?”
         

         
         He frowned, his thick dark brows coming together over his nose in a shape rather reminiscent of an overgrown yew hedge. “I
            doubt it.”
         

         
         “I see. Well, then . . .” She paused, casting a hopeful glance at the door. Sadly, Mr. Beale did not depart.

         
         “I still do not have Lady Truelove’s column.”

         
         “It hasn’t arrived?” She worked to put an expression of innocent surprise on her face, for the famous columnist’s real identity
            was a closely-guarded secret, one even the Gazette’s editor wasn’t allowed to know. “Oh, dear. I can’t imagine what is causing such a delay. Lady Truelove is usually most reliable.”
         

         
         He strode to Clara’s desk and dropped the layout of Monday’s edition on top of the letters on her desk. It was opened to a
            page bearing the typed headline, Dear Lady Truelove.
         

         
         “Do you see this?” he demanded, stabbing a finger at the vast expanse of white space below the headline. “It’s blank,” he
            added, as if she couldn’t see that for herself. “The blasted woman is two days late now. You and I seem to have very different
            definitions of reliability, Miss Deverill.”
         

         
         Clara grimaced, guilt pricking her conscience. She might not like Mr. Beale, but he had every right to be frustrated. “I shall
            pay a call upon Lady Truelove immediately and see what—”
         

         
         “Do,” he said, snapping out the order as if she were a hired member of the newspaper staff. “Tell her she has until four o’clock.
            If her silly advice column isn’t here by then, I’ll choose something to take its place and your Lady Truelove will be out
            of a job.”
         

         
         Have Irene come back to find the Gazette’s most popular feature had vanished from its pages? Appalled by the prospect, Clara jerked to her feet. “I’m sure that won’t
            be necessary, Mr. Beale. We don’t go to press until tomorrow night. There’s still plenty of time for me to fetch her column
            myself, and for you to edit it. The word count might differ slightly from what you’ve allotted here, but I’m sure you can—”
         

         
         “My working week comes to an end at five o’clock on Fridays, Miss Deverill, and that’s three hours from now. My wife puts
            dinner on my table an hour after that, and I’ll not be kept from it because of silly women who would rather have careers than
            be at home making dinner for their own hardworking husbands.”
         

         
         Clara had never longed for a career, nor had she ever been the sort to march in the streets for women’s rights as her sister
            had been known to do, but nonetheless, Mr. Beale’s words stirred within her some of her sister’s suffragist sympathies. Any
            other time, she might have taken issue with his disparaging ideas of what constituted a woman’s place, but at this moment,
            she was in no position to defend Lady Truelove’s tardiness. “I’ll edit it myself, and ensure it fits the space you’ve allotted
            before Mr. Sanders begins the typesetting.”
         

         
         “See that you do,” he barked, and without another word, he turned and walked out, slamming the door behind him.

         
         Though glad he was gone, Clara found her mood decidedly worsened by her encounter with him, and instead of getting on with
            her task, she scowled at the door, feeling a sudden wave of resentment that included not only him, but also Jonathan, Fate,
            and even her beloved sister.
         

         
         This wasn’t how things ought to have gone. They had all agreed that Jonathan would become the publisher after Irene’s marriage.
            Jonathan was supposed to be the one sitting behind this desk, managing Mr. Beale and worrying about Lady Truelove, while Clara
            was supposed to be with the duke’s family, working to overcome her shyness and learning to move in good society. The season
            was officially set to begin next week. With Jonathan’s defection and Irene’s delayed return, how would she ever make a successful
            debut?
         

         
         Panic rose up inside her, mingling with her resentment, but she forced both emotions down, along with any inclination to feel
            sorry for herself. She had work to do. Clara reached for her letter opener, but before she could resume her task, she was
            again interrupted by a knock on the door, and Annie, the family parlor maid, came into her office.
         

         
         “Begging your pardon, Miss Clara, but your father wants to know if you’ll be joining him for tea upstairs this afternoon.”

         
         Since it was after two o’clock, her father was probably well on his way to being drunk by now, and she had no desire to watch
            him get any drunker. “No, Annie, give him my regrets and apologies, but I’m far too busy to break for tea. I shall come up
            to bid him farewell, though, before I return to the duke’s house this evening.”
         

         
         “Yes, miss.” With that, Annie departed, but the door had barely closed before there was yet another knock.

         
         “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Clara muttered under her breath, tossing down her letter opener and rubbing a hand over her forehead.
            “What is it now?”
         

         
         The knock came again, and Clara lifted her head. “Come in,” she called.

         
         The door swung wide, and the Gazette’s secretary, Miss Evelyn Huish, entered the room. “I’ve sorted the afternoon post,” the auburn-haired secretary said as she
            approached Clara’s desk. “Lady Truelove’s column still hasn’t arrived.”
         

         
         Clara wrinkled up her nose. “Yes, so Mr. Beale has taken great pains to tell me.”

         
         Evie might have noticed the acrid tone of her voice, but since the other woman’s secretarial duties were divided between Clara
            and Mr. Beale, she wisely made no comment. Instead, she shifted the bundle of correspondence she carried onto one forearm
            and plucked an unopened letter off the top. “Nothing from Lady Truelove,” she said as she held out the envelope, “but there
            is a letter from your brother.”
         

         
         “Jonathan?” she cried, relief welling up inside her as she jumped to her feet and took the letter from Evie’s outstretched
            fingertips. “At last!”
         

         
         But when she glanced at the return scrawled across the back of the envelope, her relief faltered. He was still in Idaho, a
            remote part of the American wilderness nearly five thousand miles away. No closer to London, in other words, than he’d been
            when he’d last written a month ago.
         

         
         Fearing the worst and cursing his name, Clara tore open the envelope and scanned the words written in her brother’s careless,
            nearly illegible script.
         

         
         “Not bad news, I hope?”

         
         Evie’s voice had Clara looking up. “Awful,” she replied in dismay. “The worst news possible. He’s found silver.”

         
         “Silver?” Evie laughed in surprise. “He’s a miner?”

         
         “My brother,” she muttered in disgust, “transforms himself into whatever will enable him to avoid his responsibilities at
            home. Silver?” She rustled the letter in indignation. “Now, after seven years of roaming around America chasing every wildcat
            scheme possible, now, when I need him, he finds a mine with silver in it? That scoundrel!”
         

         
         Evie laughed, much to Clara’s chagrin. “But if he’s found silver, that means he’s rich,” she pointed out.

         
         “Damn it, Evie, you’re missing the point. He’s not home, and now, he has no intention of ever coming home. That is the point.”
            She groaned. “And Irene’s surely halfway to Greece by now. What am I going to do?”
         

         
         But even as she asked that question, she already knew the answer. She was stuck, stuck not only with Lady Truelove, but also
            with the paper, Mr. Beale, and all the headaches that came with them until Irene came home.
         

         
         “Miss Huish?” called the irate voice of Mr. Beale from the outer office. “When you’ve stopped rattling on with Miss Deverill,
            I need you out here.”
         

         
         “Go,” Clara said as Evie hesitated. “Just put the rest of my correspondence on the corner of my desk.” Turning, she reached
            for her leather portfolio from the shelf behind her. “I’ll deal with it tomorrow.”
         

         
         “You’ll be coming in on a Saturday?”

         
         “I have to, I’m afraid. With that wastrel brother of mine ducking out on his promises, I’ve no choice. Right now, however,”
            she went on, reminding herself of her most immediate priority as she stuffed letters into the portfolio, “I must go and deal
            with Lady Truelove. If I don’t return with her column in hand, Mr. Beale will probably have apoplexy. Hmm . . .” She paused.
            “Upon reflection, I’m not sure that’s a bad thing.”
         

         
         Evie gave a chuckle of laughter and set Clara’s correspondence on her desk. “Is there anything else you need, Miss Deverill?”

         
         “No, Evie, you go on. But I would ask you not to tell Mr. Beale the news about my brother. If it becomes necessary to inform
            him, I will decide when and how to do so.”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         The secretary departed, and Clara finished putting Lady Truelove’s correspondence into her portfolio. She then added Irene’s
            telegram, a stack of notepaper, and a fountain pen, and left her office, ignoring the editor’s malevolent glare as she departed.
            On the sidewalk, she turned left and started up Belford Row as if she knew just where she was going, though in truth, she
            really had no idea.
         

         
         It had to be somewhere quiet, she decided as she walked, a place with no distractions or interruptions or cranky editors,
            where she could compose the advice column in peace.
         

         
         She paused at the corner, and as she glanced to her right to check for traffic, she spied a sign for Mrs. Mott’s Tea Emporium
            halfway down the block.
         

         
         Mrs. Mott’s, she decided, would suit her purpose admirably, for at this hour it was bound to be empty and quiet. She turned
            her steps in that direction, and when she entered the tiny shop a few minutes later, she found that it lived up to her expectations.
            The place was empty but for a pair of gentlemen who didn’t even look up from their tea as she came in.
         

         
         The waitress led her to a table beside that of the two men, but with a thick cluster of potted palms between them and herself,
            their presence wasn’t likely to prove a distraction. She sat down, ordered a cream tea, and pulled out the letters and stationery
            supplies from her portfolio. Bracing herself to finally conquer the task she’d been putting off all week, she chose an envelope
            from the pile in front of her and pulled out the letter.
         

         
         
            Dear Lady Truelove,

            I am a girl of noble family and strong social position, and I wish to marry, but though my parents provided a sizable dowry
               and launched me into society last season, I was unable to find a husband. I am painfully shy, you see, and because of that,
               I proved a social failure.
            

            At every ball or party, I stood against the wall, agonized because I was being overlooked and yet terrified that some young
               man would notice me. And whenever I was presented to any member of the opposite sex, particularly one I found attractive,
               my shyness overwhelmed me. I stammered, I blushed, I could think of nothing to say, and I ended up making an utter fool of
               myself at every turn. This, I hardly need add, did not make a favorable impression on any of the young men introduced to me.
            

            Another London season is about to begin, and I am terrified that I will fail again. What if I meet no one? What if I die a
               lonely spinster? I am writing to you, Lady Truelove, in the desperate hope that you can suggest ways I might become more attractive
               to gentlemen and overcome my shyness with them. Can you help me? Signed, A Devastated Debutante.
            

         

         Clara was more sympathetic to this girl’s plight than the girl herself could ever have dreamed. With only a few changes, this
            letter might well have been written by her own hand, and she would have dearly liked to assist this girl, but what assistance
            could she give? If she knew any method for overcoming shyness and transforming from wallflower to shining social success,
            she’d have employed it on herself, found a husband of her own, and been off on her own honeymoon long before now. With reluctance,
            she set aside the letter from the Devastated Debutante and picked up another from the pile.
         

         
         
            Dear Lady Truelove,

            Having reached my twenty-fifth year, I have decided it is time for me to choose a wife, and since I have very specific requirements,
               my search for a bride will require your assistance. My circumstances are straitened, so she must possess a substantial dowry.
               In addition, she must be very pretty, for it would be unthinkable that I should have to wed a plain girl—
            

         

         Clara stopped reading with a sound of disdain. Having been deemed a plain girl herself by most of the men who met her, and
            having had no dowry at all to offer until very recently, she was not the least bit sympathetic to this shallow young man’s
            predicament. She ripped his letter in half, set it to one side, and tried again.
         

         
         
            Dear Lady Truelove,

            I am in such desperate straits that I don’t know if you can even help me. I am in love with a young lady, but she takes no
               notice of me, for I am not, sadly, the most eloquent or handsome of men. I am writing to solicit your advice on how I might
               gain her attention, initiate conversation, and begin my courtship. I would be grateful for any suggestions you can offer.
               Yours, Speechless in South Kensington.
            

         

         Clara stared down at the inked lines before her, lines that once again demonstrated why putting her in charge of Lady Truelove
            was laughable. What advice could she offer any of these people?
         

         
         She looked up, staring across the empty tables of the tea shop, thinking of the countless times she’d stood to the side of
            a ballroom with the other wallflowers, of the parties where she’d lingered unnoticed in a corner of the room. What did she
            know of gaining the attentions of the opposite sex? Of initiating conversation? Of courtship?
         

         
         She shoved aside the pile of letters and leaned forward, plunking her elbow on the table and resting her forehead on the heels
            of her hands, swamped by inadequacy. She couldn’t do this, at least not alone.
         

         
         “Dear God,” she whispered, desperate for a bit of divine guidance. “I’m in over my head, and I could really use some help.”

         
         “Indeed?” a male voice murmured, a voice that was deep, low, and quite obviously amused. “How might I be of assistance?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Clara bolted upright in her chair, but when the voice came again, she realized it was not the Almighty who had uttered such
            prescient words, but one of the two gentlemen seated at the table on the other side of the potted palms. Though he was facing
            her direction, he was not looking at her, and she realized that he had not been speaking to her at all, but to his companion.
            He was also, quite obviously, a mortal man.
         

         
         Mortal, perhaps, she thought as she angled her head for a better view of him between the palm fronds, but certainly good-looking
            enough to be a god.
         

         
         His hair, short but unruly, was of dark, burnished gold and seemed to catch and hold every glimmer of light through the windows
            of the tea shop. His eyes, the clear, azure blue of a Grecian sea, were focused completely on his companion, granting Clara
            the undeniable treat of studying him unobserved. His face, of perfect symmetry, lean planes, and chiseled contours, seemed
            as unyielding as a marble statue, but then he smiled, and at the sheer, dazzling brilliance of it, Clara’s heart turned over
            in her chest.
         

         
         “I’m happy to help,” he said, “but I hope it’s not money you need. I’m absolutely flat at present.”

         
         His companion said something in reply, but Clara didn’t catch it, for her attention was fully occupied by the man opposite.
            And who could blame her? It wasn’t every day that a golden, windblown Adonis came down from Mount Olympus to grace an obscure
            little tea shop in Holborn.
         

         
         His body—what she could see of it above the table—was sheathed in the fine white linen and dark gray morning coat of a proper
            English gentleman, and yet, his wide shoulders and tapering torso made his physique seem far more suited to some ancient Olympiad
            or Roman coliseum than the civilized London of 1893.
         

         
         This god, this delectable feast for feminine eyes, stirred in his chair, his splendid shoulders lifting in a shrug, and the
            move caused Clara to tear her gaze away. She did not want him to catch her staring. But as he spoke again, she couldn’t resist
            leaning closer, curious to hear more.
         

         
         “What does every man spend his money on, Lionel?” he said, his voice light and careless. “Wine, women, and song. And cards,
            of course.”
         

         
         “But especially the women, eh?”

         
         The two men laughed together at that bit of raillery, but Clara couldn’t help feeling let down. Adonis seemed rather a rake.
            Not, she feared, a noble god at all. And rakes, as she well knew from her father’s example, never truly reformed.
         

         
         She had no chance to speculate further on Adonis’s character, however, for the voice of the man called Lionel returned her
            attention to the conversation at hand. “No, what I need from you isn’t money, old chap. I need advice about love.”
         

         
         Those words reminded Clara that she was expected to dispense some of that particular commodity herself this afternoon, which
            meant she ought to stop eavesdropping on other people’s conversations and return to her own task. But before she could reach
            for another letter, Adonis spoke again, giving her pause.
         

         
         “Good God, Lionel, why would anyone want advice about love from me?”

         
         Clara, who had been asking that very question of herself, wondered what Lionel’s answer might be.

         
         “It’s Dina, of course,” he said. “She’s dropping hints about matrimony, and I’ve got to find a way to slip the hook. That’s
            where I’m hoping you might be able to advise me. You’re so good at that sort of thing.”
         

         
         Clara was a bit shocked. Adonis, however, merely seemed amused.

         
         “And which is my talent?” he asked with a laugh. “Staying free of marriage, or advising others how to do so?”

         
         “Both.”

         
         This was not the sort of problem Lady Truelove would choose to tackle in her column, but nonetheless, Clara was intrigued.
            She’d asked for help, after all, and help did often come from the most unlikely places. Keeping her head down so that the
            man opposite wouldn’t detect her eavesdropping, she leaned even closer.
         

         
         “Are you sure you want to slip the hook? Your inamorata is rather a catch herself, you know. She’s not only a rich widow,
            she’s also young, exceedingly pretty, and most agreeable company—quite a prize for a lowly MP like you. There’s many who’d
            deem you a very lucky chap.”
         

         
         “True,” his friend agreed, sounding as if he considered himself anything but fortunate. “You wouldn’t, though. Everyone knows
            your opinion of marriage.”
         

         
         “Not everyone, sadly. Despite my aversion to that outmoded and wholly unnecessary institution, certain members of my family
            are determined to see me chained to it, and in pursuit of this goal, they insist upon hurling desperate debutantes at me every
            season. But not many men share my cynical view. I certainly never thought you did.”
         

         
         “I don’t, really. It’s just that . . .” Lionel paused and gave a heavy sigh. “I’m not sure I want to marry right now.”

         
         “Ah.” There was a wealth of understanding in the word. “What you mean is that you’re not sure you want to marry her.”
         

         
         “I suppose that’s it,” Lionel mumbled, and Clara felt immediate compassion for the young lady in question. “She’s not really
            my sort, you know. I’m such an ordinary chap, and she’s part of the ton.”
         

         
         “Poor girl.”

         
         “That’s just it. Dina’s not a girl. She’s five years older than I am. And being a widow, she knows her way about all right.
            When she made her attraction to me so plain, I thought all she wanted was an affair. I thought, ‘Why not?’ I was flattered.
            What bloke wouldn’t be?” He sighed again. “It all seemed so simple. So straightforward.”
         

         
         “You’re talking about a woman, Lionel. Nothing is ever simple or straightforward.”

         
         “Don’t I know it? The point is, I never thought she’d want marriage.”
         

         
         “Ladies usually do, once we’ve slept with them,” Adonis murmured, and at those blunt words, heat flooded Clara’s cheeks. She
            knew just what “slept with” was a euphemism for, thanks to the explanations of her forthright sister, and she felt a growing
            indignation on this Dina’s behalf. Whoever she was, the woman was obviously being quite ill-used.
         

         
         “Deuced inconvenient of them, I know,” Adonis went on, “but there it is. That’s why I steer clear of respectable young ladies
            as often as I can. Invariably, they expect marriage.”
         

         
         And why shouldn’t they? Clara wondered, feeling prickly and a bit defensive. What’s wrong with wanting to be married?

         
         “Dancers and actresses,” he continued, adding to her ire, “are much less bother.”

         
         Bother? Clara bristled at the word. Women who wanted honorable marriage were a bother?
         

         
         “That’s all well and good, but hardly helpful.”

         
         “My dear Lionel, what is it you expect me to say?”

         
         “I want you to help me stay out of the trap! Though how I ever got snared in the first place escapes me.”

         
         “Haven’t we already established that? You fell into the trap when you fell into her bed.”

         
         The blush in Clara’s cheeks deepened, spreading heat through her entire body. Heavens, who’d ever have thought such nefarious
            conversation could take place in the respectable confines of a tea shop?
         

         
         “And everything was going splendidly, too,” Lionel murmured in a gloomy tone while Clara pressed her hands to her hot cheeks.
            “But barely a month later, she’s making wedding plans.”
         

         
         “Women,” his friend replied, “can be so unreasonable.”

         
         Clara had to clamp one of her hands over her mouth to stifle an exclamation of outrage before it could escape her lips and
            give her away.
         

         
         “Rather,” Lionel agreed and gave a laugh, though he sounded anything but amused. “My family has never met her. Hell, they
            don’t even know about her. And her family certainly doesn’t know about me. We’ve managed to be very discreet until now. If
            her people found out, the fat would be in the fire, for it would be a comedown for her, and they’d never approve of it. And
            yet she doesn’t seem to care. She’s prepared to tell them all to go to blazes—for my sake, she says. My sake? Damn it, man,
            what am I supposed to do?”
         

         
         Adonis was silent a moment, considering the problem. “Could you go abroad?” he asked at last. “Take a jaunt to Paris or Rome
            for a few months? The season’s just beginning, and Dina will surely be caught up in the social whirl. I daresay by the time
            you come back, she’ll have forgotten all about you.”
         

         
         “Or she’ll follow me. Dina isn’t a meek and mild little flower, you know. Being so rich, and a widow, she doesn’t have to
            worry about neither costs nor chaperones.”
         

         
         “Perhaps, but why should she bother? Other chaps will be lining up soon enough, I daresay, and paying her so much attention
            that she probably won’t miss you a jot.”
         

         
         “I suppose you’re right.”

         
         Clara couldn’t help noting that Lionel didn’t sound relieved by the prospect. Isn’t that just like a man? she thought, feeling a stirring of her sister’s suffragist sympathies. Wanting to have the cake and eat it, too.

         
         “And besides,” Lionel went on, “going abroad isn’t possible for me. I’m a hardworking MP. I am,” he insisted as his friend
            made a sound of derision, “and Parliament is in session. I can’t go trotting off to the Continent.”
         

         
         “Then your course is clear. You have to break with her.”

         
         “Must I?” Lionel paused and sighed again. “Why can’t we just go on as we are for a bit, see where it leads us?”

         
         “You can’t, I take it?”

         
         “I made the suggestion, but she said she didn’t see the point. Since we love each other, she said, marriage is the only possible
            way forward.”
         

         
         “Love?” Adonis’s voice was suddenly so hard and so sharp that Clara was startled. Forgetting caution, she lifted her head
            and watched as he leaned forward, his perfect countenance suddenly grim. “You told her you love her?”
         

         
         The palms beside Clara’s shoulder rustled, agitated by Lionel’s restless elbow as he wriggled like a guilty schoolboy. “May
            have done,” he muttered. “In the . . . umm . . . heat of the moment, as it were.”
         

         
         His friend groaned and fell back again in his seat, impelling Clara to once again duck her head. “Of all the idiotic things
            to do,” he muttered. “During the twenty years we’ve known each other, has nothing I’ve told you about women penetrated your
            thick skull? Really, Lionel,” he added, sounding thoroughly exasperated, “you’re a hopeless business.”
         

         
         “She said she loved me, and I just . . . I got caught up . . . oh, what does it matter? It’s too late for recriminations now.
            It’s not as if I can take the words back. So, what am I to do?”
         

         
         “If you don’t want to break with her, and you don’t want to marry her, then your only course is to persuade her that what
            you have now is preferable to the other two alternatives,” he said, a reply that seemed to prove beyond doubt Clara’s earlier
            conclusion about men and their cake. “You’ll have to do it in a way that doesn’t make her feel you’re being dishonorable.”
         

         
         But he is being dishonorable, Clara wanted to shout. And so are you for advising him to continue being so!

         
         If Clara was tempted to give voice to her outrage, however, Lionel spoke before she had the chance.

         
         “Just how am I supposed to accomplish that? It’s impossible.”

         
         “Not impossible. It can be done. But to be honest, Lionel, I’m not sure you’re the sort who can carry it off.” He paused,
            and though she was not looking at him, Clara could just imagine those blue eyes giving his friend a dubious glance across
            the table. “It’s a tricky business.”
         

         
         “Tell me anyway.”

         
         “You’ll have to suggest breaking with her.”

         
         “I’ve told you, I don’t want to do that.”

         
         “I said you have to suggest it. You don’t have to actually do it. Knowing Dina, if you’re the one to suggest breaking it off,
            it won’t seem nearly as appealing to her.”
         

         
         “Or she’ll think it sounds like a fine idea and drop me flat.”

         
         “That’s why it’s important to go about it the right way. You need to take her hand, look deeply into her eyes, paste an expression
            of utter devastation on your face, and explain that marriage between the two of you is just not possible.”
         

         
         “And what reason could I give?”

         
         “The facts are reason enough. You haven’t means to support her.”

         
         “That’s true. I’ve very little money of my own, and she knows it.”

         
         “Remind her of that and suggest—gently—that perhaps the two of you should go your separate ways? You don’t want to do it,
            of course, because you’re wild about her, and you can’t sleep or eat for wanting her, and your nights with her are the most
            amazing thing that’s ever happened to you, but for her sake, you feel you must tear yourself away.”
         

         
         At this self-serving diatribe camouflaged by noble self-sacrifice, Clara nearly bounded out of her chair, but she managed
            to refrain by curling her hands into tight fists on the table. Staring down at them, she wished suddenly that she were a man
            so she could call these scoundrels out and put her clenched fists to good use. Of all the outrageous speeches.
         

         
         “I can’t say that,” Lionel protested as Clara worked to keep her temper in check. “It’s ridiculous.”

         
         “Is it ridiculous? You want her, don’t you?”

         
         “Yes, but—”

         
         “You don’t want to let her go, do you?”

         
         “No, of course I don’t. I’ve already told you so.”

         
         “Then, unless you want to find yourself standing in the nearest parish church a few weeks from now, pledging your entire future
            and what little you have in the way of worldly goods to a woman you barely know, you’d better find the words to persuade her
            to an alternative that doesn’t mean farewell.”
         

         
         “But even if I could manage to say all the things you suggest, how can I make it seem convincing?”

         
         “I advise you to spend a night or two beforehand going without food and sleep. That will give you the appropriately ravaged
            appearance.”
         

         
         “God,” Lionel choked, laughing a little. “You’re such a clever fellow.”

         
         Unlike Lionel, Clara felt no inclination to laugh. By heaven, her blood was up. To think of that poor young woman being deceived
            so thoroughly and persuaded by such nefarious means to continue an illicit liaison—why, it was unbearable. To stand by as
            another woman clung to the hope of marriage when the man she loved had no intention or desire to offer it, was unconscionable.
            If people found out about her illicit affair, she would be disgraced and shamed. And if she became with child, she’d be beyond
            the pale, ruined forever, and the child would suffer the stigma of illegitimacy and shame.
         

         
         Until now, Clara hadn’t had any idea of the devious depths to which some men could sink, but this conversation was providing
            her with a quick and brutal education. In her opinion, the young lady in question would be gaining a lucky escape if she walked
            away from this Lionel fellow now, before it was too late. As for his friend . . .
         

         
         Clara took another peek at the man she’d likened to Adonis, and when she did, she found that the spell was broken. Though
            he was still every bit as good-looking now as he’d been a short while ago, she could no longer see him as some sort of golden,
            windblown god. All she saw was a deceitful cad who toyed with women and encouraged others to do the same.
         

         
         Lionel spoke again, and Clara found that her indignation on this Dina’s behalf was not stronger than her curiosity. She leaned
            closer to the palm trees as he said, “Even if I can convince her I’m shattered by the idea of ending things, I don’t see what
            good it will do. What’s to stop her from simply agreeing with me and saying good-bye?”
         

         
         “She probably will, but I’m willing to bet any farewell on her part will be halfhearted. Parting from you isn’t what she really
            wants, you see. She wants a sweeping, romantic gesture on your part to reassure her that you care, even if you’re not prepared
            to marry her.”
         

         
         Clara bit down hard on her lip, fearing this man knew far too much about women.

         
         “What sort of gesture?” Lionel asked, sounding bewildered.

         
         “If you want her, you’ll have to throw your pride to the winds and plead with her not to leave you. Even if it’s only another
            night, another week—whatever crumbs she offers you, you’re willing to take. That’s what she wants to hear.”
         

         
         “I suppose, but it sounds like utter rubbish to me.”

         
         “It won’t if you do it properly. I’ll show you.”

         
         Too curious for caution, Clara slid another sideways glance at him, watching as he lifted his hand to beckon to the waitress
            who was passing their table with a laden tray that looked to be Clara’s tea and scones.
         

         
         The waitress stopped at once, so quickly in fact, that the contents of the tray almost slid to the floor. “Oh,” she gasped
            as Adonis stood up and faced her. Clara, meanwhile, readjusted her position, ducking her chin even as she slanted her gaze
            up so that she could continue to watch out of the corner of her eye.
         

         
         “May I help you, sir?” the girl asked, her voice betraying an eagerness to please that went a bit beyond the polite civility
            usually provided by the employees of a tea shop.
         

         
         “Indeed, you may, Miss . . . ?”

         
         “Clark, sir. Elsie Clark.”

         
         “Miss Clark.” He smiled, and though Clara was now immune to the potency of that smile, the waitress was not. When he pulled
            the tray from her hands, poor Elsie Clark scarcely seemed to notice.
         

         
         “I do need your help,” he went on, turning to set the tray on the table beside him. “You see, my friend here has been most
            injudicious with his feminine companion.”
         

         
         That seemed too much for the poor girl to take in, for she frowned in bafflement. “Sir?”

         
         “Honor demands he break with a girl,” he explained. “She’s far too good for him, and he knows it. He also knows the right
            thing to do is abandon his courtship, for he’s a considerate, gentlemanly chap.”
         

         
         Clara gave a snort, but fortunately, the other three didn’t seem to notice.

         
         “But he can’t bear to let her go,” Adonis went on. “He’s quite shattered about the whole thing, really, and he has asked my
            advice on the subject. I should like to demonstrate for him how he can postpone the inevitable end as long as possible, and
            that is where you shall be of invaluable assistance to me, Miss Clark.”
         

         
         To Clara’s way of thinking, a man who bedded a woman, declared love, refused to offer honorable marriage, and saw nothing
            wrong with continuing to bed her with no intention of ever doing right by her was not in any way a gentlemanly chap. She glanced
            between the palms at the man seated beside her, and though his appearance seemed that of a benignant and amiable fellow, Clara
            knew he was nothing of the sort. He was a contemptible deceiver, and so was his friend.
         

         
         Her gaze slid up, and she watched as Adonis lifted the waitress’s hand in his own. “So, Miss Clark, are you willing to assist?”

         
         If Miss Clark’s beatific expression was anything to go by, she’d have been willing to do anything this man asked of her. When
            she nodded, he pulled her hand, bringing her closer.
         

         
         “My darling girl,” he began, “you talk of marriage, but how can that be possible between us? I am no one. I have nothing.
            You are a lady of breeding and quality, so lovely, so fine.” He paused, cradling her hand in both of his, then he said, “You
            deserve so much more than I could ever offer you. You may think right now that the vast difference in our station doesn’t
            matter, but it does, and I know that one day, you will realize it. And when you do, it will come between us and cast an unresolvable
            pall over our happiness.”
         

         
         Damn, Clara thought, a hint of reluctant admiration breaking through her anger, this man might be a rake, but he’s a talented one.
         

         
         She dared another peek at him and found that he was still gazing at the waitress, his attention fully fixed on her. As for
            Elsie, her upturned profile and enraptured expression only served to confirm Clara’s opinion of this man’s rakish character
            and talent for duplicity.
         

         
         “Marriage,” he went on, “brings harsh realities that, little by little, turn love to dust. I couldn’t bear for what we have,
            the mad passion we feel, to be eroded and destroyed by the mundane tedium that marriage inevitably brings. What would become
            of us then?”
         

         
         Elsie didn’t answer. She probably couldn’t, poor girl.

         
         “No, my dear. Marriage isn’t possible for the likes of us. You deserve it, of course, but we must be honest about our circumstances.
            I don’t have the blunt to support you, and I certainly don’t have the breeding to be worthy of you. And what of your family?
            They would surely turn against you if you married a lowborn chap like me. How could I ever cause such a breach between you
            and your relations? Do you really think me such a cad?”
         

         
         “I think you’re lovely,” Elsie whispered, a declaration that further outraged Clara’s feminine sensibilities, partly because
            of the worshipful tone in which the words had been uttered, and partly because she’d had the very same mistaken opinion of
            him not a quarter of an hour ago.
         

         
         “It tears me apart, for I’m wild about you, but I cannot bear the torment that would come with knowing I’ve ruined your life
            with matrimony. If a husband is truly what you want, I shall have to step aside, for I am not worthy of the role. Thus, I
            fear we must part forever.”
         

         
         He moved to pull his hand free, but the girl clutched it tight, obviously unwilling to end what was perhaps the most romantic
            moment of masculine attention she’d ever had. “Is there no place for us?” she asked, sounding nauseatingly desperate as she
            clung to his hand.
         

         
         There was a pause. “I can think of only one, and that is where we are now. One day, you will end things between us, I know,
            and it will break my heart. But I beg of you,” he added, pressing a fervent kiss to her hand, “do not let that day be today.”
         

         
         Elsie sighed again, the fact that he had just reversed his entire position on ending things seeming to go right over her head.
            She stared up at him in dazed and silent wonder, but she was given little time to savor the romance of the moment. With a
            dexterity Clara couldn’t help but admire, he slipped free of Elsie’s grasp, leaving the girl’s hand still hovering in midair.
         

         
         “You see, Lionel?” he said in a conversational tone as he resumed his seat and forced Clara to again look away. “It can be
            done.”
         

         
         “I suppose so, if one does it the way you just did,” his friend agreed, laughing.

         
         “What do you think, Elsie?” Adonis asked the waitress, obviously so confident of his powers of attraction that he felt free
            to call her by her Christian name, the cheeky devil. “If you were the lady, would you go? Or would you stay?”
         

         
         “I believe . . .” Elsie paused and gave a little cough as if working to recover her poise. “I believe I’d stay,” she managed
            at last. “Not forever, mind you,” she added, as if to emphasize that she still possessed a scrap of pride. “A girl’s got to
            look out for her future, you know.”
         

         
         “Quite right.” Teacups rattled, and Clara’s gaze slid sideways to watch as he lifted the tray and held it up to her. “Thank
            you for all your help.”
         

         
         However amiable his voice, his words were clearly a dismissal, and the girl realized it. “You’re very welcome, sir,” she mumbled.
            Taking the offered tray, she dipped a curtsy and departed.
         

         
         “Well?” Adonis asked, returning his attention to his friend as Clara turned hers to the waitress coming around the palms with
            her order. “What do you think?”
         

         
         “I think you should be on the stage,” Lionel said as Elsie set Clara’s tray on her table and began placing tea things before
            her. “And I believe you have resolved my dilemma.”
         

         
         “Doing this buys you time, Lionel. That’s all. Put that time to good use.”

         
         The two men stood up. Clara’s pot of jam hit her table with a thud, and then Elsie was off like a shot, bustling toward the
            front to assist the gentlemen with their departure.
         

         
         As the two men came around the palms and followed the waitress toward the front of the tea shop, Clara snatched up one of
            the letters she’d previously opened and ducked her head, pretending to take no notice of them whatsoever. Adonis turned toward
            the door, Lionel came around her table to follow him, and Clara lifted her gaze to watch their backs as they settled their
            bill, and all she could think about was the nefarious trick about to be employed on an unknowing woman.
         

         
         Someone ought to warn her what was afoot, Clara thought, her gaze narrowing on the architect of this scheme as he followed
            his friend out of the tea shop. Someone ought to tell her just how despicably her affections were about to be abused. But
            how, Clara wondered, could such a feat be accomplished?
         

         
         She frowned, pondering the question.

         
         This Dina was, she knew, part of the ton, a fact which did present certain opportunities. Clara was, after all, the granddaughter of a viscount and was now also the
            sister-in-law of a duke, so she possessed the proper entrée into this woman’s circle, but did that matter? She hadn’t really
            begun moving in society, hadn’t yet met many ladies outside the duke’s family, and among the few she had met she’d encountered
            no young widow named Dina.
         

         
         Clara sighed and sat back. The girl’s surname would have been much more useful to know than her Christian name. Still, she
            could at least inquire of the duke’s sisters. They might know who the woman was.
         

         
         But even if Clara could identify her, what then? She could hardly walk up to a young lady she didn’t know and blurt out that
            the woman’s secret lover was a deceiving scoundrel. Her good deed would probably earn her a slap across the face.
         

         
         And besides, she thought, casting a gloomy glance over the pile of correspondence before her, she had her own troubles.

         
         Suddenly, an idea flashed into Clara’s mind, a crazy, incredible idea that could not only solve her most pressing problem,
            but also save a fellow woman from future heartbreak and ruin.
         

         
         Clara straightened in her chair, pulled a sheet of notepaper closer, and took up her fountain pen. She considered a moment,
            then she began to write. Only a few minutes later, she set down her fountain pen and placed her composition on top of the
            letters before her, feeling a sense of grim satisfaction.
         

         
         Her first Lady Truelove column was now complete. She could only hope Dina Whoever-She-Was read the Weekly Gazette.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Rex wasn’t the sort for high society parties. Given his rather wicked sense of humor, he found low society far more entertaining.
            Nonetheless, he was Viscount Galbraith, the only son of the Earl of Leyland, and with that position came certain social obligations,
            most of which involved his great-aunt Petunia. Auntie held not only Rex’s sole source of income at present, but also his deepest
            affections, and when she decided to open the season by holding a ball, he knew his presence was de rigeur.
         

         
         Which was why Rex allowed his valet to put him into a white tie and tails, capped his head with one of those ridiculous top
            hats, and trundled off from his own modest town house in Half Moon Street to his great-aunt Petunia’s lavish and fashionable
            home in Park Lane, and braced himself for at least two hours of having his toes smashed and his ear talked off by nervous
            debutantes.
         

         
         His aunt’s ballroom was only somewhat crowded, for his familial obligation demanded a punctual, rather than fashionably late
            arrival. But he wasn’t, he soon discovered, punctual enough to suit Auntie.
         

         
         “Well past eleven before you finally decide to make your appearance, I see,” she said as he paused where she stood just outside
            the ballroom doors. “I feared I’d die of old age waiting for you to arrive.”
         

         
         Anyone else might have thought such a greeting denoted a coldness of feeling, but Rex wasn’t fooled, and he leaned close to
            buss her wrinkled cheek with an affectionate kiss. “Past eleven, is it? A most uncivilized hour for you to still be awake,
            Auntie Pet.” Pulling back, he pasted on a look of concern. “Perhaps you ought to have a dose of cod liver oil and go to bed?
            At your age, you can’t be too careful, you know.”
         

         
         “Impudent cub.” With a toss of her head, she gestured to the opened doors of the ballroom behind them, where people were milling
            about in anticipation of the dancing soon to begin. “Your reward for your saucy tongue shall be to open the ball.”
         

         
         He groaned. “Must I? Can’t Uncle Bertie do it? Where is the old boy, by the way?” he added, glancing around for his uncle.

         
         “My nephew caught a bit of a chill this afternoon and he’s gone to bed. He’ll be all right in a day or two. My dear Lady Seaforth,”
            she added, looking past Rex to the next arrival and giving him a pointed nudge with her foot.
         

         
         Appreciating what would be required of him in Uncle Bertie’s absence, Rex moved to stand beside his great-aunt and offer his
            share of the required greetings to Lady Seaforth and her daughters, both of whom—thankfully—had husbands, and were, therefore,
            unavailable as fodder for Petunia’s favorite hobby.
         

         
         Auntie, being unmarried with no children of her own, had a very romantic nature and had made it her main ambition in life
            to arrange matches for all six of her as-yet-unwed grand-nephews and -nieces before she departed this earth. Because he was
            heir to the earldom, Rex was of particular interest to her in that regard, and she proceeded to underscore that fact the moment
            the Seaforth contingent had passed into the ballroom.
         

         
         “You needn’t worry about finding a partner for the opening dance,” she said. “I’ve chosen one for you.”

         
         That bit of news was no great surprise, but he decided to pretend obtuseness. “Is it Hetty?” he asked, turning to glance over
            the crowd as if searching for his favorite cousin. “How marvelous. I shan’t mind opening the ball if it’s with Hetty.”
         

         
         “It is not Henrietta,” Auntie informed him in a dampening tone. “You are free to seek a partner for life amidst a much wider
            circle than your own cousins.”
         

         
         He’d already made it clear many times that he wouldn’t be seeking a partner for life anywhere, ever, but such assurances never
            seemed to put the slightest dent in Petunia’s resolve.
         

         
         “Really, Auntie, I don’t see why you should be so against Hetty marrying me,” he said instead, keeping his expression earnest
            and sincere even though his tongue was firmly in his cheek. “You’d get two of our lot married off at once. And marrying one’s
            cousin was good enough for the Queen, wasn’t it?”
         

         
         Her answering look was wry, showing she knew quite well he was teasing. “Victoria, being royalty, was forced to matrimonial
            considerations that do not bind the rest of us.”
         

         
         “That’s one way of calling a goose a swan,” he said with a grin. “But you needn’t worry about Hetty ever making a match with
            me. She’d scream with laughter at the very idea.”
         

         
         “And yet, I fear you are the one who refuses to take matrimony seriously.”

         
         “On the contrary,” he replied at once, “I take it very seriously—the avoidance of it in particular.”

         
         “Really, Galbraith, you make me so annoyed. You’ll be thirty-two this autumn. How much longer do you intend to circumvent
            the most important responsibility of your position?”
         

         
         “Until I’m in the ground. Even longer, if possible.”

         
         “With no consideration of what happens to the title and the estates. Your father expects you to wed, and rightly so. You’ve
            no brothers, and your uncle Albert, being my late sister’s son, can’t inherit. If you don’t marry and have sons of your own,
            everything goes to your father’s third cousin once removed.”
         

         
         As if he didn’t already know all this. Rex repressed a sigh as Auntie went on, “Thomas Galbraith is a man neither of us has
            ever met in the whole of our lives. He’s older than you and yet he has no heir. In fact, he’s not even married, so—”
         

         
         “Then perhaps you should have invited him to your ball, eh?”

         
         She ignored that bit of raillery. “He owns a boot-making establishment in Petticoat Lane. Boot-making, I ask you—is that any
            sort of preparation to be the next earl?”
         

         
         “A boot maker as the Earl of Leyland?” He pretended horror. “Heavens, what an idea.”

         
         “I’m not referring to his profession. It’s his lack of knowledge and preparation that are of concern. Thomas Galbraith knows
            nothing of running a great estate like Braebourne.”
         

         
         “What’s to know? Dane’s a capable steward. And since Papa’s moved to London and leased the house—”

         
         “Only until you marry.”

         
         This time, his sigh would not be suppressed, but when he spoke, he worked to keep his voice as gentle as possible. “That isn’t
            going to happen, Auntie Pet, as I’ve already said many times. And if we intend to quarrel about it again,” he added before
            she could reply, “I shall need a drink.”
         

         
         With a glance down the main corridor to verify that the next guests were still removing their wraps in the foyer, he excused
            himself and walked into the ballroom. He made for the nearest footman with a tray of silver mugs, keeping his eye on the door
            as he pretended vast indecision over whether to choose a claret cup or rum punch.
         

         
         He loved Petunia dearly, and he knew she was equally fond of him, but there was a steely glint in her eyes tonight that told
            him the evening ahead—and the entire season, for that matter—might be especially trying for both of them.
         

         
         Any other time, he could have avoided any possibility of a row by going off to mingle, but with his uncle unable to act as
            host, duty required him to stand by and help his great-aunt greet arriving guests until the dancing began. So, when the newest
            arrivals started down the corridor toward the ballroom, he plucked a mug of rum punch from the tray and returned to Petunia’s
            side. Once those guests had moved on, however, his aunt returned to their previous discussion, seeming not to care if a row
            resulted.
         

         
         “Both your parents are quite disappointed, I daresay, by the utter disregard for duty that you display.”

         
         He gave a bark of laughter at that declaration and took a hefty swallow of his drink. “Mentioning my parents is hardly likely
            to spur me to the altar, Auntie Pet.”
         

         
         “Your parents’ marriage has always been . . . difficult, I grant you, but at least they fulfilled their primary duty. And,”
            she added before he could reply, “their situation does not provide you with any excuse to ignore yours. Nor, I might add,
            is their unhappiness a reasonable basis on which to condemn the entire married state.”
         

         
         “I’m not sure our general acquaintance would agree with you there.” He turned, gesturing with his glass to the crowd in the
            ballroom behind them. “Thanks to Mama and Papa’s deep mutual loathing and complete lack of discretion, the gutter press was
            able to keep all of society au courant regarding the miserable state of their marriage, from Mama’s first affair, through every scandal and every retaliation, all
            the way to the final legal separation. Given the misery they managed to inflict upon each other during their fourteen years
            of cohabitation, I think our friends fully appreciate my contempt for matrimony.”
         

         
         “That all ended a decade ago when they separated. Everyone’s quite forgotten about it.”

         
         He turned his head, meeting his great-aunt’s exasperated gaze with a hard one of his own. “I haven’t.”

         
         Her expression softened at once. “Oh, my dear,” she said with a compassion in her voice that impelled him to look away and
            divert the conversation from himself.
         

         
         “It’s not as if Mama and Papa have forgotten, either,” he said. “They have not, I assure you.”

         
         The moment those words were out of his mouth, he regretted them, for Petunia pounced at once. “And how would you know that?”
            she asked.
         

         
         Now embroiled in a volatile discussion he always took great pains to avoid, Rex knew he had to tread with care. “I called
            upon Papa when he arrived in town, whereupon he immediately began to expound on his favorite topic: my mother’s faithless
            character. My call, therefore, was brief.”
         

         
         “I’m surprised you bothered to call upon him at all. He’s none too fond of you these days, you know, and in no mind to reinstate
            your income from the estate until you marry.”
         

         
         “And yet I remain a dutiful son,” Rex countered lightly.

         
         The irony of that wasn’t lost on Petunia. “Only in some ways,” she said, her voice dry. “Your father desires you to marry
            as much as I do.”
         

         
         “Ah, but there’s a difference. Your greatest care is my happiness. Papa’s is the succession.”

         
         “Either way, I wasn’t curious about your father’s opinion,” Auntie replied, wisely not bothering to assure him of his father’s
            questionable affections. “It’s your mother I’m thinking of. How do you know her present feelings on the subject?”
         

         
         So much for treading with care. He grimaced and took another swallow of punch.

         
         “Don’t tell me you’ve been in correspondence with her again?” Petunia made a sound of exasperation before he could decide
            how to reply. “His discovery of your communications with your mother—and the fact that you were giving her money—are the entire
            reason he cut off your income in the first place. It is fortunate for you that I have been able to replace it.”
         

         
         “Very fortunate,” he agreed. “You’re a brick, Auntie Pet.”

         
         “Why? For spiking your father’s guns, or for providing you a source of funds to spend on a bachelor’s shallow pursuits?”

         
         He grinned at her. “That’s a no-win question if ever I heard one. I think I’ll refrain from answering.”

         
         “Unlike your father, I recognize that attempting to force your hand only
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