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        I dream of the hours when you and I can finally be alone.

        Softly sharing whispered words of love.

      

      

      As the carriage slowly snaked its way up Park Lane, Clarice picked at a loose piece of thread on her gown. No matter how hard she pulled, it refused to come free.

      She sighed, dreading that this was a sign of things to come. Tonight was going to be a trial, no matter what.

      And I have no-one to blame but myself. You could have done it all in private, but no, you had to go and make a huge public scene. Well done, Clarice. Well done.

      ‘At this rate we shall have to get out and walk if we are to arrive at the dinner on time,’ Lord Langham grumbled.

      Stirred from her thoughts, she looked across the carriage to her father. Everyone, it would appear, was headed to Strathmore House for the wedding celebrations of the Marquess and Marchioness of Brooke. It had taken them nearly an hour to get this far in the slow-crawling line of carriages.

      ‘We could turn the horses around and go home,’ she offered.

      He shook his head. Reaching out, he took hold of her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.

      ‘We have to do this, my dear. We must show the rest of society that you are not crushed by the unfortunate event of your failed betrothal to the groom,’ he replied.

      She mustered a hopeful smile for him. Her father was right, of course. If she stayed away from the wedding celebrations it would only confirm what the rest of the ton no doubt thought of her. She was Lord Langham’s poor little broken bird. An object of pity.

      ‘Yes, of course, Papa,’ she replied.

      The truth was, she didn’t particularly mind what the rest of London thought of her. In fact, she rather preferred they didn’t think of her at all. Being unremarkable was at times a blessing.

      She shifted in her seat and forced herself to sit upright. As she straightened her back, the tight garments under her gown shifted and eased. She took in a shallow breath. The discomfort meant little. For her father’s sake she would endure far worse.

      Tonight she would stoically bear all the whispers and sly looks that came her way. This evening was for her father. London’s elite would know Henry Langham was a man capable of forgiveness. But Clarice knew there was a limit to her father’s magnanimity.

      She knew she could never confess her terrible crime against him. To have him know that she had stolen from him the thing he had held most dear. Earl Langham might forgive others for their sins against him, but Clarice knew there could be no forgiveness for what she had done.

      Her wish to remain invisible for the evening was not to be granted. Within minutes of their arrival at Strathmore House, she had been discovered.

      ‘Clarice!’

      A mass of hair and a smiling face filled her field of vision and she was caught up in a warm embrace.

      Lucy Radley.

      ‘We were so worried you would cry off,’ Lucy exclaimed, when she finally released Clarice from the heartfelt hug. She stepped back and Clarice could see the smile which stretched across Lucy’s face.

      ‘Yes, Papa and I were delighted to accept your parents’ invitation; it just took a little longer than expected to get here,’ she replied.

      Lucy looked at the earl.

      ‘Lord Langham, I’m so pleased you came,’ she said, dipping into an elegant curtsy.

      ‘Lady Lucy,’ he replied, with a formal bow.

      Lucy looked at the other guests mingling around them in the enormous entrance to Strathmore House. She wrinkled her nose and leaned in close.

      ‘Lord Langham, would it be acceptable for me to take Clarice away at this moment? I am sure there are plenty of your friends and business partners here tonight whom you would like to greet. I promise to take good care of her.’

      Clarice looked at her father, and breathed an audible sigh of relief when he nodded his head.

      ‘Thank you,’ she whispered as Lucy took hold of her hand and quickly spirited her away. Lucy made a beeline for the nearest footman bearing a drinks tray and returned to Clarice’s side with a glass of champagne in either hand.

      ‘I hope it didn’t take too long for you to travel here tonight. From what I hear all streets west of Grosvenor Square are at a standstill,’ Lucy remarked.

      Clarice gave a gentle shake of her head. She was going to be anything but disagreeable this evening. Besides, it wasn’t every day that the heir to one of the most important titles in England got married. A crush of carriages was to be expected.

      ‘Tonight is a night for champagne. Here’s to a wonderful dinner and a magnificent ball,’ Lucy said, raising her glass.

      Clarice took a sip of her champagne, holding the bubbles in her mouth for a moment as she savoured the excellent French wine.

      ‘Good evening, Lady Clarice,’ a deep male voice murmured.

      She turned and her gaze fell upon him.

      David Radley.

      Tall. Dark. When had he become so handsome?

      Author of a passionate love letter which had recently gone astray and accidentally fallen into Clarice’s hands. Hour after hour she had spent poring over the words of his letter. Words she knew had been written with her in mind. Words which meant she could never marry his brother. His declaration of love burned deeply within her soul.

      ‘Mr Radley,’ she replied, willing herself to remain calm.

      He stepped forward and as he did, the light from the chandelier hanging overhead reflected in his eyes. The blue and green hues turned momentarily to a dazzling emerald, forcing her to blink.

      He bowed deeply.

      For the first time in the many years she had known him, Clarice was at a loss as to what she should do or say. At such proximity, she found herself decidedly uncomfortable.

      How does one react to a long-time friend who has unexpectedly and most passionately declared that he loves you?

      You have me at sixes and sevens.

      Lucy cleared her throat. ‘So how are the dinner preparations, David; did you spend the last hour polishing silver? I hear the downstairs servants were beginning to complain.’

      He shot his sister a sideways glance and growled. Clarice spied the edge of a grin on his lips.

      Lucy chuckled. ‘Such an easy target, it’s almost unsportsmanlike.’

      ‘Ignore my darling sister, would you please Clarice; she is determined to make me a laughing stock this evening,’ David replied.

      A gasp escaped Lucy’s lips and she placed a hand on his arm.

      ‘Oh no, I would never do that to you. Especially not in present company.’

      Clarice smiled, suppressing the familiar twinge of envy which came from being an only child. A gong sounded and dinner was announced.

      ‘Saved by the bell,’ David replied. He shot a forgiving smile in Lucy’s direction.

      How she managed it, Clarice was not entirely sure, but Lucy suddenly vanished into the crowd of other dinner guests, leaving her and David standing facing one another. As the other guests found partners for the procession into the dining room, the reason for her friend’s disappearance soon became apparent.

      ‘Since I suspect your father may have been waylaid by my sister in order for you and I to spend a brief moment together, Lady Clarice, would you do me the honour of allowing me to escort you into dinner?’ David said.

      She hesitated briefly before taking his arm. Lucy’s less than subtle attempt at playing Cupid was the last thing she needed this evening.

      Strathmore House, home of the Radley family, was one of the largest private residences in the whole of London. Over fifty people were seated on either side of the two tables which lined the length of the dining room. The head table seated another dozen guests as well as the hosts.

      Enormous chandeliers hung overhead from the ornate ceiling. At intervals along the long, elegantly carved oak tables, towering three-armed silver candelabra were set, giving enough light for the guests to see each other clearly.

      Clarice’s gaze followed the seemingly never-ending line of huge, food-laden platters and dishes which covered the tables. All manner of delicacies beckoned to her.

      ‘How many are coming for the wedding ball?’ she asked, as David escorted her through the room.

      ‘I understand it’s somewhere in the vicinity of a thousand. Mama sealed the guest list at eight hundred, but my father kept inviting more. You should have seen her face when he told her he had invited another thirty guests only yesterday’.

      As they reached her chair, he stopped.

      ‘Since it is unlikely that I will get an opportunity to speak with you privately later, Clarice, may I say now how delighted I am that you are here tonight.’

      She gave him a non-committal nod of the head. With her father present, it seemed unwise to offer him any further sign of encouragement. Earl Langham did not approve of David Radley.

      At dinner, she was seated across from David. While he remained standing, she could see him clearly, but as soon as he took his seat, only the top of his black hair remained in view. He picked up the silver candelabra which sat in the middle of the table and moved it to one side.

      He raised a single eyebrow and a titter escaped Clarice’s lips. She briefly closed her eyes. ‘You are incorrigible.’

      ‘True, but now I have an uninterrupted view,’ he replied. A wolfish smile appeared on his face.

      Clarice was pleased to see that whoever had devised the seating plan had managed to put most of the younger members of the gathering at one end of the table. They were far enough away from the senior members to be able to relax and share the latest on dit.

      Lucy, having slipped away from Lord Langham, took a seat to the left of Clarice. Close by, Millie and Alex, the newlyweds, sat across the table from one another. Every so often they would share a love-struck glance.

      ‘You should have heard the row Mama and Alex had when he said he wasn’t going to sit at the head table. I tell you she was fit to be tied,’ Lucy said.

      ‘Yes, I did think it rather odd that they did not sit in the place of honour,’ Clarice replied, picking up her wine glass and taking a sip. She leaned forward in her chair and peered down the long table, smiling with pride when she saw her father was many seats further down the line of guests, almost at the head of the table.

      She sat back in her seat, sensing that his presence tonight was more than just a last-minute change of heart. He had flatly refused to attend the wedding. Now it would appear that the rift caused between the two families over Clarice and Alex’s failed betrothal was being publicly smoothed over.

      Thank you, Papa.

      The dinner was far more enjoyable than she had expected. It was full of laughter and friendly banter. Her earlier concerns that she would feel awkward in the presence of the Marquess and Marchioness of Brooke were quickly swept from her mind. At one point she and Alex shared a knowing smile. All was right between them once more.

      She made a point not to stare long at the still-healing scars which dotted Alex’s face. They were reputedly from a pre-wedding horse riding accident, but Clarice had her doubts. Her father had sworn retribution against the Marquess and she could only pray he had not followed through with his threat.

      She picked at several of the early courses when they were served, eating little. When a large platter containing a sliced piece of roast beef surrounded by roast potatoes was placed in the centre of the table, she knew her patience was about to be rewarded. While David regaled the gathering with a slightly risqué story, the guests all hanging on his every word, Clarice took the time to savour her favourite meal.

      She cut a piece of roast potato in half and put it into her mouth. Cooked long in goose fat, it was delicious. She sat chewing, savouring the caramelised crust while listening to the buzzing conversation which continued unabated around her. Was there anything better than a well-cooked potato?

      ‘How are you enjoying this evening, Lady Clarice?’ David asked from across the table.

      With a mouth full of roasted vegetable she was unable to respond politely. She picked up her glass of wine and took a sip, hoping to quickly wash down the potato and reply.

      The instant the potato and the wine met in her throat, she began to choke.

      Doing her best not to make a scene, she pulled her napkin from her lap and tried to hide her face. Shudders wracked her body as she coughed and struggled to breathe. No matter how hard she tried to dislodge it, the potato remained firmly lodged in the back of her throat.

      On her fourth attempt to take a breath of air, a hard thump landed between her shoulder blades. The offending potato dislodged from her throat and she spat it into her napkin.

      Sitting back in her chair, she sucked in air, relieved when she felt the colour go back into her face. Lucy handed her a handkerchief and Clarice wiped away the tears in her eyes.

      ‘Clarice, are you all right?’

      The hand which had helped to dislodge the potato now began to gently rub her back. She looked up over her shoulder and saw David standing behind her.

      In the blink of an eye, he had leapt up from his chair, dashed around the end of the table and gallantly rescued her.

      ‘Yes, yes I am fine. I was in too much of a hurry to speak, and failed to chew my food properly. Please forgive my dreadful lack of manners.’

      David knelt down next to her chair, and she looked at him. His worried gaze searched her face. She placed a reassuring hand on his arm. ‘I am fine; thank you so much for coming to my aid.’

      He smiled. ‘Think nothing of it, Clarice.’

      As David stood and walked back to his chair, she brushed a stray lock of hair back behind her ear. She tried not to stare at him.

      You are rather lovely. Not only did you just save my life, but you called me Clarice. In public.

      A footman quickly replaced her soiled napkin and she calmly reassured the other concerned guests that she was fine.

      She politely excused herself from the table and sought refuge in the ladies’ retiring room. Needing a moment alone, she asked the maid to fetch some fresh warm water.

      Slipping into one of the small private stalls, she stood with her back against the wall.

      ‘Breathe slowly and remain calm,’ she whispered to herself.

      She had managed to get through dinner mostly intact, now she just had to find a way to endure the wedding ball. To make her father proud.

      ‘I must stay away from David Radley,’ she vowed.
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      An hour or so later, David Radley found himself, whisky glass in hand, watching some of the other guests dancing.

      The enormous summer ballroom was awash with the finest members of London society, all come to celebrate the newly wed Marquess and Marchioness of Brooke.

      He looked up and smiled at the ornate gilded ceiling. It had always been with a sense of pride that he watched new visitors to Strathmore House commenting on the series of paintings depicting Aesop’s fables which adorned the ceiling. He knew every one of the tales by heart, silently correcting the newcomer who guessed wrong and smiling with satisfaction when they conceded defeat.

      In addition to the usual decorations in the two huge ballrooms, a series of imposing gold banners had been hung along the walls. On each of the banners was displayed the Strathmore coat of arms: a large black shield upon which was emblazoned a gold horse rearing up on its hind legs. Above the horse was a crown, while the horse stood over a series of three four-pointed stars.

      He had to credit his father: this night was not just a celebration of Alex’s marriage, but a chance to make a statement about the power and wealth of the Radley family. He raised a silent toast to the Strathmore coat of arms.

      Standing to one side of the dance floor, he observed the various couples as they danced a quadrille. He was only half-watching the proceedings, as any form of dancing which did not involve him holding a woman in his arms, he found to be rather pointless.

      He would dearly love to shake the hand of the genius who had invented the waltz, a dance in which a man could actually touch a woman of his social acquaintance and not be in danger of being bound in matrimony to her by the end of it. A dance which allowed time for a couple to exchange words in private, which no-one else could hear. Little wonder it was frowned upon by the stricter mothers of the ton’s unwed misses.

      David, along with his brother Alex, had become an accomplished master of the waltz as soon as it was deemed socially acceptable. At every ball and party they attended, they made a point of finding a partner for it. Quadrilles and minuets were only undertaken under sufferance, or if the lady in question was a suitable and willing partner for other nocturnal activities.

      Young, unmarried and with the taint of illegitimacy, David Radley was a magnet few ton matrons could resist. Across the room, his gaze fell upon his most recent conquest. He swore before quickly averting his gaze. Tonight of all nights he was keen not to catch that lady’s eye. A three-night encounter in Soho Square earlier in the year with the hard, cold wife of a politician had finally revealed to him the futility of his rakish ways.

      With Lady Clarice Langham now aware of his love for her, he was resisting the temptation to find a new mistress. He was playing for higher stakes now.

      ‘What was her bloody name?’ he muttered, before forcing the memory from his mind. The days of allowing bored wives and merry widows to use him for their sexual gratification were over. He drained the last of his glass of whisky and handed it to a passing footman. He harrumphed quietly to himself. Who was he fooling; he had used them as much as they had used him.

      Now, having watched his younger brother leap joyfully into the arms of wedded bliss, he found his thoughts constantly returning to his own unwed predicament.

      As the acknowledged son of the Duke of Strathmore, he was granted a certain degree of licence within society. However, when it came to marriage, matters were more complicated. The younger daughter of a good family would likely be an acceptable match in the eyes of London society, but the young lady whom David had his heart set on was an entirely different matter.

      At dinner, he had spent a pleasant two hours in Clarice’s company. His sister Lucy, playing at matchmaker, had seated them as close to one another as social strictures permitted.

      He smiled. Truth be told, dinner had been wonderful. Clarice had laughed at all his outrageous stories. It had not failed his notice that she’d declined at least two courses because she was so intent on listening to him.

      She hung on my every word.

      The music stopped and David’s thoughts returned to the present. He looked around and saw Lucy making her way toward him.

      ‘Where have you been?’ she asked, as she stopped at his side and took hold of his arm.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I have been looking for you for ages; there is a waltz coming up shortly.’

      He shrugged. There was no-one in the room he had in mind to ask to dance. He gave a resigned nod. As a member of the host’s family, he should be making more of an effort to ensure all the ladies had a dance partner.

      ‘All right; which miss does Mama wish me to dance with?’

      Lucy gave him a hard thump on the arm. ‘Not Mama, me, you dolt. I didn’t spend the whole week rearranging the seating at dinner just so you could abandon her at the ball.’

      ‘Mama?’ David replied, utterly confused.

      ‘Not Mama. Clarice,’ Lucy snapped. She gave him another thump on the arm for good measure. ‘You have to dance with Clarice!’

      David looked down at his aching arm. For a gently bred woman, Lucy had a particularly mean punch.

      ‘Are you mad? You know I cannot dance with her. The earl would have my guts for garters.’

      Lucy growled. ‘Lord Langham and Papa are busy burying the hatchet in front of everyone tonight, so Langham is hardly going to cause a scene in the middle of the ball, now is he?’

      David shook his head. Clarice’s father had made it very clear that he did not consider David suitable company for his daughter. The Marquess of Brooke had been an entirely different proposition as far as the earl was concerned.

      Alex was legitimate and the heir to the Duchy of Strathmore; David was a bastard with nothing but an annual allowance to his name. Only his father’s good graces kept him from having to take up a military career or the clergy.

      ‘I can’t, Lucy; he has forbidden me to dance with her and I cannot go against Clarice’s father,’ he replied.

      ‘Oh, you are impossible!’ Lucy cried. She threw up her arms and stormed off.

      ‘Daaavvvviiid, where have you been, you naughty boy?’

      At the sound of his name being drawled out in such a manner, he suddenly remembered his former lover’s name. With his social mask firmly in place, he straightened his shoulders and turned.

      ‘Mrs Chaplin, how pleasant to see you again,’ he replied, with a formal bow.

      Fiona Chaplin, wife of a cabinet under-secretary, gave him her best impression of a young girl’s laugh and batted her eyelids.

      ‘That’s not what you said to me last time we met.’ She leaned in close and rubbed her hip provocatively up against his thigh.

      ‘In fact, I don’t recall a great deal of what was said; you do tend to let your hands do the talking for you. What I do know is that you have been avoiding me.’

      David swallowed. It had been several months since he’d parted with Mrs Chaplin. Any hope that she had moved on to a new bed mate was fast slipping away.

      ‘I was in Scotland for quite some time, and I have been busy since I returned to London,’ he replied.

      I also made it very clear when we last saw one another that our affair was over.

      A very unpleasant discussion with his father about meddling with other men’s wives had put an end to matters. The roar of his father’s blistering tirade still rang in his ears.

      ‘Well, not to worry; I forgive you for neglecting me so badly. Fortunately, my husband is out of town all next week. He is accompanying the Spanish ambassador and his wife on a trip to Lanercost Priory in Cumbria. How thoroughly tiresome. I shall be home all alone and in need of company. You can make everything up to me then,’ Fiona smugly replied.

      David shook his head.

      ‘I am sorry, Mrs Chaplin, but when we parted earlier in the year I was certain I made my position clear.’

      She gave a mew of disappointment. Then she hit him hard on the arm with her folded fan. He winced. It appeared to be his evening for being attacked by displeased women.

      ‘You’ve got yourself someone new, haven’t you?’ she said a little too loudly for his comfort. Discretion had been the key to his success with his previous lovers, but Mrs Chaplin had never been one to heed the rules.

      He was cornered. If he said no, she would not leave him alone. If he said yes, she would want to know who it was, and whether the woman was at the gathering. After which she would no doubt spend the rest of the evening spying on his new paramour.

      ‘I am no longer in pursuit of that to which I am not entitled,’ he replied.

      His pride in himself for such an honest, eloquent response was tempered by the cold sweat he felt trickling down his back.

      Fiona Chaplin stepped in closer. Close enough that her breasts pressed into the front of his evening jacket. Looking up, she gave him the enticing smile which had successfully lured him to her bed more than once.

      ‘All right, David darling. You have my permission to play hard to get; I enjoy a little sport before bed.’

      Over Mrs Chaplin’s shoulder he saw Lucy rapidly returning. His sister turned her nose up at the sight of the woman plastered to David’s front.

      ‘Mrs Chaplin, how lovely to see you,’ Lucy said, as she reached her brother’s side.

      He grimaced. His sister knew the identity of the woman without having actually seen her face.

      So much for discreet dalliances.

      The politician’s wife removed herself from David’s jacket and gave Lucy a deep curtsy. His eyebrows raised. He had to give Fiona her due. She hadn’t flinched when Lucy spoke to her; rather she had casually stepped away from him and made certain she gave full respect to the eldest daughter of a duke.

      ‘Mama said to tell you that the orchestra will be commencing shortly and that Mr Chaplin is over by the French doors,’ Lucy said, staring hard at her brother.

      ‘Oh, thank you,’ Mrs Chaplin replied. She made her hurried goodbyes and headed off in the direction opposite to the doors.

      Lucy smiled.

      ‘I thought you were done with her?’

      He frowned; how on earth did his sister know about Fiona Chaplin?

      ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ he lied.

      Lucy harrumphed with frustration. ‘You don’t think for a minute that Papa tears strips off you without the whole of Strathmore House hearing about it? Granted, it did cost me a few coins to find out the reason why, but I consider it money well spent.’

      As he had done too many times to recall, David had made the fatal mistake of underestimating his younger sister.

      ‘You shouldn’t be bribing the servants; it’s not the done thing,’ he replied.

      ‘Considering I learnt the practice from you and Alex, I think it’s all a little too late to be lecturing me on the morality of paying for information. Anyway, I didn’t return here to discuss your wicked ways; I came back so you could thank me for salvaging your evening.’

      David bent down and placed a kiss on his sister’s cheek.

      ‘Thank you; I didn’t know how I was going to rid myself of Mrs Chaplin,’ he murmured.

      She swatted him away. ‘Not for rescuing you from that horrid woman, for finding a way for you to dance with Clarice!’

      He sighed. Lucy never gave up. ‘It’s impossible,’ he replied.

      She wagged a finger in his direction and David knew she would not accept his answer.

      ‘I have come upon a solution. You shall dance with me for the waltz,’ she announced with satisfaction.

      ‘How is that a solution?’ he replied.

      Lucy leaned in close.

      ‘Trust me, dear brother; it shall all turn out for the good. Now come along, we need to find Papa.’
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        * * *

      

      The latter part of Clarice’s evening was becoming as boring as she’d hoped it would be. She prayed her presence at the wedding festivities would go unnoticed by all but the keenest of observers. Her father had fortunately not borne witness to the moment David saved her life, and she intended to keep it that way. She couldn’t bear the prospect of the dozen or so razor-sharp questions her father would ask if he knew.

      Once the private dinner had ended, all the guests assembled in the two huge adjoining ballrooms. She had intended to find a nice quiet spot in which she could sit and hide in plain sight, but her father had decided a further show of Langham family unity was required. Standing alongside him, watching couples glide around the huge summer ballroom, she resorted to counting the number of times her father made a comment about the size of Strathmore House. A coin for each time he made mention of money.

      ‘I dread to think what Strathmore pays to heat this place in winter; I’ve counted ten fireplaces in this room alone,’ Earl Langham said.

      She mentally put another penny in her pocket.

      Her father looked at her and then back to the dance floor. A furrow appeared in the middle of his brow, which Clarice knew was never a good sign.

      ‘You should be dancing, my dear. I am sure I could scout around and find a partner or two for you if you so desired.’

      Clarice’s already glum mood darkened. The last thing she needed was to have her father’s business partners lining up to do their duty and take her for a turn around the floor.

      She looked down at her drab, ill-fitting evening gown. She had forgotten to wear her favourite strand of pearls, so the line of her gown fell to her slippers as an unbroken grey shroud. Her black slippers peeked out from under the bottom edge of her gown.

      Little wonder the men of the younger set did not ask for her dance card. Long after her father and grandmother had come out of mourning for the late Countess Langham, Clarice had remained in her blacks.

      The dance ended and she got her first glimpse of David since dinner. From where she stood, she could see he was having a rather animated discussion with Lucy, at the end of which Lucy threw up her arms and walked away.

      Curious.

      Of even greater interest to her was the next person to whom David spoke at the edge of the dance floor. An older matron sidled up to him and began making a less than discreet display of her interest in him.

      Clarice blinked. While she didn’t know the older woman’s name, from the way she attacked David with her hand fan, it was obvious he and the lady were more than mere acquaintances. She had seen enough in the years she had been out in society to know something of the ways of the world. Strangers did not behave in such a manner toward one another.

      ‘Mrs Chaplin; her husband is rather senior in the Foreign Ministry,’ her father said. She noted the decided tone of disapproval in his voice before nodding her head briefly in reply.

      ‘Just remember what I said: the likes of him are not for a lady of quality such as you. You deserve better,’ he continued.

      ‘Yes, Papa,’ she replied.

      When Mrs Chaplin departed, Clarice felt an unaccustomed sense of relief. David had certainly shown no interest in the woman. To her mind, he had looked very uncomfortable. For herself, she was left struggling to understand her unexpected emotional response to another female attempting to lay claim to David.

      Had she just felt the first pangs of jealousy?

      The earl tapped her on the arm and pointed toward Lord Strathmore, who was now striding toward them.

      ‘Langham, enjoying the evening?’ the duke asked. The two men shook hands and exchanged a smile in yet another display of friendship for anyone who happened to be watching.

      Clarice smiled at Lord Strathmore. Grateful that peace had been made between the two old friends, she was happy to play her part.

      ‘And Clarice, why aren’t you dancing? I am sure there are many young men who would love to dance with you this evening,’ the duke said.

      She blushed, embarrassed by the attention.

      ‘I forgot to get a dance card,’ she replied, failing to mention she had done it deliberately.

      ‘Well, that simply will not do,’ he replied. The duke bowed and offered Clarice his hand.

      ‘May I?’

      She gave her father a quick glance and met his approving nod.

      ‘Thank you, your grace; I would be delighted,’ she replied.

      Taking the duke’s arm, she accompanied him out on to the dance floor. The strains of a waltz soon began.

      ‘Are you a devotee of the waltz, Lady Clarice?’ the duke asked with a smile.

      ‘Yes, but I wouldn’t say that it loved me,’ she replied.

      He laughed. ‘Trust me, I shall not let you fail at that which you love so dearly.’
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t take long, or a brilliant mind, to deduce Lucy’s scheme once she and David began the waltz. As they completed the first turn, he spied Clarice across the dance floor. She was in the arms of his father, who was chatting amiably with her. Clarice smiled up at Ewan and gave a gentle laugh in response to his words.

      At that exact moment, Lucy let out a whimper and David looked down to see a pained look appear on her face. She slowed her steps and he found himself having to shuffle his feet to avoid standing on her toes.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ he whispered.

      ‘Oh, my back. I have a terrible twinge,’ Lucy replied. She let go of his arm and placed a hand in the small of her back.

      ‘Should we stop? I could escort you to one of the chairs along the wall if you like and you may take a rest there,’ he replied.

      Lucy gasped and quickly taking hold of his hand once more, resumed the dance.

      ‘No, no, I shall be fine. One must soldier on at these sorts of events. Family expectations and all that.’

      David looked down once more at his sister. Her sudden ailment did not seem to be having a detrimental effect on her movements; in fact if he was not mistaken, Lucy was leading him in the dance.

      Slowly they edged closer toward Clarice and their father. As Lucy skilfully sidestepped a couple of other guests, David began to smell a rat.

      ‘So you have recovered now, and the pain is gone?’ he ventured.

      She sighed mournfully and wearily replied. ‘No.’

      He stifled a snort.

      They drew alongside the duke and Clarice, at which point Lucy stumbled and her father quickly released his hold of Clarice and caught his daughter.

      ‘Oh Papa, thank you, you saved me!’ she exclaimed, fiercely clutching his arm.

      From the many plays to which he had been forced to escort Lucy over the years, David knew exactly where she had learnt her sense of melodrama.

      The duke helped Lucy to regain her footing. ‘My poor girl, what on earth is wrong?’

      She blinked her eyelids rapidly and fanned her face with her fingers. ‘I have no idea; I suddenly came over all faint.’

      ‘I thought you had hurt your back,’ David replied. Lucy shot him a bullet-like glare.

      ‘My back probably brought on the dizzy spell,’ she said.

      David rolled his eyes and admitted defeat.

      ‘Well, whatever the cause of your ailment, you shall come with me. We shall seek out your mother. I am certain she will know what to do,’ Lord Strathmore said, and put a comforting arm around his daughter.

      ‘Please excuse us, Clarice. David, would you please take my place for the rest of the dance?’

      As his father led Lucy away, David stood silently chuckling. He turned to Clarice and smiled.

      ‘She is good, my sister. I have to credit her that.’

      Clarice turned her gaze from the retreating back of her former dance partner and looked at him.

      ‘So, here we are, Mr Radley. How do you propose we should continue?’

      ‘You know your father’s edict, he will not permit us to dance together,’ he replied as his smile disappeared.

      She murmured softly; and true to form, his body hardened in response, as it did whenever he was close to her.

      ‘Yes, and he is watching. He and your father appear to have made amends, but I would not like to test his good humour by disobeying him. He was in a stinking mood earlier, and I think his veneer of congeniality is stretched thin.’

      They walked over to the far side of the ballroom, away from the dancers and her father. David felt like the wolf who had separated a sheep from the flock. A sheep who swiftly turned into a lion.

      ‘I saw you talking to Mrs Chaplin earlier; is she a family friend?’ Clarice asked, releasing her hand from his grasp.

      An icy finger of premonition touched him on the shoulder. If Clarice had seen his exchange with Fiona Chaplin, how long would it take for her to discover the true nature of his relationship with the politician’s wife?

      He ground his teeth in frustration. He had been a fool to allow his former lover to throw herself at him so openly. Now that Clarice, and probably her father, had seen the exchange there was little he could do except lie.

      He hated himself for it.

      ‘Yes, she is an old family friend. Unfortunately, she had partaken of the wine at dinner excessively and found the floor a touch slippery. I had to steady her on her feet.’

      Even as he said the words, he could picture the shovel digging into the ground, making the hole he was standing in grow ever deeper.

      ‘Oh, poor thing. It was fortunate you were on hand to come to her aid. Twice this evening you have been a hero.’

      Their gazes met and they silently stared at one another. There was nothing he could think of to say which would improve the situation.

      ‘Would you please take me back to my father?’ Clarice said, when she finally blinked.

      She took hold of David’s arm and they began the long walk back around the room to where Lord Langham waited.

      David’s evening was beginning a slow slide downward into failure. Clarice’s face had shown only the merest flicker of emotion as he’d brazenly lied to her, but it was enough to know she didn’t believe his tale. He sensed she could have stood and stared him down for a great deal longer than she had.

      ‘Will you take supper with me?’ he asked. Lucy had always told him food was a good, safe way to salvage a poorly handled conversation with a young lady.

      He glanced over at Clarice as she walked beside him and saw her shake her head.

      ‘Thank you, no; I see my friend Lady Susan Kirk has arrived and I must spend some time with her. I thank you for returning me from the dance floor, but I’m afraid I cannot keep you from mingling with the other guests any longer.’

      Lord and Lady Kirk and their daughter were engaged in a pleasant exchange with Lord Langham when David finally brought Clarice around to the other side of the ballroom. He gave the required bow of respect to the earl and viscount, to which Lord Langham and Lord Kirk gave him a curt nod of the head. In normal circumstances, both men barely acknowledged his existence.

      To the devil with the pair of you.

      David knew full well they had only acknowledged him because they were standing in the ballroom of Strathmore House.

      As Clarice let go of his arm and took hold of Susan’s hands in greeting, he saw Lady Susan give him her customary glare of disapproval.

      ‘You didn’t dance with him?’ Susan whispered to Clarice, but loudly enough for David to hear.

      He smiled back at Susan, silently congratulating himself for not having taken the bait.

      You think you are the first to snub me in public? I shall remember this moment when the best you can manage on the marriage mart is the sixth son of a penniless baron. Lord knows no man with any means would want to bind himself to such a shrew.

      ‘My sister hurt her back on the dance floor; I was simply ensuring Lady Clarice was returned safely to her father,’ he replied, dampening down the anger which welled up inside him.

      ‘Ladies,’ he said. He gave a deep bow to the women and left.

      Sucking hard breaths into his lungs, he sought out the nearest footman he could find bearing a tray of drinks. He reached for a glass of whisky, but stopped when he saw his fist was still tightly clenched.

      He waved the footman away. While his own evening had reached an unsatisfactory point, he was determined not to fall into the trap of throwing liquor down his throat. This was Alex and Millie’s celebration; he would not spoil it for them by getting blind drunk.

      His personal creed dictated that while drink was for merriment, a sober mind was required to control a burning rage. Taking one long look around the ballroom, full of the cream of London society, he quietly scolded himself. As a member of the host family, he was being remiss in his duties. There were stories to tell and laughs to be had. If Lord Langham and his friends were not interested in sharing his company, there were plenty of others present who were more than willing.

      He spied his cousin Bartholomew, close by among a group of guests and with a bawdy jest ready on his lips, he headed for his prey.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I cannot believe you actually let him hold your hand,’ Lady Susan sneered a little while later. The look of disgust on her face made Clarice’s stomach turn.

      ‘If it were me, I would have left him standing on the dance floor. His kind deserves no better.’

      Why Susan held David in such low regard, Clarice had never truly understood. At first she thought it was because he showed not the slightest bit of interest in her, but eventually she had concluded that being able to look down upon anyone made Susan feel superior.

      She had hoped Lady Susan Kirk, the friend her father had foisted upon her, would not be in attendance this evening, but her luck had not held. With Lord Kirk rumoured to have lost a fortune in a recent bad investment, it was clear his daughter was set on securing the hand of the first suitable man who offered her marriage. Large society gatherings were the perfect hunting ground for prospective spouses.

      ‘Mr Radley was simply being a gentleman; he stepped in when Lady Lucy came over all faint,’ Clarice replied.

      Susan raised an eyebrow.

      From where she stood in the heated crush of the enormous summer ballroom, Clarice could just make out the familiar form of David as he worked his way around the room. At every group of guests, he would stop and make small talk, always leaving the other guests smiling.

      The current cluster of guests, she observed, were standing with their eyes wide open as David held court. They all fell silent for an instant, before a loud whoop of laughter rose from the group, followed by an appreciative round of applause. David gave them a bow worthy of a stage performer.

      ‘Charmer,’ she whispered.

      ‘Pardon?’ Susan replied.

      ‘Nothing.’

      Susan let out a loud tsk. ‘You really are a bit of a wet blanket this evening, Clarice dear. Anyone would think you had other matters on your mind. I do worry sometimes as to what goes on in your head. Personally, I think it’s because you read too many books.’

      ‘Hmmm,’ Clarice murmured, her gaze still firmly fixed on a certain dark-haired gentleman.

      The beads of Susan’s oversized reticule brushed against Clarice’s arm. She turned in surprise, but found Susan had suddenly and rather conveniently turned her head away.

      Did she just hit me?

      Clarice looked down at the ugly, heavily beaded bag, but decided against making any comment. Susan was never one for subtlety, whether in her dress sense or her manners.

      ‘Will you partake of supper with me?’ she ventured. The last thing she needed was to put Susan in a bad mood. In keeping with the spirit of the evening, she would endeavour to keep the peace.

      Susan looked back to Clarice and acknowledged her assent.

      ‘I still don’t understand why you didn’t press Lord Brooke into marrying you; he would have had little choice if you did. This evening could have been your wedding celebration, Clarice, and one day you would have been mistress of this house. You could have had all this,’ Susan said with an expansive wave of her hand.

      ‘Instead you let him marry that foreign-born girl. For heaven’s sake, Clarice, she has a ring in her nose!’

      Clarice chanced one last look across the room to where David stood, before falling in step beside Susan as they headed to the supper room.

      ‘You know full well why I didn’t force him. Alex sent a love letter to the wrong girl; he shouldn’t have to spend the rest of his life being be punished for making such a mistake. He loves Millie and they are happy. I for one am more than content with the outcome,’ Clarice replied.

      At no point was she going to mention the fact that she now knew it had been David who wrote the letter for his prose challenged brother. Nor that David had used Clarice as his muse.

      Susan harrumphed in obvious disgust.

      While Clarice was relieved that the situation with Alex was now resolved, matters with David had become far more complicated. He had lied to her this evening, and she didn’t understand why he felt the need to do so.

      Or why it had caused her such pain.

      The supper room was a cornucopia of edible delicacies. The tables were laden with all manner of pies, cakes and sweet ices. Clarice’s eyes grew wide at the sight. With all the courses she had sat through at dinner, she doubted there was room in her stomach for more than the merest of bites.

      She picked up a small chicken pie, and stood nibbling on it while Susan piled her own plate high with food.

      ‘Mama has put me on this strict diet at home. I get soup for supper and very little for the rest of the day,’ Susan complained. She took a seat next to Clarice in the far corner of the room.

      Clarice vacantly nodded her head. She hadn’t actually heard a word Susan had said since they left the main ballroom, but the occasional nod was always safe when she pretended to pay attention to her friend.

      He can’t actually think anything can come of this, can he? Only a very brave man or a fool would take on my father.

      ‘He wouldn’t, would he?’ she muttered.

      Susan stood, turned and shoved her plate of half-eaten supper into Clarice’s hands.

      ‘I don’t know what has got into you this evening, Clarice, but you are being exceptionally rude. I suppose you think yourself better than me because you received an invitation to the private dinner, but…’ she leaned in close to Clarice, her face red with anger.

      ‘Don’t think for a moment that your presence at the dinner was anything more than an act of penance. Lord and Lady Strathmore know Alex made a fool of you and your father. They are simply trying to smooth things over and hope that everyone forgets that ugly scene at the Bishop’s ball. Though I doubt anyone will ever forget the exhibition you made of yourself. Your poor father was so embarrassed.’

      ‘You don’t understand,’ Clarice stammered. She knew her friend’s short temper well, having witnessed it on a regular basis. But this was the first time she had been on the receiving end of Susan’s sharp tongue and it was far more unpleasant than she had anticipated.

      Susan angrily wagged a finger at her.

      ‘No, you are the one who does not understand how ridiculous you are at times. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if the Radley family were not all laughing at your expense. Who knows what they say about you behind your back. I hope that next time we meet, you will have the good sense to remember who your real friends are, as opposed to those who are only using you to achieve their own ends. Good night, Clarice.’

      She stormed off, leaving Clarice sitting alone, still holding the plate. She studied an untouched smoked salmon sandwich for a moment, before picking it up and stuffing it into her mouth.

      She yawned and lay her head back against the wall, praying that her father would not stay too long at the ball.

      What a mess.
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        * * *

      

      Early the following morning, David climbed into his carriage and made the short journey to his new rooms in George Street.

      It had been a long night of speeches and toasts. Watching the smiles on Millie and Alex’s faces as they waltzed for the first time as a married couple had filled him with a mixture of both joy and jealousy.

      ‘Good to see you safely returned, sir; I hope the celebrations went well,’ his valet, Bailey, remarked as David stepped inside the front entrance of his new home. It was odd to have servants all to himself.

      He and Alex had only shared their house in Bird Street for less than a year, but in the days since his move, David had found himself mourning the loss of his old home.

      The Duke of Strathmore had thrown his two eldest sons out of Strathmore House the previous summer.

      ‘You two have taken the term drunk as a lord to its fullest extent and it is time you both grew up and found something else to do with your time. You may even consider taking on a wife,’ their father said. At the time he gave this lecture, he was standing over David and Alex as they both lay in an inebriated state on the cold tiles inside the front entrance to Strathmore House.

      Within hours the duke had both David and Alex and their possessions packed and their abode adjusted to a tall, elegant townhouse in Bird Street. After the initial complaints over such mistreatment, the Radley brothers soon discovered the delights of having their own house. They could come and go as they pleased and do whatever they wanted without being under their father’s watchful eye.

      For the first few weeks it was all a great lark. Wild parties, drunken orgies and uninterrupted sleep on the tiles of their own front hallway. But boredom and their father’s threats to cut them off soon put paid to the level of frivolity which the brothers enjoyed.

      ‘Yes, thank you; it was a wonderful evening. Though there is something nice about coming home to your own place, however late it might be,’ he replied, as Bailey took his coat and gloves.

      A short time later he was standing, leaning on the back of a chair, staring at the gilded mirror which hung on the wall between the windows of his bedroom. He gave a dejected sigh.

      Tonight he had held Clarice’s hand within his own. In the years since she had become an adult, it was the closest he had been. Though cotton gloves still kept skin from heated skin, to him it had been nothing less than divine.

      The reflection which stared back at him reminded him that he shared the same father as his siblings, but not the same mother. He rubbed his fingers across the dark stubble on his chin. All his brothers and sisters had the fair looks of Lady Caroline Radley, while David had the dark colouring of his long-dead mother.

      He closed his eyes, recalling the sheer terror he had felt when he saw Clarice choking on her food. The seconds it took for him to race around the end of the table and come to her aid had passed in a blur. All he could think of at that moment was how much he truly cared for her. That she was about to die and he had never had the chance to tell her to her face that he loved her.

      He might have saved her life, but she was still unwilling to defy her father. By the time he’d escorted Clarice back to her father’s side, he was back to his usual status with Lord Langham’s only daughter.

      Nowhere.

      He slowly began to unbutton his shirt. He considered using a valet to assist him in undressing to be unmanly and odd. The only people he was comfortable with touching his naked form were himself and his lovers.

      In the months since he’d penned his letter of devotion, there had been no-one else in his bed. Clarice now knew how he felt about her, and he was determined to make her his wife. The prospect of taking on a new lover no longer held any appeal. Until he could secure Clarice’s hand he would simply have to endure long, lonely nights of sexual frustration.

      ‘Bollocks,’ he muttered.

      What would it take for Clarice to be the one touching him with her light, feminine fingers?

      ‘A bloody miracle is what it would take,’ he muttered to himself as he settled beneath the sheets. As he slid slowly into sleep, one thought continued to echo in his mind.

      There had to be a way.
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      It was well past midnight before Clarice also made it home. Her father had spent the evening smoothing over so many cracks with the rest of London society that they ended up staying far later than intended.

      Clarice managed to hide for several of those hours in the ladies’ retiring room and then the Strathmore family library before her father sent a maid to find his elusive daughter.

      Only when the Duchess of Strathmore yawned a third time did Clarice manage to persuade her father to take his leave.

      ‘I do hope you are not too tired from such a late night out, my dear; I know your nerves can become frayed if you over-exert yourself,’ her father said as he escorted her up the stairs and into the front entrance of Langham House.

      ‘No, I am fine, thank you; the evening was a delight. I had a most enjoyable time. Dinner was wonderful,’ she replied.

      Her father didn’t need to be told anything else of her evening, or of the falling-out with Lady Susan; his spies no doubt would have apprised him of every detail of Clarice’s movements before they had left the ball.

      ‘Clarice?’

      ‘Yes, Papa?’

      ‘I saw how closely David Radley watched you during the evening. But I am pleased to see you did as I instructed. For a moment I thought he was going to take his father’s place with you during the waltz.’

      Clarice shook her head.

      ‘Good. It would have made
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