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			Chapter 1

			[image: image]

			Here you are, Miss Prue.” Mrs. Beedle took a pile of envelopes from a top shelf in her kitchen. “Quite a few of them today. This one looks very serious.” She selected a long thick vellum envelope from the sheaf and peered quite unselfconsciously at the printed heading.

			Prudence sipped her tea and made no attempt to hurry her hostess. Mrs. Beedle moved at her own pace and had her own way of doing things . . . very much like her brother, Jenkins—a man who combined his duties as butler with those of friend, assistant, and sometimes partner in crime to the three Duncan sisters in the house on Manchester Square.

			“Any news of Miss Con?” Mrs. Beedle inquired, finally setting the envelopes on the well-scrubbed pine table and reaching for the teapot.

			“Oh, we had a wire yesterday. They’re in Egypt at the moment.” Prudence pushed her cup across to be refilled. “But they’ve visited Rome and Paris on the way. It seems like a wonderful trip.”

			She sounded slightly wistful, and, indeed, the six weeks of her elder sister’s honeymoon had passed very slowly for Prudence and her younger sister, Chastity, left behind in London. The sheer effort of keeping their household running smoothly, eking out their meager finances, all the while ensuring that their father’s willful ignorance of the family’s financial situation remained undisturbed, took a much greater toll when there were only two of them to manage it. On occasion in the last weeks, Prudence and Chastity had both had to fight the temptation to force their father to acknowledge reality, a reality that he had caused by a more than foolish investment just after their mother’s death. But the memory of their mother had kept them silent. Lady Duncan would have protected her husband’s peace of mind at all costs, so her daughters must do the same.

			When they added to that struggle the burden of putting out the broadsheet, The Mayfair Lady, every two weeks, without Constance’s editorial expertise, and trying to stay on top of the Go-Between, their matchmaking agency, it was no wonder she and Chastity fell exhausted into a dreamless sleep every night, Prudence reflected.

			The doorbell from the shop at the front of the house chimed as a customer entered and Mrs. Beedle hurried away to attend to the counter, smoothing her pristine apron as she did so. Prudence drank deeply from her refilled cup and helped herself to a second piece of gingerbread. It was warm and tranquil in the kitchen behind the shop. She could hear Mrs. Beedle’s chattily cheerful voice interspersed with that of another woman, rather shrill and high-pitched, complaining about the poor quality of the butcher’s lamb chops.

			Prudence stretched her legs towards the range and sighed, grateful for the brief respite from the workaday concerns, and idly riffled through the envelopes addressed to The Mayfair Lady that were sent poste restante to Mrs. Beedle’s corner shop in Kensington. The editors of The Mayfair Lady had to preserve their anonymity at all costs.

			The thick vellum envelope had a distinctly official feel to it. The printed address in the top left-hand corner read Falstaff, Harley & Greenwold. Prudence felt a chill of apprehension. It sounded like a firm of lawyers. She reached for the butter knife, intending to slit the envelope, and then put it down again with a quick, unconscious shake of her head. The sisters had an unspoken convention that they opened correspondence relating to their shared endeavors together. And if this one brought bad news, and Prudence found herself fancying a miasmic vapor oozing from the vellum, it was most definitely not to be opened alone.

			She thrust all the letters into her capacious handbag and drained her teacup. Mrs. Beedle was still engaged with her customer when Prudence went out through the shop, drawing on her gloves.

			“Thank you for the tea, Mrs. Beedle.”

			“Oh, it’s always nice to see you, Miss Prue.” The shopkeeper beamed at her. “And Miss Chas, of course. Bring her with you next week. I’ll make some of my lardy cake, I know how she likes that.”

			“She’ll be sorry she missed the gingerbread, but she had to visit an old friend this afternoon,” Prudence said with a smile, nodding politely to the customer, who was regarding her curiously. A lady with a Mayfair accent wearing a rather elegant afternoon gown was something of a novelty in a corner shop in Kensington, particularly when she appeared from the owner’s quarters in the back.

			Prudence picked up a copy of The Mayfair Lady in the magazine rack at the back of the shop. “If you’re looking for something to read, ma’am, you might enjoy this publication.” She held it out to the woman, who was so surprised, she took it.

			“Well, I don’t know,” she said. “Mayfair Lady . . . sounds a bit hoity-toity for the likes of me.”

			“Oh, it’s not at all,” Prudence reassured warmly. “Mrs. Beedle reads it, I know.”

			“Aye, that I do, once in a while,” the shopkeeper said. “You try it, Mrs. Warner. Just the ticket on a cold afternoon when you’re knitting by the fire.”

			“I don’t have much call for reading,” the customer said doubtfully. “How much is it?” She turned the broadsheet around in her hands, as if unsure what to do with it.

			“Just twopence,” Prudence said. “You’d be surprised how much of interest there is inside.”

			“Well, I don’t know, but I suppose . . .” The customer’s voice trailed off as she opened her purse for two pennies that she laid on the counter. “I’ll try it.”

			“You do that,” Mrs. Beedle said. “And I tell you what, if you don’t like it, you just bring it back and I’ll refund the twopence.”

			Mrs. Warner brightened visibly. “Well, you can’t say fairer than that, Mrs. Beedle.”

			Prudence raised a mental eyebrow. How were they supposed to make money out of the broadsheet when people read it “on approval”? But she couldn’t say that to Mrs. Beedle, who only meant well, so with a cheerful farewell she left the shop, going out into a chilly afternoon that was already drawing in even though it was barely four-thirty. Autumn seemed to have come earlier than usual this year, she thought, but perhaps it was only in contrast to the long and unusually hot summer that had preceded it.

			She hurried towards an omnibus stop, thinking again of Constance in the desert heat of Egypt. It was all right for some, she concluded as the motorized omnibus belching steam came to a halt at the stop. She climbed on, paid her penny fare, and took a seat by the window, watching the streets of London crawl by as the bus stopped and started at the behest of passengers.

			She wondered how Chastity’s afternoon had progressed. Despite what Prudence had told Mrs. Beedle, her sister hadn’t been visiting an old friend. Chastity, in her role as Aunt Mabel, was in fact writing her responses to a trio of problem letters from beleaguered readers, for publication in the next edition of the broadsheet. Prudence had left her chewing the top of her pen, bewailing crossed nibs that splattered ink all over everywhere, and trying to think of a diplomatic way to shoot down Desperate in Chelsea, who seemed to think that her elderly parents had no right to spend any of their capital on frivolous pursuits while their daughter was waiting for her inheritance.

			She hopped off the bus at Oxford Street and walked up Baker Street towards Portman Square. She turned onto Manchester Square, her cheeks pinkened by the freshening breeze, and ran up the steps to No. 10. Jenkins opened the door for her just as she put her key in the lock.

			“Thought that was you, Miss Prue, when I heard the key.”

			“I was visiting your sister,” she said, stepping into the hall. “She sent her greetings.”

			“Hope she’s in good health.”

			“She certainly seemed to be. Is Chas upstairs?”

			“She hasn’t put her head out of the parlor all afternoon.”

			“Oh, poor love,” Prudence said. “Did she have tea?”

			At that Jenkins smiled. Chastity’s sweet tooth was a family joke. “Mrs. Hudson made a chocolate sponge this afternoon. Miss Chas had three slices. It bucked her up a little, if I might say so. She was looking a little peaky before.”

			“Inky probably,” Prudence said with a laugh as she hurried to the staircase. She paused halfway and asked over her shoulder, “Is Lord Duncan dining in tonight, do you know, Jenkins?”

			“I don’t believe so, Miss Prue. Mrs. Hudson’s made a nice shepherd’s pie for you and Miss Chas with the cold lamb from Sunday’s roast.”

			If one had to eat leftovers, mutton was infinitely more palatable than fish, Prudence reflected. She opened the door to the parlor that she and her sisters had shared since their mother’s death just four years previously. It was a pleasant, lived-in room, somewhat shabby and faded, and rather cluttered. Even more so this afternoon. Chastity sat at the secretaire, knee deep in scrunched-up balls of paper, evidence of frustrating literary effort. She turned as her sister came in.

			“Oh, I’m glad you’re back, now I can stop this.” She ran her hands through her curly red hair that had escaped its ribbons during the throes of composition and now fell loose to her shoulders. She stretched and rolled her shoulders. “I never thought I’d lose sympathy for these tormented souls but some of them are so childish and spoiled . . . Oh, wait. I have something to show you. Jenkins brought it up half an hour ago.”

			Her tone had completely changed and she jumped up, walking energetically to the sideboard. “See here.” She flourished a newspaper. “The Pall Mall Gazette. Con said it would happen!”

			“What would happen?” Prudence ran her eye over the paper and saw the answer. She whistled soundlessly at the headline. PEER OF THE REALM IN VICE SCANDAL. She began to read the text. “‘The earl of Barclay has been accused in the pages of the anonymous broadsheet The Mayfair Lady of violating his youthful maidservants and abandoning them pregnant and poverty-stricken on the streets.’ ”

			Her voice faded as she continued reading under her breath, aware that Chastity probably knew the article by heart by now. When she reached the end she looked up at her sister, who was regarding her expectantly. Chastity said, “They actually interviewed the women Con used in the article.”

			“And they offer their own condemnation of the licentious peer, in their own inimitable style,” Prudence observed. “Full of almost religious fervor, trumpeting condemnation for such lewd behavior while titillating their readers with scandalous details.”

			“It’s exactly what we all hoped would happen,” Chastity said. “Just four weeks after the original Mayfair Lady article. That only produced a few behind-the-hand whispers and the occasional glare for Barclay from straitlaced Society matrons. His own cronies didn’t turn a hair and he seemed to ignore it totally. I thought it had all blown over now. But when this hits the streets and the clubs and the drawing rooms, he’ll be pilloried.”

			“Yes,” Prudence agreed, but she sounded uneasy. She opened her handbag and took out the official-looking envelope. “This was in the mail.”

			“What is it?”

			“It looks like it’s from a firm of solicitors.”

			“Oh,” Chastity took the envelope and turned it over as if she could intuit its contents. “I suppose we’d better open it.” Prudence handed her a paper knife and she slit the envelope, withdrawing a densely covered sheet of vellum. She began to read, Prudence at her shoulder.

			“Oh, hell!” Prudence said when she’d reached the end. Even through the dreadful, obfuscating legalese the message was clear as a bell.

			“Why’s Barclay suing us for libel—or rather, The Mayfair Lady—and not the Pall Mall Gazette?” wondered Chastity. “It has much more clout than we do.”

			“The Gazette only came out today,” Prudence said glumly. “We came out guns blazing a whole month ago. He’s had four weeks to put this together. And if he wins this case he can go after the Gazette.”

			“So, what do we do?” Chastity nibbled her bottom lip as she reread the letter. “It says they will be seeking punitive damages of the highest degree possible on behalf of their client. What does that mean?”

			“I have no idea . . . nothing good, you can be sure of that.” Prudence flung herself into the depths of the chesterfield, kicking off her shoes. “We need advice.”

			“We need Con.” Her sister perched on the arm of a chair and crossed her legs, swinging one ankle restlessly against the corner of the sofa table.

			“What in God’s name is Max going to think of this?”

			“It won’t do his career much good if it comes out that his wife wrote the original,” Chastity said gloomily.

			“We’re going to have to make sure it doesn’t come out, for the sake of all our enterprises, but I don’t see how we can keep it from Max.” Prudence picked up the letter from the table where Chastity had let it fall. “Oh, I didn’t see this, right at the bottom here . . . ‘In addition to damages for the libel concerning our client’s relationships with his employees we will be seeking substantial damages for innuendo and inference regarding our client’s financial practices.’ ”

			“Did the Pall Mall Gazette pick up those hints we dropped?” Chastity reached over for the discarded paper. “I didn’t see anything.”

			“No, they probably had the sense to leave it alone. There’s no evidence for it, or at least none that we offered. I’m sure there’s some somewhere, but we were all so fired up about nailing Barclay, we just threw everything in.” Prudence sighed. “What naive idiots we are.”

			“No,” Chastity said. “Were. We were, but I don’t think we are anymore.”

			“A case of shutting the stable door after the horse has bolted,” Prudence pointed out with a dour smile. She turned towards the door at a discreet knock.

			“Would you like the sherry decanter in here, Miss Prue? Or will you be using the drawing room this evening?” Jenkins inquired.

			“No, I don’t think we’re in the mood for the drawing room tonight,” Prudence said. “We’ll take sherry in here, and we’ll eat shepherd’s pie in the little dining parlor.”

			“Yes, I rather thought that would be your decision.” Jenkins entered the room and set down the tray he was carrying. “What time shall I tell Mrs. Hudson you’d like dinner?” He poured two glasses and carried them over on a silver salver.

			“Eight, I should think?” Prudence looked a question at her sister, who nodded her agreement. “And I don’t think we shall dress, Jenkins. We’ll serve ourselves, if you like. I’m sure you’ve got things you’d rather do this evening.”

			“When I’ve served you, Miss Prue, I shall go off duty,” Jenkins stated with a note of reproach. He bowed and left them.

			“He’s only going to the pub for his pint of mild-and-bitter,” Chastity said, taking a sip of sherry. “It doesn’t warm up there until around nine o’clock.”

			“All the same, elaborate service for shepherd’s pie seems a little unnecessary,” Prudence observed. “Why don’t we eat up here on trays beside the fire?”

			“Because Jenkins and Mrs. Hudson would be horrified,” Chastity said, laughing slightly. She set down her glass and went to throw another shovel of coal on the fire. “There’s no call for a lowering of standards, Miss Prue, just because times is hard.” It was a perfect imitation of the housekeeper, Mrs. Hudson, and Prudence laughed and applauded.

			The moment of levity, however, died a swift death. “How do we find a barrister?” Chastity asked.

			“I think we’re supposed to find a solicitor who will then instruct a barrister on our behalf. I’m sure that’s the way it works,” Prudence replied.

			“You know more than I do.” Chastity took up her glass. “Father would know someone, of course. Could we sound him out, d’you think?”

			“You mean ask a couple of casual questions?” Prudence leaned forward, her light green eyes sharp.

			“He’s not going to put two and two together,” Chastity pointed out.

			“No.” Prudence pursed her lips. “I just wonder if he’ll know the kind of lawyer we’re looking for.”

			“Someone inexpensive,” Chastity stated the obvious.

			Prudence shook her head. “This kind of barrister comes expensive. However we can but try. There might be some way around it.”

			The sound of impatient footsteps in the corridor outside reached them just before the door was flung open after the most perfunctory knock. Lord Arthur Duncan stood on the threshold, his whiskers awry, his cheeks rather redder than usual, his bowler hat clutched to his striped waistcoat. “I have never heard the like,” he declared. “Bounders, absolute bounders. Should be hanged from the nearest lamppost. Oh, I see you’ve seen it.” He gestured to the Pall Mall Gazette. “Disgraceful, disgusting calumny. It was one thing for that effeminate gossip rag to point the finger . . . no self-respecting red-blooded man gives a tinker’s damn what a group of airheaded cowards have to say . . . but when that sanctimonious, tub-thumping twit in the Gazette starts pointing the finger, there’s no knowing where it will lead.”

			He sat down heavily in a wing chair beside the fire. “If that’s sherry, I’ll have a glass, Prudence.”

			“It is, and certainly, Father.” She poured and brought him the glass. “Is Lord Barclay very upset?”

			“Upset?” his lordship boomed. “He’s beside himself.” He drained his small glass in one sip, and glared at it. “Not enough to slake the thirst of a butterfly.”

			“Would you like Jenkins to bring you whisky?” Chastity asked with customary solicitude.

			“No . . . no need to bother him.” He wiped his moustache with his handkerchief. “Just fill it again for me.” He gave her the glass.

			“What is Lord Barclay going to do about it?” inquired Prudence, leaning over to stir the coals with the poker. “He must have some redress, surely.”

			“Well, he’s suing that Mayfair Lady disgrace, for a start. That’ll fold once Barclay and his lawyers have finished with it. Won’t have a penny to its name and its editors will be lucky to escape gaol.”

			“I imagine he must be using the best lawyers in the business,” Chastity said, bringing a recharged glass over to the earl.

			“Oh, yes, you mark my words . . . best money can buy.”

			“Are there many good libel lawyers in London?” Prudence asked. “We never meet any.”

			“Hardly surprising, m’dear.” He regarded his middle daughter with a benign smile. “Not saying that you and your sisters couldn’t compete with the brightest brain, but these men don’t frequent the kind of circles you girls like. You’ll find ’em in clubs, not drawing rooms.”

			Prudence looked askance. “I wonder if that’s true. Give us some names of the really good barristers and Chas and I will see if they ring any kind of a bell.”

			“Party games,” he scoffed, but he seemed to have calmed down somewhat in the soothing companionship of his daughters and under the equally soothing influence of the sherry. His cheeks had taken on a less rubicund hue.

			“Well, now, let me see. Barclay’s solicitors, Falstaff, Harley, and Greenwold, have briefed Samuel Richardson, KC. Any name there ring a bell?” He gave his daughters a smug smile. “I’ll wager not.”

			“We don’t expect to know the solicitors,” Prudence told him. “But Samuel Richardson . . .” She shook her head. “No, you win that one. Give us another.”

			Lord Duncan frowned, thinking. “Malvern,” he said finally. “Sir Gideon Malvern, KC. Youngest KC in a decade, knighted for his services to the bar.” He chuckled suddenly. “I believe it was for services to the king . . . one of His Majesty’s friends found himself in a spot of bother, you know the kind.” He tapped the side of his nose significantly.

			“Malvern defended him . . . man came out smelling like a rose garden. But I’ll wager you haven’t heard of him either, for all the royal connections. They say he’s the brightest candle in the Inns of Court sconce these days. Man’s far too busy to mingle.”

			He set down his glass and rose rather heavily to his feet. “Well, I have to dress, I’m dining with Barclay in Rules. Must show solidarity, you know. Can’t let this kind of . . .” He waved a disdainful hand at the Gazette. “Spiteful rubbish . . . that’s all it is. Can’t let that rubbish win the day over honest men.” He dropped a paternal kiss on each forehead and left them.

			“Honest men,” Prudence said with heavy scorn, taking her glass to the decanter for a refill. “It’s not as if Father’s either blind or stupid. What is it about Barclay that so captivates him?”

			“Oh, I think it has something to do with the fact that the earl was there when Mother died,” Chastity said quietly, gazing into the fire. “Father was distraught, and so were we. Distraught and exhausted after nursing her those last few months.”

			Prudence nodded, crossing her arms over her chest in an involuntary hug. Their mother’s final days had been excruciatingly painful, and all the laudanum available to them hadn’t been sufficient to ease her suffering. Lord Duncan hadn’t been able to bear his wife’s pain and had retreated to his library, where Lord Barclay had kept him company while Lord Duncan’s daughters had shared vigils at their mother’s bedside. They had had no energy to spare for their father’s grief—not until many months later, by which time Lord Barclay had become Lord Duncan’s most intimate confidant.

			Prudence let her arms drop and raised her head. “Well, there’s nothing we can do to change that now. Let’s see what we can discover about this Sir Gideon Malvern.”

			“If he’s made King’s Council, he has to be at the top of the tree,” Chastity said. “I wonder what it means to be the youngest KC in a decade.”

			“We need a recent copy of Who’s Who,” Prudence said. “At least that’ll tell us which of the Inns of Court he’s affiliated with. The volume in our library is decades old; it probably predates his law degree. We’ll go to Hatchards in the morning and take a quick look under the M’s.”

			“Who’s Who won’t give us an address, though.”

			“No, but once we know which of the Inns he belongs to, we can go there and find his chambers. I’m sure if he’s that important and well-known he’ll have chambers somewhere around the Temple.”

			“But we can’t just beard him in his chambers,” Chastity pointed out. “I thought we had to go through the proper channels, get solicitors to brief him.”

			Prudence shook her head. “I think if we have any chance at all of getting his help we’re going to have to jump him . . . surprise him. If we give him time to think for one instant, he’ll laugh us into the street.”

			“‘Be bloody, bold, and resolute,’ ” Chastity quoted with an upraised fist.

			“‘Laugh to scorn the power of man,’ ” her sister continued.

			“If only,” Chastity said, getting to her feet. “We’ll go to Hatchards first thing in the morning.” She stretched tiredly. “I’m hungry and it’s nearly eight. Shall we go and eat shepherd’s pie?”

			“I wonder what Con’s eating for dinner,” Prudence mused as she accompanied her sister downstairs.

			“Goats’ eyeballs,” Chastity said promptly. “I read that’s what the Bedouin nomads eat in the Sahara.”

			“Oh, I can imagine Max’s reaction faced with a goat’s eyeball. Can’t you, Jenkins?” Prudence took her seat in the small dining parlor they used when they were alone.

			“As I understand it, Miss Prue, the eyeballs of sheep are a delicacy. I believe that the goats are roasted whole and the meat is considered most succulent.” Jenkins held the steaming dish of shepherd’s pie at her elbow.

			“I’m not sure goat or sheep make much difference to the concept,” Prudence said, helping herself. “This smells delicious . . . thank you, Jenkins.”

			He moved around the table to Chastity. “Mrs. Hudson used grated cheese on the potato. I think you’ll find it nice and crispy.”

			Chastity cut through the crisp crust, and the butler presented a dish of buttered cabbage before filling their wineglasses and quietly removing himself.

			“It is actually very good,” Prudence said after a forkful.

			“Mrs. Hudson does remarkably well with what little she has to work with much of the time,” Chastity said. “Did we manage to pay her this month?”

			“Oh, yes. I had to pawn those little pearl earrings of Mother’s, but we’ll redeem them as soon as we get the charitable donations from Lady Lucan and Lady Winthrop.”

			“That’s such an outrageous idea of Con’s,” Chastity said. “To ask them to donate to a charity for indigent spinsters as a means of collecting our Go-Between fee.”

			“Well, they have no idea that they—or rather, their progeny—received the services of the Go-Between,” Prudence reminded her, helping herself to more cabbage. “It’s going to be a most useful way of collecting payment . . . should we find ourselves setting up other couples for their own good.”

			Chastity couldn’t help a grin. “For their own good. How altruistic that sounds, when all we want is their money.” She took a sip of wine and pulled a face. “This is a thin and ungrateful beverage.”

			“I know,” Prudence agreed with a rueful headshake. “Jenkins found some bottles of a burgundy at the back of the cellar that are clearly over the hill. We thought we ought to drink them up, those that Mrs. Hudson isn’t using for cooking.”

			“Don’t let Father get a sniff of them.”

			Prudence shook her head again and took a sip from her own glass. “It’s not too bad with food, but you couldn’t possibly drink it alone.”

			“So, when are we going to receive these charitable donations from La Lucan and La Winthrop?”

			“They promised to bring checks to the next At Home. I suggested around fifty guineas apiece would be suitable,” Prudence told her blithely.

			Chastity choked on a forkful of potato. “Fifty guineas apiece! That’s outrageous, Prue.”

			“Con thought it was a little much too, but I thought it was worth a try. It isn’t as if they can’t afford it,” her sister declared. “The wedding is to take place in December, and it’ll be the biggest, most lavish Society affair of the year. Hester and David are so absorbed in each other it’s nauseating. And their mothers are pleased as punch. We did them all a great service. Not to mention you,” she added with a grin. “Anything to give David an alternative love interest.”

			“The adoration was getting a little tedious,” Chastity admitted. “By the way, were there any other letters for The Mayfair Lady? Besides the legal one.”

			“Several. They’re still in my bag. We’ll look at them after dinner.”

			“I wonder what’s for pudding?” Chastity mused.

			“Apple crumble and custard, Miss Chas.” Jenkins answered the question as he reentered the parlor on cue. “Mrs. Hudson was wondering if you’d like her to make some scones for the At Home?” He gathered up their plates.

			“Oh, yes, please,” Prudence said. “We’re collecting money at the next one, so the sweeter the tea, the better.”

			“Yes, Miss Prue. I’ll explain to Mrs. Hudson. I imagine she’ll make another chocolate sponge.” Jenkins was quite matter-of-fact as he bore away their discarded plates. The dubious moneymaking activities of Lord Duncan’s daughters met only with his approval.
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			[image: image]

			The sisters entered the bow-windowed bookshop on Piccadilly within minutes of its opening. They headed straight for the reference section at the rear of the shop and found what they were looking for. “We probably ought to use the lending library for research,” Chastity said in an undertone. “It seems like cheating to use a bookstore. I’m sure they’d rather we bought the up-to-date Who’s Who.”

			“I’m sure they would,” Prudence agreed. “But it’s five guineas that we don’t have, and we only need one entry.” She leafed carefully through the pages. “Ah, here we are, the M’s.” Her finger ran down the entries. “Maburn . . . Maddingly . . . Malvern. This is it. ‘Sir Gideon Malvern, KC; Member of the Inns of Court, Middle Temple; Appointed to the bar, 1894; Appointed King’s Council, 1902; Education: Winchester, New College, Oxford . . .’ Predictable enough.” She raised her head. “Well, that gives us what we need.”

			“Isn’t there anything else, anything personal?” Chastity inquired, peering over her sister’s shoulder. “Oh, look at this. It says he’s divorced. ‘Married Harriet Greenwood, daughter of Lord Charles and Lady Greenwood, 1896; Divorced, 1900. One daughter, Sarah, born 1897.’ ”

			She looked up with a frown. “Divorced . . . that’s unusual.”

			“Very,” Prudence agreed. “But it’s not going to affect us. We know where to find him, or at least his chambers. Let’s go to Middle Temple Lane and look at some nameplates.” She closed the tome gently and replaced it on the shelf. Outside, they jostled with the shoppers crowding Piccadilly until they found an empty hackney cab.

			“Victoria Embankment, please,” Prudence called as she climbed in, Chastity on her heels. “The issue now,” Prudence said, her brow furrowed, “is how to approach this famous man. D’you have any ideas, Chas?”

			“Nothing specific,” her sister said, adjusting the brim of her straw hat. “We need to make an appointment first. Isn’t he likely to be in court . . . the Old Bailey or somewhere? The Bailey is open for business now, isn’t it?”

			“Early this year, I believe,” Prudence said vaguely. “Even if he’s not practicing there, he’s most likely to be in some criminal court this morning. We probably won’t get further than his law clerk today, always assuming, of course, that we don’t get thrown out onto the street before we can open our mouths.”

			“Well, we look respectable enough,” Chastity said.

			That was certainly true, Prudence reflected. Her own neutral tweed jacket and skirt with a plain black straw hat was understated, unfrivolous, respectable, and unremarkable. Chastity’s day dress of dark brown silk was a little more adorned, but still could not be called frivolous. She had debated their both dressing to the nines in an attempt to overwhelm the barrister with their elegance and femininity but had decided in favor of a more moderate approach. Once she had some idea of the kind of man they were dealing with, they could adapt accordingly.

			Divorced was interesting, though. It was very unusual in their circles, and carried considerable stigma. But, of course, more for the woman than the man, she thought acidly, hearing in her head Constance, the suffragist, railing against the injustice of society’s laws when it came to women, both openly in the courts and in covert daily convention. Who had been the guilty party in this case? Sir Gideon, or his wife? If they could discover that, it might give them some clues as to how to deal with the barrister.

			The hackney stopped on Victoria Embankment and they got out, pausing for a moment to look across the gray sweep of the Thames to the South Bank. The sun was struggling to emerge through an overcast sky and a few faint rays lit the dull, rolling surface of the water. A brisk gust of wind sent colored leaves tumbling from the oak trees in the Temple Gardens behind them.

			“It’s too cold to stand around,” Prudence said. “Let’s walk up Middle Temple Lane. You take one side and I’ll take the other.”

			Every door on either side of the lane bore copper nameplates listing the occupants of each tall, narrow building. Each name was followed by the insignia Barrister At Law. Sir Gideon Malvern’s name was found midway up the lane.

			Prudence waved at Chastity, who crossed over towards her. “This one.” Prudence indicated the nameplate.

			Chastity tried the shiny brass doorknob and the door swung open into a gloomy interior that could barely qualify as a foyer. A set of wooden stairs rose directly in front of them. The sun had gone in again and there was little enough natural light at the best of times from the narrow window at the corner of the stairs, but someone had thoughtfully lit the gas lamp at the top, so a little illumination showed the way up the ancient, rickety staircase.

			The sisters exchanged a glance. The shiny nameplate and doorknob facing the street belied the shabby interior, but Prudence knew enough about the practice of law to realize that she should not judge the barrister by the air of dilapidation in his chambers. Rooms in the ancient Inns of Court were highly prized and available only to the select few. It was a matter of pride and tradition that no modern conveniences should invade the hallowed chambers.

			“I’m surprised there’s a gas lamp,” she murmured. “I thought they hadn’t progressed beyond oil lanterns and candles.”

			“Shall we go up?” Chastity asked in a similar undertone.

			“That’s what we came for.” Prudence sounded more confident than she felt. She set foot on the stair, Chastity behind her. It was too narrow for two to climb abreast.

			The door at the head of the stairs stood slightly ajar. Prudence knocked, thought it had been too timid a knock, and rapped rather more smartly. A creaky voice bade her enter. Presumably it did not belong to Sir Gideon Malvern, KC, she reflected. Her father had described him as the youngest barrister to achieve that accolade in a decade and she remembered from the entry in Who’s Who that he’d been appointed to the bar twelve years ago. He couldn’t be more than forty, she calculated. She went in, leaving the door ajar, and failed to notice that Chastity didn’t follow her.

			“Madam?” An elderly man in a threadbare frock coat and frayed collar looked at her in surprise from behind an overloaded desk. He glanced up at the clock, which chimed eleven o’clock as he did so. “Can I help you, madam?” He rose from a tall stool and peered at her in the gaslight.

			“I would like to see Sir Gideon Malvern,” Prudence stated, glancing around her with interest. The walls were invisible behind bookshelves groaning beneath the weight of thick leather-bound volumes. A telephone hung on the wall behind the clerk’s desk, an expensive piece of modernity that surprised her even more than the gaslight. It stood out like a sore thumb. On a coat rack beside the door hung the barrister’s working garb, a black gown and an elaborate white curled wig.

			The clerk opened a ledger on his desk, slowly turned the pages, and then peered through pince-nez at the entries. He looked up after what seemed an interminable length of time. “Sir Gideon has no appointment for this time, madam.”

			“That’s because I haven’t made one,” Prudence said, an impatient edge to her voice now. She took off her gloves, aware that the gesture felt almost symbolic. The man was playing games with her. “As I’m sure you are well aware. I would, however, like to make one.”

			“You are a solicitor, madam?” He stared at her, and she saw that his eyes were a great deal sharper than his rather bumbling manner might indicate.

			“Hardly,” she said. “But, nevertheless, I wish to brief Sir Gideon on a libel case. One I think he will find both interesting and profitable.” The last lie slid off her tongue as smoothly as water off oiled leather.

			The clerk pinched his chin, regarding her in silence for again an unnerving length of time. “This is most unorthodox, but if you have the documents pertaining to the case, I will look them over and consider whether Sir Gideon might be interested,” he said finally, holding out his hand.

			“Do you make up Sir Gideon’s mind for him?” Prudence inquired, the same acerbic edge to her voice. “I would have thought such a distinguished barrister would be capable of making up his own mind.”

			“All briefs to be considered by Sir Gideon are presented through me,” the clerk stated.

			They seemed to have reached an impasse. Prudence knew that if she turned and left she would never be able to return, but if she meekly handed over the papers she had in her handbag she had no guarantee that they wouldn’t go straight into the already overflowing wastepaper basket beside the clerk’s desk. So she simply stood her ground.

			Sir Gideon’s clerk continued to regard her with that same shrewdness from behind his pince-nez. He was thinking that his principal had a rather eccentric attitude to some of the cases he took. Sir Gideon frequently took on a brief that Thadeus considered a complete waste of time, quite unworthy of his principal’s attention. When he expressed his reservations they were always met with a careless shrug and the comment that a man’s brain needed something out of the ordinary now and again to keep it alive and well.

			Thadeus was wondering what Sir Gideon would think of his present visitor. A lady of undeniable quality, and some considerable strength of will, he decided. She wouldn’t stand out in a crowd—but then, Sir Gideon didn’t care for the flamboyant, except when it came to the exotic dancers he seemed to prefer as mistresses.

			Prudence glanced at the closed inner door, and then at the barrister’s court dress on the coat rack. If it was there, then the barrister was presumably not in court. “Is Sir Gideon in chambers?” she asked.

			“No, madam, not as yet.”

			“When do you expect him?”

			“Sir Gideon’s personal arrangements are no concern of mine, madam.”

			“Ah.” So, whatever had taken him from his office this morning was not related to the law, she inferred.

			“Leave me the brief, madam, and I assure you that Sir Gideon will see it,” the clerk stated. “Otherwise, I must ask you to excuse me. I have work to do.”

			There seemed nothing for it. Prudence opened her bag and took out the copy of The Mayfair Lady, with the article marked, and the solicitor’s letter. “The suit concerns this broadsheet,” she said. “You will see that I have marked the relevant piece.”

			The clerk took the thin sheaf of papers. “This is the brief?” he asked, raising incredulous eyebrows.

			“No, I wouldn’t call it that,” Prudence said. “I’m not a solicitor, as we’ve just established. But everything Sir Gideon will need to understand the situation is there.”

			“With the exception of your name, madam.”

			“This libel suit is filed against The Mayfair Lady, that’s all the name Sir Gideon needs.”

			Thadeus looked at her and the semblance of a smile touched his thin mouth. “You do not know my principal, madam. I do assure you he will need a great deal more than that.”

			“Well, if he decides to take the case, he shall have more than that,” Prudence declared brusquely. “In the meantime, a message sent to this address will reach me.” She handed him a folded paper.

			Thadeus unfolded the sheet. “Mrs. Henry Franklin, Flat A, Palace Court, Bayswater,” he read aloud. He looked again at her, his gaze drifting to her ringless fingers. This was not a lady with a Bayswater aura. She exuded Mayfair, for all the simplicity of her dress.

			“A message to this address will reach you?”

			“That is what I said, I believe.” Prudence put on her gloves, her movements crisp. “I will expect to hear from Sir Gideon by the end of the week. It shouldn’t take him very long to make up his mind. The issue is very straightforward.”

			“Libel is rarely straightforward, madam,” the clerk responded. He offered her a small bow. “I bid you good morning.”

			“Good morning.” Prudence turned back to the door, only then realizing that Chastity was not immediately behind her. She went out onto the landing, pulling the door closed behind her, revealing her sister, who had been standing in the shadows behind the door. “Chas, why didn’t you come in?” she whispered.

			“It was so cramped in there,” Chastity explained. “It seemed better to stay outside. Did you mind?”

			“No. To tell you the truth, I didn’t realize you weren’t in the room,” Prudence said, still keeping her voice low as she descended the stairs. “Didn’t you think he was an obstreperous man?”

			“Yes, but you stood up to him beautifully. He obviously sees himself as Cerberus, guarding the gates to his principal.”

			Prudence chuckled, then shook her head. “I only hope he shows the papers to that principal.” She laid a hand on the handle of the street door, talking over her shoulder as she did so. The door opened abruptly, nearly knocking her sideways, and she reeled back, still clutching the knob.

			“Oh, I beg your pardon, I didn’t realize anyone was on the other side.” A male voice that was both well modulated and unusually quiet spoke above her.

			She looked up at the owner of the voice, too startled for a minute to respond. It was hard to get much of an impression in the dim light of the narrow hallway, but she thought his eyes were gray. “Sir Gideon Malvern?” she asked directly.

			“At your service, madam.” There was a questioning note to the courteous response. The gray eyes moved beyond her to Chastity, who still stood on the bottom step.

			“The Mayfair Lady,” Prudence said, holding out her hand. “Your clerk will explain the situation.”

			“Indeed.” He took her hand, his clasp firm enough to be called a grip. “How intriguing.” He dropped her hand and consulted the fob watch that hung from his waistcoat pocket. “I would ask you to explain it yourself, but unfortunately I have to be in court in half an hour.”

			“Your clerk knows how to reach us,” Prudence said, smiling faintly. “Good morning, Sir Gideon.”

			“Good morning, madam.” He bowed and stepped aside so that she could pass into the street. He smiled at Chastity with the same inquiring air as she stepped down from the stair. “Two Mayfair ladies?”

			Chastity merely inclined her head, murmured, “Good morning,” and followed her sister into the street. The door closed behind them.

			“At least that will ensure that the obstreperous clerk won’t withhold the papers,” Prudence said, looking at the closed door, tapping her lips with a gloved forefinger. “Sir Gideon said he was intrigued, so he’s bound to ask what we were doing. His clerk can’t deny we were here.”

			“No,” agreed Chastity. “That was a good morning’s work. I don’t see what else we can do until we hear from him.”

			“I think we’ve earned coffee at Fortnum’s,” her sister declared.

			“It was an inspiration to use Amelia and Henry’s address,” Chastity said as they walked towards Chancery Lane. “No one will connect the Franklins with the Duncans of Manchester Square.”

			“Unless the barrister hires a private detective. He could discover the connection between Henry and Max in the blink of an eye. Politicians’ secretaries are not hard to trace.” Amelia Westcott and Henry Franklin had been the Go-Between’s first official clients. Now happily married and expecting their first child, they had kept close connections with the Duncan sisters, and Henry worked as secretary for Constance’s husband in the House of Commons.

			“He’s hardly going to go to those lengths,” Chastity protested. “If he wants to take the case, he’ll get everything he needs from us. If he doesn’t, why would he go to the trouble and expense of investigating us?”

			“There’s truth in that,” Prudence agreed. But she felt vaguely uneasy. Although it had only been a momentary encounter, and a perfectly pleasant one, something about those gray eyes had disturbed her; but she couldn’t put her finger on it.

			         

			Sir Gideon Malvern entered his chambers and greeted his clerk in his usual fashion. “Coffee, Thadeus, as strong as you can make it.”

			“The water’s already heating, Sir Gideon. I trust your meeting at Miss Sarah’s school was satisfactory.” The clerk had risen from behind his desk to attend to the water on the spirit stove.

			“Yes, Sarah’s headmistress had only good things to say,” Gideon said.

			“Not surprising, sir. Miss Sarah is as bright as a button.”

			“And as sharp as a needle.” Gideon’s laugh was both proud and affectionate as he capped the cliché. He took off his gloves and bowler hat, laying them on the bench by the door. “So, tell me about our visitors.”

			Thadeus poured boiling water onto the coffee in a copper jug before he spoke, then he straightened slowly, the jug in his hand. “Visitors, sir? I only saw one.”

			“Oh, there were two, all right.” Gideon went into the inner office. “Mayfair ladies, they called themselves. In other circumstances with such a name I would have thought they were a pair of madams seeking business.” He went behind the massive oak table that served as his desk but didn’t take a seat.

			Thadeus permitted himself a frown of disapproval as he set the coffee and a cup on the table. “The only one I met, sir, was very respectable.”

			“How dull.” Gideon poured coffee, inhaling the aroma with a sigh of pleasure. “I couldn’t see them clearly in the gloom downstairs. I wonder if we should install another gas lamp in the hall.”

			“We have sufficient gas lamps, sir,” the other announced repressively. “But I would consider an additional oil lantern on the hook beside the door.”

			“No . . . no, leave it as it is.” The barrister waved a dismissive hand. “So, enlighten me.”

			Thadeus went into the outer office and returned with the papers Prudence had left him. “A libel case, sir. But the lady wishes to act as her own solicitor. She wishes to brief you herself.”

			“Oh, now, that’s novel. Not in the least dull; just goes to show how appearances can be deceiving.” Gideon drank his coffee and glanced at the copy of The Mayfair Lady. He nodded his comprehension. “We have an explanation for our Mayfair ladies, it seems.”

			“I have not, as yet, had the opportunity to read the details of the suit,” Thadeus said, as if conscious of some dereliction of duty.

			“How could you have done? They’ve only just left you.” Gideon set down his drained coffee cup in the saucer and gathered up the papers. “I’ll read these while the jury’s out at the Old Bailey. It’s an open-and-shut case. I’m hoping they won’t be out more than an hour, so it won’t be worth going back to chambers while they’re discussing a verdict. I may as well use my time profitably.” He strode energetically into the outer office, swinging his black gown off the coat rack.

			“There’s an address in Bayswater, Sir Gideon. The lady said we should contact her there.”

			“Bayswater?” Gideon turned in surprise, his wig in his hands. “Neither of those ladies carried the mark of Bayswater.”

			“No, I didn’t think so either. I’m assuming the address is purely in the nature of a poste restante, to preserve anonymity.”

			“Now, why do they want to preserve their anonymity?” Gideon crammed the wig on his head and took a cursory glance in the mirror to check its position. “Every brief I’ve had in the last six months has been utterly tedious. I’m in need of a change and a challenge, Thadeus. Maybe this will furnish both.”

			He turned the wig a fraction so it no longer sat askew over his left ear, and mused, “Of course, what I’d really like is a nice juicy murder, but our two ladies didn’t look like murderers. However, as I just said, appearances can be deceiving. We must live in hope.” He raised a hand in farewell, and left in a whirlwind of energy that Thadeus regarded with approval and a faint sigh of vicarious exhaustion.

			         

			“I could wish we didn’t have to deal with an At Home this afternoon,” Chastity said as the sisters returned home. “It’s so much more tedious without Constance.”

			“Don’t forget, this is a fee-collecting occasion,” Prudence reminded her. “We’re working.” She put her key in the door. “Just imagine a hundred guineas in the bank account.”

			“Oh, that’ll keep me at the grindstone,” Chastity said. “Hello, Jenkins,” she greeted the butler cheerfully as he came into the hall from the library.

			“Miss Chas, Miss Prue.” The butler had a smile on his face.

			“What is it, Jenkins?” Chastity demanded. “You have a secret. Don’t deny it.”

			His smile broadened. “A telegram, Miss Chas.”

			“From Con?” the sisters asked in unison.

			“So I believe.” He walked with stately tread to the table that held the mail. “Postmarked Calais, unless I’m mistaken.”

			“Calais? They must be on their way home.” Prudence took the wire. “When did it arrive?”

			“About an hour ago. I’ve laid a cold luncheon in the small dining parlor for you. Lord Duncan is lunching at his club.”

			“Thank you.” Prudence tore open the wire.

			“So, when are they arriving?” Chastity tried not to hop with impatience.

			“She doesn’t say exactly . . . the boat is . . . was . . . supposed to leave yesterday morning, but the sea was rough, so they decided to wait . . . except she can’t wait. Oh, here, you read it.” Prudence thrust the wire at her sister, her eyes dancing with delight. “Any day now, I think.”

			“The sooner the better,” Chastity said jubilantly as they went into the dining parlor for luncheon.

			“We have to give them a day to get settled in,” Prudence said, surveying the table’s offering. Cold ham, a beetroot salad, bread, and cheese.

			“You know Con won’t wait a moment before she comes over,” Chastity said, slicing bread thickly and passing a hunk to her sister on the tip of the knife.

			“She might regret being in a hurry when she hears what we have to tell her,” Prudence observed, buttering her bread and taking several slices of ham from the platter. “I wonder how soon we shall hear from Sir Gideon. It can’t take him too long to read the article and get the picture.”

			“It might take him longer to make up his mind.” Chastity speared beetroot. “Shall I pour coffee?”

			Prudence nodded her thanks through a mouthful of bread and ham. Her mind turned now to the afternoon ahead. There was nothing that could be done to hurry the barrister’s decision, but the two hours a week when the Honorable Misses Duncan were At Home had proved fruitful ground for acquiring clients for the Go-Between. They were gathering quite a register now of eligible men and women, who were, of course, sublimely unaware that they had been chosen as possible partners for some future unknowns should the opportunity present itself.

			“I wonder if Susanna Deerfold will come this afternoon,” Chastity said, tuning in to her sister’s thoughts. “I thought she was getting along rather well with William Sharpe last week.”

			“We sowed a few seeds,” Prudence agreed. “If they do come, I thought I’d suggest they visit the Elgin Marbles together. Susanna was extolling the virtues of Greek sculpture the other night, and I’m sure I heard William lecturing someone on the glories of the Parthenon.”

			“And once we’ve set them on the merry course to matrimony, do we demand a charitable donation?” Chastity inquired with a grin.

			“Oh, definitely, but maybe not for indigent spinsters, maybe some fund to help preserve the treasures of Greece,” Prudence said airily.

			“Isn’t this illegal . . . something akin to fraud? Raising money under false pretenses?” Chastity asked.

			“I’m sure it is. But what’s a working woman to do?” Prudence tossed her napkin on the table and pushed back her chair. “I’ll go and change, then check the flowers in the drawing room.”

			“I’ll join you.”

			By half past three the sisters surveyed a pleasantly humming drawing room. “No sign of Lady Lucan or Lady Winthrop,” Chastity murmured as she passed her sister carrying a platter of scones.

			Prudence offered a minute shrug in response and turned as Jenkins announced Lady Letitia Graham and Miss Pamela Graham. “Letitia, how lovely to see you.” She went forward to greet Constance’s sister-in-law with a brushing kiss, then bent to the small girl who stood beside her mother. “Good afternoon, Pamela.” She shook the girl’s hand and refrained from commenting that children of Pamela’s age were better employed, not to mention more amused, in the schoolroom on an autumn afternoon. A drawing room full of adult gossip was a tedious place for a six-year-old.

			“Oh, the governess left,” Letitia said with a sigh and an outflung hand. “No notice, would you believe? She just packed and left straight after breakfast. And this is Nanny’s afternoon out and the nursemaid has the toothache . . . so inconsiderate. So, here we are, aren’t we, Pammy?” She gave the child a brittle smile that the child received in stolid silence.

			“Oh, how tiresome for you, my dear.” Lady Bainbridge beckoned imperiously from her armchair. “You seem to have so much trouble with governesses, dear. Perhaps you need to try another agency. Do come and sit by me . . . I’m sure I can remember the agency who sent me the treasure who took care of Martha and Mary . . . what was her name?” She swung her rather large head towards her daughters, who sat primly side by side on the sofa opposite.

			“Miss Grayson, Mama,” supplied Martha.

			“She was with us for more than ten years, Mama,” reminded Mary.

			Chastity noted the faintest hint of sarcasm in the daughters’ responses, not enough for their mother to notice. Lady Bainbridge was deaf to all such nuances, but it was quite heartening to hear from a pair of downtrodden sisters who hadn’t managed to look their mother in the eye from the moment of their births.

			“Lady Lucan and Lady Winthrop,” Jenkins announced as the two dowagers sailed into the drawing room.

			Chastity set down her plate of scones and went over to where Pamela, now abandoned by her mother, stood beside Prudence. “Would you like to help me pass around the cream for the scones, Pamela?” She took the child’s hand and led her off to the sideboard, freeing her sister to greet the donators to the charity for indigent spinsters.

			“Lady Lucan . . . Lady Winthrop . . .” Prudence smiled her best smile. “How delightful to see you. How are the wedding plans progressing?”

			“Oh, very well,” said the Dowager Lady Lucan.

			“Quite splendidly,” said the Dowager Lady Winthrop. “Hester is an angel in her wedding gown. The train is nearly ten feet long.” She took a tiny scrap of lace from her sleeve and dabbed her eyes. “Winthrop would have been so proud . . . to have walked her down the aisle. Such a loss for a poor girl on her wedding day.”

			“But her brother, Lord Winthrop, will support her admirably, I’m sure,” Prudence said. “And of course she will have David waiting for her at the altar.” She smiled at Lady Lucan. “It must gladden your heart, Lady Lucan, to see your only son so happy.”

			“I won’t say that it doesn’t,” the dowager countess allowed herself to say. “And Hester’s a good girl.”

			How to prod these two dowagers for the promised fifty guineas apiece?

			“Let me get you some tea,” Prudence said with a nod at Jenkins, who was circulating with the silver teapot. She steered the dowagers to an empty sofa beside the French windows opening onto the terrace and sat down on a lower chair beside them. When they had teacups and cucumber sandwiches, she said, “I had a wire from my sister Mrs. Ensor. She’s having her honeymoon in Egypt—”

			“Egypt!” Lady Bainbridge exclaimed. “What a strange place for a honeymoon . . . all that sand and dust.”

			“Yes, quite ruinous for the complexion,” put in Letitia. “And dear Constance has always had such a lovely skin.”

			“I doubt it’s suffered, Letitia,” Chastity said, guiding Pamela’s rather wavering hand wielding clotted cream. “But we shall discover soon enough. They’re on their way home.”

			“Oh, how delightful it will be to see dear Constance again, and Pammy misses her uncle most dreadfully, don’t you, Pammy dear?” The mother smiled fondly at the child, who rather firmly shook her head and licked the remnants of clotted cream from the serving spoon.

			“Constance has always been so devoted to the charity she supports.” Prudence doggedly turned the conversation in a more useful direction. “She said in her wire that she has been gathering support from diplomatic circles in Paris and Rome, and, of course, in Cairo.”

			“Oh, yes . . . yes . . . of course. The charity.” The Dowager Lady Winthrop opened her tiny silk reticule. “I was forgetting, dear. I had promised a donation . . . such a worthy cause. Fifty guineas, wasn’t it?”

			“Thank you,” Prudence said in an undertone, taking the bank draft. “I cannot tell you what a difference this will make to the lives of these poor gentlewomen. They are destitute through no fault of their own. Without what little we can give them they would be obliged to sell themselves on the street.”

			Lady Lucan put up her not inconsiderable chins and opened her own reticule. “Well, I had thought fifty guineas at first, but in the circumstances, I decided seventy would be more appropriate.”

			Lady Winthrop stared into space as her neighbor with an air of quiet triumph handed a bank draft to Prudence.

			“You are both so kind and generous,” Prudence said, rising gracefully, both drafts tucked into her palm. “I can’t thank you enough . . . and these poor women will be eternally grateful.” Smiling, she moved away to the sideboard, where surreptitiously she opened the linen drawer and dropped the two drafts softly among the tea napkins.

			“Outrageous,” whispered Chastity at her ear.

			“The devil drives, sister dear.”
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