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Prologue




London

May 1801

But I love him!
 
Eleanor Tennant wanted to shake her niece by the shoulders, but settled for a theatrical sigh of frustration. She was tired of this discussion, which had been repeated in one variation or another a dozen times in the last week. She reined in her impatience in one more attempt to provide mature and sensible guidance to the girl. Belinda, my dear, you barely know the man. It is your first Season in town and Barkwith is the first man to flirt with you. Do not misunderstand his intentions.

He is not flirting with me, Belinda said with an unladylike stamp of her dainty foot. He loves me.


Eleanor groaned and reached for the teapot. I suppose he has told you as much?

Over and over, Belinda said with a haughty lift of her chin. A hundred times. A thousand.

It was worse than she suspected. Belinda had always been a headstrong, willful young girl. But of all things, this was the one situation Eleanor had hoped to avoid. Her niece was too innocent to understand the peril of encouraging the attentions of a man like Geoffrey Barkwith, a seductive charmer with a rakehell reputation and a penchant for gaming. He was a younger son with no fortune of his own, and was widely known to be under the hatches. A man like that could have no interest in a girl like Belinda. Though strikingly beautiful, Belinda had no particular fortune to tempt a man sorely in need of one. Her father, Eleanors brother, was a naval captain whod been away at sea for almost three years. The prize money he sent home now and then amounted to little more than was needed to support their household. Belinda was no heiress.

In fact, it had been Eleanors fondest wish to establish her niece in a respectable marriage with a man of means. The girls beauty and lively personality would outweigh her lack of fortune for the right man.

Eleanor took a long, restorative swallow of tea. And what of Mr. Pendleton? she asked. He practically lives on our doorstep in hopes you will notice him. Dont you think you might give him a chance? And perhaps a few other gentlemen as well? The Season has only just begun.

Oh, bosh. Mr. Pendleton is only encouraged by you, Aunt Ellie. I have given him no cause to expect anything from me. Besides, hes a dead bore.

Confound the ungrateful girl. Eleanor had worked hard to engineer an introduction to the Honorable Charles Pendleton, heir to a viscountcy and already in possession of a considerable fortune in his own right. On top of all that, he was sensible and grounded where Belinda was flighty and excitable. He was perfect, absolutely perfect. What a coup it would be for Eleanor to announce such a fine match to her brother.

In all fairness, my dear, I do not believe you have given proper consideration to Mr. Pendleton, Eleanor said. I think if you allowed yourself to get to know him better, you would see what a fine

I dont want Mr. Pendleton. Im in love with Geoffrey.

The obstinate child would be the death of her. How could Eleanor make her understand? She knew all about men like Geoffrey Barkwith. He could want only one thing from a beautiful girl with no fortune, and it was not marriage.

Please try to be sensible for once, Belinda. You need a husband who can support you properly, who can guarantee you a life of security, and more. Mr. Pendleton is

A dry old stick who happens to have deep pockets. I dont care about his fortune, Aunt Ellie. Or about him. I want Geoffrey and none other. She sank down on the settee beside Eleanor and gazed at her with the smug, condescending look of the young who believe their elders are much too old to understand anything important. And though Eleanor was only twenty-nine, she was quite sure that Belinda thought her a stuffy, middle-aged nuisance.

I know you want only what is best for me, Belinda said, that you want to settle me in circumstances perhaps better than your own. I do understand that. Her voice had taken on a sweet, patronizing tone that made Eleanors teeth ache. But you must understand that the love Geoffrey and I share is founded on more than mere fancy. It is refined by delicacy, and exalted by a purity of heart and dignity of mind. He has poured vows of constancy and unalterable affection into the bosom of my heart, and my own affections are roused to the bliss of reciprocal delight. With such a love, a bare competence will be sufficient to subsist.

Good heavens, where did you pick up such high-flown, mawkish, Byzantine language? What have you been reading? Oh, dont tell me. Its that dreadful magazine again, is it not?

Its not dreadful. The Ladies Fashionable Cabinet is a fine publication with excellent articles. Her gaze fell to her lap, and she set about adjusting the arrangement of her skirts. I took the liberty of writing a letter, anonymously, of course, to the


Oh, no. Please do not tell me you have written to that beastly woman?

I sent a letter to the Busybody and set my case before her.

Belinda! How could you? Eleanor set down her teacup with such force, it was a wonder the saucer did not shatter into pieces. Dear Lord, give her the strength not to murder her brothers only child. The Busybody! Never was a woman more aptly named. I cannot believe you pay the least heed to anything that interfering, sentimental old biddy has to say. And you actually wrote to her? Good God, my girl, I thought you had more sense. I suppose you are now to tell me she has published your letter for all the world to see.

Yes, she has, and I think you ought to read her response, Aunt Ellie. She is a very wise woman, you know.

Belinda plucked the little magazine from behind a cushion where shed hidden it, and offered it on her outstretched palm as though it were the Holy Grail. Eleanor grabbed it and began to riffle through the pages of essays, book reviews, fashion hints, and poetry until she found the dreaded article.


THE BUSYBODY

The letter which now claims my attention is from a young lady whose case is not, I believe, in any way singular, but instead represents a common misapprehension of those fond guardians of behavior who introduce young women into society. I brazenly intrude into this situation in hopes of encouraging other overzealous parents and guardians to allow some lenience in matters of such consequence to the happiness of their charges.




Madam,

I take the liberty of applying to you in a matter of the utmost importance, and solicit from your experience and good nature such advice as may serve to preserve me from a fate more wretched than can be described. My affections have recently become engaged by a wonderful gentleman. He is everything I could wish for in a companion for lifekind, loving, handsome, charming, considerate, honorable, and true. He is nothing short of perfect, and is in full possession of my heart. I am the most fortunate of women to know that he feels an affection for me as deep as mine for him. My happiness would be complete in knowing that I might become his wife.

Unfortunately, the aunt who acts as my guardian in the absence of my father cannot see the excellent qualities of this fine gentleman. Instead, she is blinded by old rumor and innuendo and sadly influenced by his lack of fortune. He is not destitute by any means, and his modest income is sufficient to support us both. My affectionate aunt, however, encourages me to accept the addresses of a man of superior wealth and rank. I am naturally desirous of conforming in all things to the wishes of my dear aunt, who on all occasions has so studiously sought my welfare and the promotion of my best interests. However, I cannot feel anything but repugnance at the notion of marrying a man for whom I feel no affection, most particularly when another is the object of them all. Please advise me as to whether I ought to be bound to my aunts wishes and sacrifice all future happiness, or ought I to be allowed to accept the suit of the gentleman who holds my heart?

Miss Dora Doleful




It is my firm belief that the woman who unites her destiny with that of a man for whom she feels little more than indifference cannot expect to find any degree of comfort in the married state. Where mutual affection and esteem are lacking, felicity can never dwell. Worse still, if a wifes affections have been bestowed upon another than her husband, she is fostering a situation wrought with dangerous potential. Such a circumstance is unkind and unfair to both parties. Many well-meaning guardians are so determined that their charges marry well that it is sometimes allowed that they are not also married happily. Wealth may provide the means for material pleasure, but cannot bring consolation for the wounds of a broken heart. Moreover, the deprivation of wealth does not presume the deprivation of happiness. If Miss Dolefuls love for the gentleman who holds her heart is a love founded on more than mere fancy, is refined by delicacy, and is exalted by purity of heart and dignity of mind, a bare competence will be sufficient to subsist. It is hoped that her esteemed aunt will modify her thinking to favor a true attachment over the allure of wealth and position, and encourage Miss Doleful to follow her hearts desire.



Eleanor looked up from the page to find Belinda beaming with triumph.

You see? Belinda said. She agrees with me about Geoffrey. She says I should follow my heart.

Eleanors teeth were clenched so tight she could barely speak. And I suppose you intend to take her advice?

Of course.

Of course. And Eleanor intended to hunt down the Busybody and wring her interfering neck.











Chapter 1


A lady should never voluntarily resign her life to a gentleman, however generous, amiable, and honorable he may be, if it is not within her power to regard him with any sentiment more tender than gratitude and esteem.

The Busybody






Mrs. Eleanor Tennant to see Lady Westover.

The dour butler studied Eleanors card, then said, I am sorry, but her ladyship is not at home.

Eleanor, already beyond irritation over how long it had taken to track down the wretched woman, was not about to be so easily dismissed. The impudent fellow had not even gone through the motions of pretending to see if his employer would receive her. One look at her card and hed made the decision on his own.

Officious prig. But he knew not with whom he dealt.

Eleanor pushed him aside and stepped into the entry hall. Then I shall wait.

The butler, caught off guard by her temerity, lost no time in blocking her way. Madam, he said in a voice dripping with icy disdain, I am afraid her ladyship is away from home. I will, of course, see that she receives your card upon her return.

Undaunted, Eleanor stood her ground and directed a steely glare at the man. She was not about to be put off because her ladyship was not receiving today. This was no social call. It is most important that I speak with Lady Westover. Today. Now. Please show me where I may await her, then inform her at once that I am here. You may assure her that I am not leaving until I have spoken with her.

The butler appeared near apoplexy, but somehow managed to maintain his dignity as he led Eleanor into a small salon off the entry. Please wait here, he said, and left the room with more speed than she would have credited a man of his age.

Figuring the wait could be a long one if Lady Westover was not yet dressed, Eleanor settled into a comfortable-looking wing chair and took stock of her surroundings. It still surprised her to have discovered the Busybodythat loathsome dispenser of irresponsible advicein one of the finest homes in Mayfair. The beautiful town house on Portman Square was a far cry from the modest home on Charlotte Street where Eleanor lived with her niece.

This room, though, was small and not particularly elegant. No doubt it was used only for those visitors not important enough for the grander rooms suggested by the majestic staircase rising beyond the arched columns of the imposing entry hall. It irritated Eleanor to be placed in such a pokey little room as though she were a common tradesman, but she could not fault the butler for doing his duty. It was not an uncomfortable room. In fact, it was only slightly smaller than their own drawing room on Charlotte Street. She suspected the main drawing room here was larger than the entire house on Charlotte Street, but she was unlikely ever to see it. So she inspected what she was allowed to see and tried to imagine the mistress of the house.

And she rehearsed in her mind what precisely she would say to her when she walked in. Or perhaps she should get straight to the point and simply whack the idiot woman over the head with her parasol.

When Eleanor had enlisted the aid of her cousin Constance in tracking down the Busybody, they had both been shocked to find the trail leading straight to Lady Albinia Westover. They had first approached the publishing house where The Ladies Fashionable Cabinet was printed, but no one would provide them with so much as a hint as to the identity of the Busybody. The printer himself claimed not to know, but Eleanor had not for a moment believed him and had haunted his premises for days before deciding he was never going to divulge the information she needed.

Constance had come up with the idea of sending a packet in a very distinctive wrapper to the Busybody in care of the printer. They would then watch the building to see if anyone came to claim the package, which is exactly what happened. But the Busybody was no fool and went to some lengths to protect her identity. They followed the courier who left the building with Eleanors package, only to find him handing it off to another man. Hidden behind the draperies of Constances elegant carriage, the two women watched one hand-off after another, following a zigzag route that took them from one end of the city to the other, through St. Jamess and the West End, through Westminster and finally to Mayfair. When the last courier, had descended the steps to the servants entrance to the house on Portman Square, it was Eleanors cousin whod recognized the house and knew its owner.

Constance, who had married well and was part of a much more elevated social circle than any Eleanor could claim, had met Lady Westover on occasion, but was not well acquainted with her. She was married to Sir Harold Westover, an outspoken Tory member of Parliament notorious for his long-winded anti-reform harangues and sponsorship of various conservative bills. Constance admitted to finding Lady Westover somewhat featherbrained, though dutifully supportive of her husband and his causes. The notion of her secret identity as the romantic Busybody had sent Constance into paroxysms of laughter as they sat in her carriage across the square.

Eleanor would like to have brought her cousin along for this difficult interview, since she at least had the claim of acquaintance. But Constance could not be trusted to take the matter seriously. It would not serve Eleanors purpose to have her cousin burst into giggles at the first sight of Lady Westover.

So Eleanor had come prepared to do battle on her own.

While she waited, she looked about her and took note of the expensive though somewhat old-fashioned furnishings. She wondered if the public rooms were more up-to-date than this one. There was not a sphinx or gilded crocodile head in sight, though Constance had described Lady Westover as a woman uncommonly susceptible to the vagaries of fashion. What sort of woman would walk through the door? Eleanor could not reconcile in her mind the image of the fashionable, insipid, dutiful wife of a conservative politician with the flowery prose and starry-eyed Romanticism of the Busybody.

She hoped, however, that the contradiction would work in her favor. Most likely the politicians wife would not want her embarrassing secret identity revealed, especially to her stiff-necked husband. Eleanor was more than willing to dabble in a bit of blackmail to get what she wanted. In fact, she was shamelessly anxious to do so.

She would cajole, coerce, even threaten if necessary, in order to force the woman to face Eleanors niece, Belinda, and retract her ill-considered advice. The Busybody would be made to face the potential dangers of her capricious counsel.


Eleanor wanted Lady Westover to squirm.

She was smiling smugly at the image conjured up by that thought when the salon door opened.

It was not the Busybody.

A man stood in the doorway, his head cocked at a quizzical angle as he gazed at her. Too well dressed to be a servant, he was about her own age, tall, a bit on the thin side, with a shock of reddish hair and bright blue eyes. The intense, but unreadable, expression in those eyes disconcerted her.

He stepped into the room. I am Simon Westover. I understand you wish to speak with my mother.



The odd smile slid from the womans face and she rose from her chair. Simon was glad she no longer smiled. She was much too pretty when she smiled, and he always became flustered around pretty women.

She looked him directly in the eye. Hers were green, he noticed, and fired with some sort of emotion: anger, defiance, determinationhe could not be sure. Yes, she said, I wish to speak to Lady Westover, if you please. It is most important.

I am sorryhe looked at the card Felton had given himMrs. Tennant. My mother is visiting friends in Richmond and will be away from home for several more days. But, if you will allow it, I would be honored to pass along any message you might have for her.

Oh, confound it! Mrs. Tennant pounded the air with a balled fist, then began to pace the room, muttering to herself. Simon watched in fascinationmuslin skirts swishing about her trim anklesas she seemed to forget his presence altogether. She was seriously vexed about something. What on earth had his mother done to incense her so? He caught only a few words of her mumbled monologue. Tiresometoo lateought to have knownodious busybody.

What? Her last words sent a chill skittering down his spine. Surely he had not heard correctly. Did youdid you say

She stopped pacing and turned to look at him. Her eyes narrowed, and then slowly widened as though struck by some revelation. Her mouth twitched into a sort of smirk. I said, and each word was clearly enunciated with precise deliberation, the devil take that odious Busybody.

Oh, dear God. Simon thought he might become ill. He wanted nothing so much as to sink into a chair, but Mrs. Tennant stood and so he could not sit. Instead, he somehow managed to move toward the fireplace, where he leaned heavily against the mantel, his back to Mrs. Tennant.

Was he leaping to conclusions? It was a common enough term. She need not have been referring to The Ladies Fashionable Cabinet advice column. But no. The look on her face had told him the truth.

You know, he said.

Yes, I do. That is why I am here. I have a bone to pick with the Busybody.


Oh, God. She might as well have planted him a facer with that confirmation. Simon twisted his throbbing head to look over his shoulder at her. He wished to hell she would be seated instead of standing there with that defiant tilt to her chin and green fire blazing from her eyes.

Howhow did you find out? His voice came out thin and strangled, no doubt revealing to her every bit of the misery and apprehension he felt in that moment.

She gave a mirthless chuckle. I am sure you would like to know. I confess it was not easy. But anger fueled my determination. I was not about to give up until I had found the Busybody. And I have found her, have I not?

He hid his face from her. Yes.

And I do not suppose you or your mother would like the truth to be published.

No. No, of course not. Hell and damnation. What was he to do? She must not be allowed to ruin everything. He had to stop her. But how? What did she want?

Does your father know?

Simons head jerked up. Good God, no. He made an effort to compose himself, to disguise the panic that had begun to grip the back of his throat. Mrs. Tennant, please, I beg you, have a seat and tell me what it is you want.

Thankfully, she did as he asked, returning to the chair shed occupied when he entered the room. She took an inordinate amount of time to settle herself and arrange her skirts before Simon allowed himself to sink onto the settee facing her. If anxiety had not wrapped itself around his chest like a leather strap, Simon would have appreciated the picture she made: green velvet and white muslin and flushed cheeks against the red brocade of the large wing chair. He had always been susceptible to a pretty face. Now was not the time, however, to give in to his libido. She was not there for him to admire. She came with the news he thought never to hear.

The Busybody had been unmasked.

She skewered him with her unflinching gaze, green eyes glittering with triumph. She had him and she knew it. Now, Mrs. Tennant, he said, amazed at the even tone he managed, I assume you want something in return for keeping the identity of the Busybody secret. What is it you want?

Retribution.

What the devil? He raised his brows in question.

I want the Busybody to retract some rather bad advice before it is too late.

Not money. Not political favors. All she wanted was a retraction? Could it be that easy? Im afraid I do not understand you. Perhaps you had better explain.

A letter was published in The Ladies Fashionable Cabinet a short time ago from a young girl asking if she should be allowed to encourage the addresses of a man of whom her aunt disapproved.

Ah, yes. Miss Dora Doleful, I believe.


Quite so.

And may I assume that you are the doting aunt?

I am indeed.

As I recollect, Miss Doleful wrote with a heart overflowing with love, and elated that her tender affections were returned. Is that not what we all seek, Mrs. Tennant? To experience the full degree of happiness found in a reciprocal affection?


When sympathetic souls unite
 
Each moment teems with new delight.



She glared at him as though hed sprouted wings. Perhaps it was an inopportune moment to recite poetry. I am sorry, Mrs. Tennant, that the advice given your niece was not to your liking.

Not to my liking? Her jaw tightened with anger. It was more than not to my liking, Mr. Westover. It was thoughtless, inappropriate, imprudent, and quite possibly dangerous.

Dangerous?

The Busybodys advice gave my seventeen-year-old niece permission to accept the advances of a man whose intentions do not include marriage. I consider that dangerous, dont you?

Good God.

She even mentioned in her letterhere, let me read it so that I may not be accused of misrepresentation. She pulled a copy of The Ladies Fashionable Cabinet from her reticule and turned to a page marked with a turned-down corner. She writes: Shethat would be meis blinded by old rumor and innuendo and sadly influenced by his lack of fortune. The advice printed here completely ignores the so-called rumor and innuendo and concentrates on the lack of fortune. Although I have, quite naturally, been in hopes that Belinda would marry wellshe has no fortune to speak ofI am much more concerned that she has fallen under the spell of a scoundrel who only means to ruin her. Dont you agree that it might have been wise to address, even briefly, the concern of rumor and innuendo?

I am so sorry, Mrs. Tennant. But I dont see how anyone could have known

Anyone with an ounce of sense, she said, and slapped the magazine hard against the arm of the chair, would have advised that, at the very least, unsavory rumors should be investigated and laid to rest before the girl is allowed to follow her hearts desire. That ridiculous advice may well lead an impressionable young girl to her ruin.

Genuine chagrin caused heat to rise in his cheeks, and cursing all his red-haired fair-skinned ancestors, Simon turned away in a vain effort to hide his blushes. He had never considered the Busybodys advice in this light. Mrs. Tennants concerns might not be entirely unreasonable. I hope you are wrong, Mrs. Tennant, and that you are able to offer more sound advice to your niece. I assure you that the response to her letter was well meant. It was never intended to sanction the sort of ruin you fear.

And yet the Busybody constantly offers that sort of moronic follow-your-heart advice. So many of her readers are young girls filled with romantic ideals, each of them panting to become the heroine of a tale of tender sentiment such as they read in the pages of The Ladies Fashionable Cabinet and other magazines. Not to mention the novels of Mrs. Radcliffe and her like. She rose from her chair and Simon sensed that he was in for a lecture. He stood as well and returned to his place before the mantel, facing her this time.

He wished he could forget the enormity of her unmasking of the Busybody, and the potential harm she could wreak with that knowledge. He wished she were there on some other errand so he could just sit back and watch her. The lovely Mrs. Tennant was glorious in her outrage.

All these girls, she continued, are seeking the heroes of their dreams, and will never find them in the upstanding, suitable young men brought to their attention by parents or guardians who only want whats best for them. But instead of being sensible, they are encouraged by the likes of the Busybody to receive a good impression from the first man answering their ideas of a handsome, romantic hero.

In the case of my niece, Belinda, that man is one whose reputation would strike fear in the heart of any conscientious guardian. He is a gamester, a profligate libertine, and very likely an adventurer. He is known to be in dun territory and in dire need of an heiress. Belinda is no heiress, Mr. Westover. Now, I ask you: what does a man such as Ive described want with a beautiful young girl with no fortune?

Though there was likely some validity to her fears, Simon suspected the woman was overreacting. Despite the horror stories mothers often used to instill the fear of impropriety in their daughters, most gentlemen of the ton did not go about debauching innocent girls. Those men with reputations as libertines generally kept to widows, willing matrons, and Cyprians. There was the odd blackguard, of course, but he was rare. It was all the fault of Richardson and his Clarissa. Mothers, and guardian aunts, saw the villain Lovelace in every man who dared to flirt with their charges.

I hope with all my heart that you are wrong, Simon said. I never dreamed of such an outcome when I responded to your nieces letter.

Mrs. Tennant sucked in a sharp breath. What did you say?

I never meant any harm in my response. I was just

Are you saying that you write the answers to those letters? Not your mother?

My mother? What theoh, dear God. She had not known. She hadnt known the truth after all. Shed thought his motherhis mother, of all people!wrote for the magazine. God help him, what had he done? Why hadnt he sat quietly and listened without admitting anything?

You are the Busybody?

Simon stifled a groan. Idiot. If he had only been patient he could have assured her that his mother was not the Busybody, and left it at that, giving nothing away. How could he have been so stupid?

Well? Are you the Busybody, Mr. Westover?

There was nothing for it now. It would be ridiculous to deny it. But his mouth had gone dry, and he did not believe he could speak the words. He took a deep breath and nodded.

You scoundrel! She drew her arm back and slapped him hard across the face.









Chapter 2


A sad reckoning awaits those who allow ambition to direct their preference and avarice to rule their hearts.

The Busybody






He reeled back from the force of her blow, then gave her a look of stunned disbelief. Eleanor felt not even the tiniest twinge of regretwell, perhaps the tiniest, but no morefor the bright red hand-shaped mark on his cheek. How dare the Busybody be

A man! I simply cannot believe it. It was bad enough thinking one of my own sex was capable of penning such nonsense, but the very idea of a man spouting such nave, romantic, sentimental drivel is beyond belief.

He rubbed his cheek and continued to look thoroughly confused. You do not believe men can be romantic?

She felt her own cheeks flush. That was not what she had meant at all. She knew full well how romantic men could be, filling a girls head with sweet lies.

You might get an argument or two from Mr. Coleridge, or Mr. Wordsworth. But perhaps you have not read the Lyrical Ballads, he said.

Eleanor raised her eyes to the ceiling in silent exasperation. She ought to have known he was speaking of the ideal of Romance and not the more earthly notions of flirtation and seduction. I was not referring to Romantic poetry, though heaven knows it is sometimes horribly foolish. No, I am simply astounded to discover that a man is the purveyor of such frivolous opinion, and in such florid language, as that doled out by the Busybody.

He seemed to wince at the comment about florid language. Recollecting his high-flown sentiments of a few moments ago, it should come as no surprise that Mr. Westover could have written those horrid bits of head-in-the-clouds advice.

Why do you so object to the notion of the Busybody being a man?

The question surprised her. Could he really be so blind? Or so stupid? Well, for one thing, you pass yourself off as female. Your readers certainly believe the Busybody to be a woman.

That is not unusual, I assure you, he said. Perhaps it will surprise you to learn that most of the content of womens magazines is written by men. We assume feminine pen names so that our readers will be more comfortable. Like you, others might not be very receptive to a mans opinion of current fashion or instructions in housewifery.

But you are not simply making note of the latest designs from Paris, are you? You are offering advice to young girls

And the occasional young man.

primarily young girls and women who want advice on matters of the heart.

He arched a quizzical brow. And why can a man not have as valid an opinion on such important matters? We are equally involved, are we not?

Though his manner was serious, his blue eyes twinkled, momentarily distracting her from her purpose. Now who was being foolish? She gave herself a mental shake and refused to be diverted. Perhaps you are right. But let us put aside for the moment the fact that you assume a false identity and deliberately dupe your readers. Let us consider the advice on its own merit. It is irresponsible and capricious.

I am sorry you feel that way. As a strong advocate of the free agency of the heart, I do not feel it is my place to offer judgments on the direction the heart takes. My advice to your niece was simply to follow her hearts desire, something I believe we should all be allowed to do. Within reason.

Ah, but you never do say within reason, do you?

I always give my readers the benefit of the doubt, Mrs. Tennant.

You tempt fate with such confidence, Mr. Westover. Many of your readersmy niece, for exampletake your word as gospel, without any qualification. With the Busybody, they hear what they want to hear. You do not challenge them to think, to examine, to reason. You give them validation to make unrealistic and unreasonable choices. You do not dispense wisdom. You offer a crutch to their exquisite sensibilities and encourage them in their romantic follies. That is precisely why I am so upset over this entire business.

His mouth turned down in a grimace, and Eleanor thought a few of her arrows might have struck home.

Perhaps you underestimate your niece, he said. If the gentleman in question is as unsuitable as you believe, and for the reasons you believe, then it is likely your niece will eventually come to that same conclusion on her own.

Oh, Im quite sure she will. But it will be too late. She will be ruined.

He gave her a pained look. But Eleanor suspected it was not because he regretted his advice, but because he did not believe her. He did not believe Barkwith was out to ruin Belinda. No doubt his foolish Romanticism did not allow for such reprehensible behavior. He believed in love. He was quite wrong, of course.

Had you simply added the words within reason, she continued, I would have had some room for persuasion with Belinda. As it stands, I have none. She has placed the Busybody upon a lofty, ornate pedestal and will listen to no one else.

And so you want a retraction? You want me to publicly refute my advice?

I had wanted that, yes. A smile twitched at the corners of her mouth. But it is more complicated now, is it not?

How so?

Because you are a man, of course.

What difference does that make? His voice rose in frustration.

It makes you a fraud. I wonder what your readers would think to discover the Busybody is a man? I wonder what your father would think?

He gave a short intake of breath. Leave my father out of this.

Oh, I do not think I can do that. Sir Harold Westover is rather outspoken in his politics, is he not? If I am not mistaken, he is a very vocal supporter of the judicial attacks on private separation deeds. In fact, is he not a sponsor of the recent parliamentary bill to abolish such deeds? She silently thanked Constance for providing her with so much background on the Westovers. Before tracking down the Busybody, Eleanor had never even heard of Sir Harold and Lady Westover. My goodness, she said, I should hate to imagine what such a formidable public figure would do if he discovered his son masquerading as a female and passing out advice to the lovelorn. The mind boggles.

Color drained from Mr. Westovers face so that the pale freckles she had not noticed on his cheeks now stood out like flecks of burnt umber. She had him! She had wanted the Busybody to squirm, and though he stood still as a statue, Eleanor was quite sure he was squirming inside.

What do you want of me? he asked.

Afraid for Papa to learn the truth, eh? Rather intimidating, is he? She must be wicked indeed to so thoroughly enjoy his uneasiness.

Color was returning to his face, and his blue eyes blazed with anger. She had to give the man credit. She would have expected someone of his sentimental temperament to suffer a nervous collapse in such a situation. He was uncomfortable, to be sure. In fact, she guessed he was furious with her and more than a little anxious. But he stood tall with a sort of stoic dignity in the face of surrender. What do you want of me? he repeated.

I suggest a bargain of sorts. If you will do something for me, I will promise not to publicly reveal your secret identity.

What do I have to do?

You are anxious to keep your little secret, are you not? It was almost intoxicating to know she held his future in her hands, and she could not seem to help taunting him.

Yet his gaze did not waver. I have my reasons, he said, for not being publicly associated with the Busybody or The Ladies Fashionable Cabinet. Please put an end to this game and tell me what I must do to ensure your silence.


He was right. It was self-indulgent to toy with the poor man any longer. I want you to come to Charlotte Street with me and admit to Belinda that you are the Busybody, and that you made a mistake in the advice you gave her. She must be told that upon reconsideration you have decided you can no longer support her wish to destroy her life with the wrong man.

But I

If you do not agree to my request, I shall be forced to use whatever means necessary to ensure that Belinda and other impressionable young girls will think twice before seeking your advice. You may be sure that I shall waste no time in publicizing the true identity of the Busybody. Perhaps in a rival publication. The Ladys Monthly Museum, for example. Or better yet, The Gentlemans Magazine.

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Eleanor could see that he made an effort to hold his temper in check. When he opened his eyes again, his gaze was direct and startlingly intense. Eleanor guessed she was seeing that part of him inherited from his indomitable father. Can you swear to me, he said in a voice bristling with taut control, that only your niece will be told, and that she can be trusted to keep silent?

I can speak only for myself, and you have my promise. But if you agree to my terms, I will do everything in my power to ensure Belindas silence. She is a good girl. Once she knows the truth, I believe she can be trusted. So, do you agree? Will you come with me to meet Belinda?



The distance to Charlotte Street was not great, but the traffic was thick this time of day and the going was slow. Simon took advantage of the delay to study the woman on the seat opposite. Mrs. Tennant was a very attractive woman, despite the rather smug set of her mouth at the moment. She was extraordinarily pleased with herself.

Her white muslin dress and green velvet spencer jacket, though neatly made, were not of the latest mode. Simon knew more about such things than most men, due to his association with a ladies magazine. He cared little for fashion, however, and generally only took note that a womans dress was becoming or not.

Mrs. Tennant looked decidedly becoming in her morning dress. She wore a straw bonnet with the brim turned up to reveal dark brown curls spilling forward over her brow and framing her cheeks. Her eyes reflected the green of her jacket, and he wondered if they shifted tones depending on what she wore. It was her mouth, however, that truly captivated him. The upper lip was fuller than the lower, and dipped down to a slight point. Succulent. Ripe for kissing.

Simon jerked his gaze away. This was not the time or the woman to be inspiring such fantasies. She held an important part of his life in her hands, and if he made the mistake of showing an inappropriate interest in her, she just might renege on her promise and trumpet his secret from the rooftops.

Besides, there was probably a Mr. Tennant.

It was time to turn his mind to more pertinent matters. May I ask, he said, how it was that you tracked the Busybody to Westover House?

She flashed a sly smile. Whats the matter, Mr. Westover? Are you afraid others might unmask you as easily as I did?

The thought did cross my mind.

Though I probably should not admit to itI much prefer to see you squirm with apprehensionyou may rest assured that it was no easy task. The publisher was silent as an oyster.

Thank God.

It was my cousin, Mrs. Poole, who conceived the idea of sending a distinctive package to the Busybody and following its path.

The packet tied in red and blue ribbons. He ought to have guessed something was afoot when he received that odd package with nothing in it but an old issue of the magazine. Damnation. He thought he had protected against just such discovery by a complicated series of couriers. She smiled, as though reading his thoughts.

If I had not been so determined in my quest, Mr. Westover, I would have given up the chase after the second handoff. That was quite an elaborate ruse you set up. You must be quite desperate to conceal your association with the Busybody.

He was. But he had no wish for the tenacious Mrs. Tennant to make it her business to discover why anonymity was so important to him.

Tell me about your niece, he said, hoping to steer the conversation in another direction, and about her unsuitable suitor. It might help to know something more of the situation if I am to convince her to ignore my earlier advice.

Belinda is my brothers daughter. He is Captain Benjamin Chadwick of the Royal Navy and has been away at sea off and on for most of her life. I have acted as guardian to Belinda since her mother died five years ago. Ive had to run a tight ship, as Benjamin would say. She can be a willful creature, and I have often regretted she did not have a strong father figure in her daily life.

What of your husband?

I am a widow, Mr. Westover.

Simon tried to look solemn, but felt inappropriately gleeful at this news. He could now, in better conscience, continue in his admiration of her mouth. Perhaps when he returned home, he would attempt an ode to her upper lip.

Belinda has always been a bit headstrong, she continued. She is quite beautiful and is used to having things go her way. When her father agreed to sponsor a Season for her, and Mrs. Poole agreed to introduce her to a higher level of society, I knew her beauty would attract a great many admirers. And a lot of trouble.

My cousin helped to bring Belinda to the attention of several eligible, and perfectly suitable, young men. But from the moment she set eyes on Geoffrey Barkwith she had no interest in anyone else. Do you know Barkwith?

The name is familiar, Simon said, but I cannot recollect meeting him. Perhaps my mother knows him.

Im sure she would tell you he is a gazetted rake. Not only a libertine, but a gamester as well. He has a very unsavory reputation, and I have no doubt of his true intentions. I depend upon my brothers goodwill, Mr. Westover, and I cannot imagine he would take kindly to me allowing his daughter to fall into the clutches of a man such as Geoffrey Barkwith. Besides, I am very fond of Belinda. Her voice took on a more gentle tone. I have no wish to see her hurt. I only want her happiness.

Her eyes shone brilliant with contained emotion. Simon knew in that moment he could trust her. If asked, he could not have explained why he knew this, but he did. She would keep her promise to him. She had no hidden motive that he must guard against. She was simply a protective hen guarding her chick. No, that was too mundane an image for Mrs. Tennant. She was no hen. A mother dragon, perhaps. An avenging fury. A warrior queen. Boadicea enraged by the violation of her daughters.

Perhaps he would address his pen to those images rather than the delectable upper lip.


The question at hand, however, was trust. He must, absolutely must, trust her to keep his secret. And Belinda as well. There was too much at stake. Are you confident, Mrs. Tenant, that we can convince your niece to keep my identity as the Busybody secret?

I believe so. She will be very disappointed, of course, to discover the Busybody is not the wise old woman she believes her to be. But I cannot think she would feel the need to proclaim the news all over town. She is an intelligent girl. She will understand your desire to keep it secret.

Simon hoped she was right. He had begun to compose what he would say to the girl when the carriage rolled to a stop in front of a modest town house on Charlotte Street. He helped Mrs. Tennant down from the carriage, and almost before theyd taken two steps the front door opened. An older womanthe housekeeper?stood in the doorway frantically wringing her hands.

Mrs. Tennant stopped in her tracks. Mrs. Davies? What is it? Has something happened?

You best come right in, Miz Tennant, the woman said and cast a skeptical look in Simons direction. Im sure I dont know what to do.

Clearly they had arrived in the midst of some domestic crisis. It could not be the best of times to play out his contrite little charade. Perhaps I should go, he said. I could come back another time.

Oh, no you dont, Mrs. Tennant said. We have a bargain. She astonished him by placing her hand at his back and practically shoving him up the steps and through the door.

What is it, Mrs. Davies? she said when she had followed him inside. What has happened?

The housekeeper glanced again at Simon and seemed reluctant to say anything.

This is Mr. Westover. You mustnt worry about him. Tell me what has happened. Mrs. Tennants calm demeanor suggested that her housekeeper might have indulged in melodrama a time or two in the past.

Shes gone, Miz Tennant. Miss Belindas gone.

Mrs. Tennant stood stiff and unmoving though her face went quite pale. It began to seem very crowded in the narrow entry hall, and Simon felt awkwardly de trop. He had a very bad feeling about this.

What do you mean, gone? Mrs. Tennant asked. Has she gone out with friends? Or out withwith Mr. Barkwith?

I dont know where shes gone, the housekeeper said, but when I went up to tidy her bedchamber, I could tell something werent right. Drawers were open and looked like they been rummaged. I checked her wardrobe and lots of dresses are missing. And her new bonnet.

Dear God. Mrs. Tennant reached a hand behind her to grip the edge of a hall table.

And then I found this, addressed to you, propped up on the inkwell on her writing desk. Mrs. Davies held out a folded sheet of parchment sealed with red wax. Its from Miss Belinda. I recognize her writing.

Mrs. Tennant took the note and quickly broke the seal, heedless of the circle of wax sent bouncing along the hall floor. She scanned the note in an instant and looked up. Directly at Simon. There was no mistaking the rage in those eyes.

A bolt of pure cowardice shot through himhow mortifying!and he had a sudden urge to turn and run. But she pinned him to the spot with her gaze.

You! she said. Its all your fault. Read this.

Simon glared at the parchment in her outstretched hand as though it were something slimy and noxious. He had no desire to touch it.

Read it.

She thrust it toward him so that he was forced to take it. He did not need to read it. He could predict what it would say. But her fierce glare compelled him to do as she asked. He read the note.


Dearest Aunt Ellie,

I have taken the wise advice of the Busybody to follow my hearts desire and have gone away with Geoffrey. When we return, I will be Mrs. Barkwith. Please dont be too angry. Be happy for me. I am ecstatic!

Belinda




Simon stifled a groan and wondered if the day could get any worse. He did not look up. He could not bear to look at her.

Do you see? Mrs. Tennant said, her voice rising in anger. Do you see what youve done?

Simon steeled himself for another blow, but it did not come. He would have welcomed it. He might actually deserve it.

Follow her heart, indeed, she said in a tone of utter disgust. Well, I suppose that is what Im going to have to do.

He looked up at that and met her furious gaze. What are you going to do?

Im going to follow her foolish heart, of course. Im going after her. And youre coming with me.









Chapter 3


A young woman of true merit need not repine lack of social opportunity. She is unlikely to remain forever undiscovered, for in daylight or dark, a diamond yet sparkles.

The Busybody






Eleanor turned on her heel and headed up the stairs. She stepped into the drawing room and stood before the window, pretending to watch something on the street below. She heard Mr. Westover follow her, but kept her back to him. Her hands shook and she had no idea how long she could keep her tears at bay.

Oh, Belinda.

Mrs. Tennant?

She acknowledged his presence with a lift of her chin, but did not turn around. She would not break down in front of this troublemaking ninnyhammer.

Mrs. Tennant, I am so very sorry about what has happened. I understand that you feel it necessary to follow your niece, and I will do anything in my power to help you find her. But I do not believe it would be wise for me to accompany you.


Eleanor sighed. He was surely the most contrary, troublesome man shed ever met, but she did not have time or energy to fight with him now. All she could think of was poor Belinda, being seduced by Barkwith, facing abandonment and ruin, having her heart smashed to bits by that cad.

No. She could not, would not allow that to happen. Belinda was a foolish, featherbrained girl, to be sure; but Eleanor was inordinately fond of the child and hated to imagine the heartbreak in store for her. Eleanor must find the girl and bring her back home while her reputation, if not her virtue, was still intact.

But she did not have the resources to do it alone.

She took a deep breath and turned away from the window. I do not care what you may or may not think is wise, Mr. Westover. In fact, you are the very last person whose opinion I would trust just now.

He had the good sense to blush, but not enough to keep quiet. Thats as may be, but at least let me help. You must allow me to provide whatever transportation you require, as well as all traveling expenses.

Good heavens, she had not even thought how she was to pay for such a journey. She would have to hire a carriage, horses, postboys, and, depending on how long it took to track them down, rooms at various inns. And meals. And tolls. And bribes, no doubt, to get information she needed. It would all be quite expensive, much more than she could ever afford. Perhaps she could prevail on her cousin Constance to help.

It is the least I can do, Mr. Westover said.

Eleanor studied him from across the room. As she had already noted, he was beautifully dressed, his bottle-green coat perfectly tailored, precise to a pin. There was the Mayfair mansion, too. Mr. Westover no doubt had a small fortune at his disposal.

Yes, she said, making an impulsive decision, I believe you have the right of it. It is indeed the least you can do. I accept your offer of transportation.

Good. Now, I assume there is no time to waste. Do you have any idea how long ago they might have left London?

She was here this morning when I left to pay a visit to my cousin, shortly before I came to Westover House. At least Ioh, dear. No, come to think of it, I did not see her. She did not come down for breakfast. I assumed she took a tray in her room. Eleanor looked beyond him to where Mrs. Davies stood hovering in the doorway, and raised her brows in question.

Lord bless me, Miz Tennant, but I could swear her bed hadnt been slept in. The housekeeper blinked back tears. And when I asked Tilly if shed taken in her morning chocolate, she said Miss Belinda told her last night to let her sleep late this morning, and not to disturb her until she rang.

Dear God, she must have left during the night, Eleanor said. They could be halfway to Scotland by now.


Not quite so far as that. Mr. Westover moved toward the door. But they have a hell of a head start. Ill dash back home and round up one of my fathers traveling coaches. Do you suppose they took the stage, or does Barkwith keep his own carriage?

I have no idea. Eleanor suddenly realized how little
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