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Coming Undone

“Sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, nineteen,” Remington finished aloud.

“I beg your pardon?” she said hoarsely.

“Your buttons … nineteen on a side. That makes a total of thirty-eight. Thirty-eight on one dress … it’s enough to make a man wonder.” He paused and watched her fighting the urge to look at him. She needed a bit more incentive.

“What are you afraid of?” he asked with a low, husky laugh. “That something will get out?” She whirled on him, her eyes flashing.

“Or perhaps you’re afraid something else will get in.” He lowered his head, feeling her allure curling through his blood. “Ah, Antonia. Buttons aren’t much of a barrier if a man is truly determined.”

Tilting her backward as she strained to avoid contact with him, he impulsively picked up the scissors in her lap. She gasped as he opened and slid them around her top button on one side, shearing it off. A heartbeat later, he slid them around a second … a third … and a fourth. It was an outrage, but she couldn’t bring herself to stop it or even to protest it … not when he was so near and her blood was surging against her skin in eagerness for his touch. She couldn’t move, could only watch as her buttons rolled and the top of her bodice began to slide.…
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For Don,

the partner of my journey

May He raise you up

on eagles’ wings





Prologue

[image: ]
L    O    N    D    O    N,        1    8    8    2

She lowered her lashes.

He nuzzled her ear.

She sighed.

He smiled.

Nervous.

Eager.

Kisses drifted and laces slid. Modesty reeled, dizzy from the twirl of buttons, and respectability fled as its guardians were peeled away … skirt and bodice, petticoats and bustle, corset and high-button shoes. Hard boning, volumes of lace, flounces of muslin and sateen, and black silk stockings—so many fastenings, hooks, and tapes—with reluctance yielded, revealing tantalizing glimpses of pale flesh at the center of an unfolding blossom of womanliness.

In the glow of the down-turned gaslight, the lovers left garments like puddles on the floor, marking their passage toward a thick feather mattress and bared linen. Sinking one knee into the soft bed, he drew her against him, savoring her sweet hesitation. She ran her tongue over her lip and braced the heels of her palms against his bare chest as his arms encircled her. Her eyes darted toward the door of the rented room, then back to his, searching, uncertain.

“Don’t be concerned, dearest,” he murmured, lifting her hand to his lips. He shot a lidded glance toward the door that seemed to be troubling her and smiled knowingly. “No one knows of this place … the innkeeper is most discreet. You’re perfectly safe with me here.”

“I trust you with all my heart, my love,” she said on a quivering, indrawn breath. “It is only that … it has been such a long time, and I am so fearful.…”

“Surely not of me, sweetest,” he said, coaxing her averted eyes back to his with a squeeze of her waist. “You must know that I would die before causing you the slightest distress or discomfort.”

“It is not that. I am just so afraid of …” She lowered her lashes and her cheeks filled with becoming color. “My late husband was not a passionate man.”

“Ahhh.” He smiled knowingly and tilted her face toward his once more. “You need not fear, my lovely angel. Your willingness to come to me like this is proof you have given me your heart.” He spread his hand over her chest and gazed heatedly at the erotic bump nudging the fabric just below it. “And if I have your precious heart, what more could I possibly ask?” He slid his fingers onto her thinly veiled breast and closed them over it, wringing a gasp and a shiver from her.

In the throes of the next deep kiss, her eyes fluttered open, tracing his brow with adoring strokes, then closed again. His eyes opened an instant afterward, focusing with satisfaction on the delicate skin and silky blond hair of his partner in passion, then on the linen waiting below.

“Tell me, my darling, that we shall be together like this … always,” she murmured as he pressed her back into the soft bedclothes and slid his chest over hers.

“Always?” he murmured against her throat as he tried to insinuate his knee between her tightly clamped legs. After a slight pause he added the persuasion of: “But of course, my dearest. Always.” When those words melted the resistance in her knees, he poured still more into her ear. “Together forever, my angel. From this day forward we shall find sweet solace in each other’s arms, shall ease each other’s burdens and delight each other’s heart.”

Through a sweet flurry of limbs and covers, as he drew back to dispose of the last of her garments and inhibitions, the sound of voices reached them. At first neither paid much heed; both her chemise and his control were sliding. But the sounds increased and finally intruded on their idyll.

“You are quite sure this is the room?” came a woman’s impassioned tones from just outside the door. Beneath them the innkeeper’s voice rumbled; whether in protest or reassurance, it was impossible to tell. “You, in room two twelve … open this door, immediately!” the woman addressed the pair in the bed. When they did not respond, the heel of a righteous fist was laid to the door. “Open, or I shall be forced to have the innkeeper admit me.”

The lovers lay frozen in horror as the heavy wooden panels vibrated under the sharp raps, the jingle of keys was heard, and metal scraped ominously in the lock. When the door banged back against the wall, the lovers scrambled to pull the bedcovers up around them. The door frame filled with the outline of a feminine figure swathed in black silk and dark veiling.

“Lady Antonia!” the young woman in the bed gasped, and the name hovered on the hush of the chamber.

Lady Antonia surged into the chamber amid rustling skirts, then caught herself back a step, recoiling from the sight of the wayward pair. She turned to the innkeeper, who was loudly professing both indignation and ignorance of all such infamous goings-on in his establishment, and declared in a choked voice, “This is a painful and private matter, sir. I fear we are at the mercy of your discretion.”

When the door closed behind the relieved innkeeper, Lady Antonia turned on the couple in the bed, straightened, and lifted back the heavy veil that shrouded her head and shoulders. Beneath a broad-brimmed hat, framed in a swirl of black silk, was a strikingly beautiful face set with such fierce determination that its loveliness became secondary. Her youthful, fashionably clad figure was transformed by her outrage into an ageless, towering presence. And at the center of her countenance, light and expressive eyes were sharpened to pale, hot points of emotion.

But whatever feelings the interruption of this tryst had roused in Lady Antonia, shock was certainly not among them. This was not the first—nor would it be the last—time she had encountered such a scandalous scene.

“Camille. How could you stoop to such a thing?” she demanded, clasping her hands tightly to constrain them. “This—after all my efforts on your behalf!”

“Please, let me explain,” the young woman begged in a voice clogged with rising tears.

“Explain? What is there to explain? What has happened is more than plain to anyone with two good eyes.” She waved a black-gloved hand toward Camille’s disheveled hair and the bedcovers behind which she cowered. “You have disgraced yourself and violated my trust in you.”

“Please, Lady Antonia,” Camille pleaded, tears rolling down her fair cheeks as she gripped the bedclothes in whitened fists. “You do not understand. I love Bertrand with all my heart … and he loves me.” She began to sob in earnest and turned to bury her face in her stunned lover’s chest.

The sound of his name and the force of Camille Adams thrusting herself upon him jolted Bertrand Howard—promising young bureaucrat and adamant bachelor—from the haze of disbelief that had insulated him from the spectacle of his own ruination. “See here, Lady Antonia!” he blustered, stiffening and trying desperately to put distance between him and his weeping inamorata. “How dare you burst in upon us like this? You have no right—”

“No right?” Lady Antonia gasped as if struck physically by the fellow’s insolence. “I have every right! When Camille came to my house, a new widow, made destitute by vulturous creditors, I embraced her as if she were a part of my family. I gave her my support and confidence. And she repays me”—she transferred a shriveling glare from the weeping Camille to the half-naked Mr. Howard—“by lifting her petticoats for a high-living rogue who will only despoil and abandon her.”

“I am not a high-living rogue, nor a despoiler and abandoner of women,” he protested, trying without success to get the suddenly boneless Camille to support herself as he edged away from her on the bed.

“Oh? And what did you intend after you had your way with her?” Lady Antonia demanded, watching his retreat from Camille and calling him on it with an accusing finger. “To slink away, that’s what.” At her charge he halted his flight and reddened prodigiously. “You would have gone back to your high-living friends, leaving her ruined and heartbroken.” She looked again at Camille’s quaking shoulders, and her manner softened markedly.

“Our poor, innocent Camille … without a contriving or deceitful bone in her body. And obviously without a prudent one, either.” Her countenance filled with righteous anger once more, and she stalked closer to the bed. “It is clear who is at fault here. Only a callous, loathsome beast would take advantage of a tender-hearted young widow made defenseless by the blows of misfortune.”

The accusation and her disdainful scrutiny combined to send the full impact of his rash pursuit of the delectable young widow crashing down upon Bertrand Howard. His eyes flew wide and his skin caught fire.

“What you have done, sir, is unconscionable,” she continued. “There is nothing to be done, except make it right.”

“M-make it … right?” he said, his muscles contracting visibly, bracing for the blow he sensed was coming.

“The immorality of your behavior is so flagrant—” She paused and pressed a hand to her temple as if distressed by having to speak of such matters. Recovering, she leveled a stare on him that turned her next words into a scarcely veiled threat. “I needn’t tell you that the foul breath of scandal can topple a promising young career in government every bit as surely as it can ruin a young woman’s reputation. There is only one honorable way to recoup such a hideous situation.” And she announced it with the finality of a magistrate’s gavel sealing a sentence: “You must marry Camille as quickly as it can be arranged.”

Marry. It echoed about the chamber and in his ears. He looked down into Camille Adams’s tear-rimmed eyes, then up at the implacable bastion of morality who had thrust upon him this reckoning of his carefree and libidinous ways. After a few last futile thoughts of escape—the death throes of his much-prized bachelorhood—he understood there was no other course. He was a gentleman, a man of some connection, a man with a future. He was also caught … like a rat in a trap.

Always. His own cozening tongue had pronounced his fate. Closing his eyes, he squared his shoulders to accept the punishment being forced upon them by society’s pitiless standards. Marriage. He nodded.

Lady Antonia withdrew to the parlor at the end of the hall, to allow the couple to clothe themselves decently. When they emerged from the room, she took charge of Camille immediately, declaring she would send an announcement to The Times straight away, and insisting Mr. Howard call on them at her house the following evening to discuss wedding arrangements. He jerked an angry nod and cast the red-eyed Camille a glowering look as they made their way down a discreet set of back stairs to a cab Lady Antonia had kept waiting.

The husband-to-be shoved his fists deep into his trouser pockets and struck off for his club, churning inside at the thought of his conjugal future.

The bride-to-be watched him anxiously from the window as the cab rumbled off into the darkness, and vowed to make him the best wife in all of London.

And their matchmaker, Lady Antonia, drew her veil down over her glowing face and relaxed back against the leather seat with a small, triumphant smile.
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[image: ] “Champagne, Hoskins!” Lady Antonia Paxton ordered as she swept into the spacious center hall of her house on Piccadilly. She handed the aged butler her gloves and reached for her hat pin. “A whole magnum of it … in the upstairs parlor, if you please.”

“A celebration, ma’am?” he said, turning to help Camille Adams off with her short cloak.

“Oh, indeed, Hoskins,” she answered, scooping her heavy veil up into her hat with a flourish. She was positively glowing. “Felicitations are in order. This evening our Camille has become engaged to be married to that most eligible Mr. Howard.”

“Mr. Howard, ma’am?” He raised one bushy white eyebrow, glancing between his mistress’s radiant countenance and the strained face of the bride-to-be.

“Surely you recall him, Hoskins. Mr. Howard is the Head Assistant to the Undersecretary of the Deputy Minister of the Board of Trade.” When he frowned and shook his head, Antonia paused in the midst of unbuttoning her mantle and leaned closer to him. “The tall, dark-haired gentleman who has called for Camille several times of late.” Still there was no spark of recognition. “Wears excessively sharp revers and walks with a bit of a swagger.”

“Ahhh.” Recognition finally flared in the butler’s eyes as he helped his mistress off with her wrap and laid it across his arm. “Him what’s fond of striped green cravats.”

“The very one. Though, I must say, neither his cravat nor his swagger were much in evidence this evening,” Antonia said, with a mischievous smile at Camille, who blushed and looked down.

“Poor bastard,” the old fellow mumbled under his breath, shuffling off toward the cloakroom and kitchens. “Marriage ’as got to be a raging epi-demic around this house, of late.”

It was true; marriage had indeed become something of an epidemic at Paxton House during the past three years. A seemingly endless stream of women had arrived at the fashionable residence, stayed for a time, and then left to take nuptial vows in short order. And Lady Antonia Paxton, widow of the wealthy and altruistic Sir Geoffrey Paxton, was clearly to blame for the contagion. She had an abiding interest in stray cats, stray widows, and weddings … and a firm conviction that every widow, like every cat, should have a home of her own.

Smiling at the crotchet-ridden old butler’s reaction, Antonia picked up the branched candlestick on the center hall table and sailed off through the grandly arched hall and up the polished oval staircase at the rear. Camille hurried along after her, but before they reached the door to the upstairs parlor, the bride-to-be pleaded a headache and excused herself to her room on the floor above.

Antonia sighed as she watched her latest matrimonial project retreat up the stairs, undoubtedly to cry herself to sleep. She had been right to tell the girl nothing about her plans this evening. Too softhearted for her own good, that one, she thought. The little thing would have given herself utterly to the slippery and self-indulgent Mr. Howard, with nary a thought for her own security or future. Wagging her head, she turned the other way and continued down the hall to the broad double doors of the upstairs parlor.

The densely furnished chamber was bathed in both the scent and the golden glow of numerous beeswax tapers, the use of which, every evening after nine o’clock, was a custom held over in memory of Antonia’s late husband. Heavy, fringed brocades were drawn over the lace curtains at the windows, and a fire had been laid in the iron grate of the marble fireplace to drive out the March chill. In the midst of polished mahogany, gilt-framed portraits, and silk upholstery slathered in crocheted doilies, sat a white-haired woman wearing a knitted shawl and a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles.

“Antonia!” The old lady lowered the book she was holding up to the light of a branched candlestand. “How did it go?”

“An unqualified triumph, Aunt Hermione,” Antonia announced, beaming as she went to the fireplace and stretched out her hands to absorb the warmth. “Our little Camille will be the new Mrs. Howard within the month.”

“Oh, excellent,” Aunt Hermione said, laying her reading aside, her delicately lined face brightening. “Just excellent.” She glanced around Antonia, toward the door, with a quizzical look. “And where is the blushing bride?”

“Busy blushing, I am afraid,” Antonia said tartly, untying the bow at her neck and loosening the top two of her bodice’s numerous buttons. “Where is everyone? I ordered champagne.”

“Oh, Prudence and Pollyanna had a few things to tidy up. They didn’t expect you to return so soon. The others went on to their beds some time ago. Come. Sit.” She patted the seat of the chair opposite her. “I want to hear every detail. Where did you find them?”

“The Bentick Hotel, of course. Those bounders from the bar at White’s always seem to use the Bentick. Rather makes you wonder if that little weasel of a proprietor gives them some sort of a discount.”

“Not very imaginative,” Aunt Hermione said with a sniff.

“Men in rut seldom are,” Antonia retorted as she settled onto the chair. “But then, it is precisely that characteristic which makes them so marvelously easy to outwit.” The doors opened just then, and in hurried two older women wearing identical gray worsted day dresses and lace-edged caps.

“Back so soon? It must be good news!” said one of the Mrs. Quimbys, as the pair set about dragging parlor chairs toward the warm hearth.

“Have ye done it, then? Trapped another one?” said the other, her eyes narrowing behind tin spectacles as she perched on the edge of her seat.

“Yes, Pollyanna, I trapped another one,” Antonia replied with unabashed satisfaction, propping her French-heeled shoes up on the fence of the iron fire grate and plumping her well-padded bustle so she could lean back on it in her chair. “Or perhaps it would be fairer to say that he trapped himself, the cad. He certainly wasted no time. They hadn’t been gone more than three quarters of an hour, and he had her primed and plucked and pinned on her back in the middle of the ticking.” Her eyes shone as she relived the pleasure of witnessing Bertrand Howard’s shock. “You should have seen him … sitting there half-naked, jaw agape, gasping like a landed trout … with the most delicious look of panic on his face.”

“Scandalous,” Pollyanna said through pursed lips.

“Indeed it was,” Antonia agreed, burrowing pleasantly back into her chair.

“I meant your having to see the wretch bare like that,” Pollyanna corrected with an indignant scowl.

A laugh bubbled up inside Antonia. “Dear Pollyanna, the sight of a man’s bare shoulders is not unknown to me. I am a widow, after all.”

“As are we all,” Pollyanna said primly, nodding to the others. “But I for one have never seen a man’s bare … person … and I hope never to see one.”

“Well, sister,” Prudence Quimby said with a matronly giggle, “if I had been married to Farley Quimby, I should have been most happy to remain ignorant of such a sight as well.”

Hoskins arrived just then, bearing a bucket of chilled champagne and several tall, fluted goblets. As he uncorked the wine and poured, Antonia detailed her part of the encounter: confronting the innkeeper, charging through the door, and expressing convincing horror. Then with relish she recounted Bertrand Howard’s reaction and his guilty acquiescence to his nuptial fate.

With a “harumph” and a narrow look at his mistress—his customary protest on behalf of his beleaguered sex—Hoskins handed out the last glass and shuffled back out the door, muttering, “Unlucky bastard.” Antonia indulged in a perfectly wicked grin and, when he was gone, raised her goblet to propose a toast.

“Here’s to husband number … number …” She paused, narrowing her eyes. “Good Lord. I’ve lost count of just how many there have been.”

“Twelve previous, dear,” Aunt Hermione informed her. “Mr. Howard is your thirteenth victim.”

“Thirteenth?” Antonia was genuinely surprised by the number. She lowered her glass to make a cursory count on her fingers, and confirmed it. “Thirteen. Good Lord, it’s true. And they call us the weaker sex!” She chuckled, and the old Quimby sisters chuckled and nodded archly to each other in agreement.

“And as to this ‘victim’ business”—she turned a good-natured reproach upon her Aunt Hermione—“may I remind you, Auntie, that they were the ones who chose to seduce or entice the women of my household. I simply took advantage of the opportunity their baser impulses provided to lever them into decent and honorable marriages.”

It was true. Each of the thirteen men she had matched with her “protégées” had indeed cut a swath through London’s feminine landscape as an adamant bachelor. And it was also true that while she had contrived to introduce the women under her protection to a number of potential husbands, the actual choosing had been the work of the pair themselves. The knowledge that her “victims” always had a hand in selecting their own comeuppance made each bit of matrimonial justice all the more satisfying.

“Here’s to our Camille.” She raised her goblet again, seeing in the golden glow of the crystal and the wine the promise of her protégée’s future. “May she have a house in Mayfair … three lovely children … and all the pin money she could possibly want.”

“And a headache whenever she needs one,” Pollyanna added emphatically, drawing surprised looks from Antonia and the others. “Well”—she drew her chin back and frowned—“a woman can never have too many headaches.”

“Here, here!” Prudence seconded.

They laughed and drank more toasts: to the groom-to-be; to the toadying and bribable proprietor of the Bentick; to the weaker sex; and to the virtues of a well-made marriage. Then the subject of the date for the wedding came up, and they agreed that a month hence allowed a decent interval between engagement and vows.

“Sweet Camille,” Prudence said after a moment. “I shall miss her.”

“It’s hard to think that in a month she’ll be gone.” Pollyanna sighed wistfully.

In the brief silence that followed, the same thought struck them all.

“We shall have a vacant room!” Antonia spoke it aloud, snapping upright in her chair and scanning the tea table, the book stand, and the littered writing desk on the far side of the room. “Where is the latest Cornhill?”

“Oh, not again,” Aunt Hermione said with a groan. “Not already!”

“It’s not too early to begin planning our next project,” Antonia declared, spotting the magazine and jumping out of her chair to retrieve it from the desk. She thumbed through the pages until she came to the personal advertisements. “Here they are.”

She scanned them, her frown of concentration deepening as her eyes fell from one advertised tragedy to another. “Listen to this,” she said, positioning herself near the candles and holding up the magazine to read: “‘Mrs. F., thirty, husband in America, appears to have deserted her … will do anything.’”

“Oh, but you’ll want a genuine widow … not the ‘grass’ variety, surely,” Pollyanna offered.

“Then how about this one?” Antonia continued. “‘Mrs. G., aged thirty-seven, clergyman’s daughter, governess for seven years. Dislikes teaching. Is suffering in consequence of overwork. Desperate.’ Hmmm … it doesn’t say what happened to her husband.…”

“The clergy produce such sour, long-faced women.” Prudence frowned, confirming her opinion in Pollyanna’s wince of distaste. “I think you’ll be wanting someone with a bit of life left in her.”

“Oh, dear.” The words fairly leaped off the page at Antonia. “‘Mrs. A., widow. Husband speculated and ruined the family, which is now dependent on her. Four daughters, aged fourteen to twenty-three. Not trained to anything … imperfectly educated …’”

“Oh, that won’t do at all. A whole family.” Prudence clucked her tongue.

“All those unmarried daughters.” Pollyanna covered her mouth, looking genuinely pained. “Quite a tragedy.”

Unmarried daughters. A tragedy. That terse assessment caught Antonia’s heart unawares, rousing feelings she had thought well mastered. She, too, had been the unmarried daughter of a widow whose husband had “speculated,” then died, ruining the family. Her eyes slowly scanned the lines again, then again.

Antonia Marlow Paxton had been born the only child of a wealthy and nobly born financier and had grown up among the wealthy and privileged. But when she was only sixteen, her father was killed in a boating accident, leaving a Gordian tangle of interconnected loans, a mountain of unpaid debts, and a wife who had been lovingly protected from the vulgarities of money and finance.

One by one the familiar comforts of her and her mother’s lives had been stripped away: the country estate with its fine stables, the line of credit, the town house with its paintings and furnishings, the family jewels, and soon their fashionable but fickle friends. Totally unprepared for the realities of her diminished life, Antonia’s mother gave in to despair and, within months, mourned herself into an early grave. At seventeen Antonia had found herself virtually alone, with the security and the dreams of girlhood lying in ruins at her feet.

Shaking off the effects of that advertisement, Antonia straightened and continued. “Perhaps this one: ‘Mrs. R., aged thirty, a widow, lost large property by a lawsuit … tried to live by needlework and failed … eyesight damaged …’”

On she read, giving voice to the desperate pleas of women needing help. Some were widowed, some had never married, and some did not know the whereabouts of their husbands. “Off in the colonies,” “lost in foreign service,” and “took French leave” were common phrases. Some of the women had dependent children; some were alone in the world. Some of the unfortunates were victims of financial disasters, some had lost loving and protective families to illness, and some were simply advancing in age and had been turned out into the streets by employers desiring younger workers.

The more she read, the more intense her manner became. Her fingers gripped the pages harder and her spine straightened. In her mind’s eye she began to see them: their faces haggard, expressions listless, and eyes dulled by deprivation and fear. Then she came to another advertisement that jolted her composure:

“‘Mrs F., aged forty, recent widow and mother, seeks honorable position for daughter … dear angel of the house … creditors closing in … desperate situation.’”

It was a thinly disguised plea to save a daughter from the predations of male creditors who would slyly suggest a man’s debts could be paid by his daughter … on her back.

Memories materialized through the walls built to contain them in Antonia’s mind: her father’s business associates paying oddly timed condolence calls, commenting on how much she had grown, making her uncomfortable with their knowing smiles and avid stares. At first she hadn’t understood. Before she could suppress it, her head filled again with the scents of brandy and cigar smoke and cloying ambergris … with the crude, clandestine caresses of men old enough to be her father … with the rasping, suggestive whispers that offered to forgive debts in return for her cooperation. She had soon learned what it was they wanted from her, and why.

She had no dowry and was considered unmarriageable. Men who only months before had been considering a dynastic match between her and their sons now saw her merely as a vessel of male convenience … a depository for their lustful urges. And in those two precarious years between her father’s death and her marriage, she had learned well that the only protection, the only security, a woman could expect in life was to be found in marriage.

As Antonia read, Dame Hermione Paxton-Fielding removed her reading spectacles and settled her attention on her niece by marriage, taking in her upswept chestnut hair and glowing eyes, and settling on her flushed face. Antonia’s dramatic features—long, straight nose, prominent cheekbones, and generously curved mouth—had seemed too strong and her eyes too large and intense when Hermione had first seen her as a young girl of eighteen. But the years had set and finished her face into a work of unique beauty, and now, at the age of twenty-five, her unusual features, womanly shape, and natural wit combined to make her a stunning young woman.

Not, the old lady sighed, that anyone ever noticed. Until now Antonia had shown a perfect genius for staying in the background of society. Except for her charity work and occasional husband-hunting forays into shops and public events with her protégées, Antonia was something of a recluse. If only she would concern herself less with others’ lives, Hermione thought wistfully, and more with her own.

“See here, Antonia,” she inserted into the next available pause. “Perhaps it would be best to wait awhile. Give yourself a chance to rest, and give the tongues that may wag a chance to tire. After all, this will be your third wedding since Christmas.”

“But the only one for a woman under my own roof,” Antonia answered defensively. “No one knows of my involvement in the other marriages.”

“No one but the brides and grooms, and whoever else they might have told,” Hermione corrected, wagging a cautioning finger. “Thirteen, Antonia. You cannot count on their embarrassment to keep them all silent forever.”

Antonia could feel heat collecting in her face. She closed the magazine with a flourish and held it up in evidence. “If the entire world knew of my activities, I would still do what must be done to help these abandoned and downtrodden women.”

“Yes, yes, I know you feel most deeply about it—”

“Oh, my. Just look at the time.” Prudence looked down at the watch brooch pinned to her bodice and pushed to her feet, giving her sister a hand up. “Where has the evening gone?”

“Busy day tomorrow, don’t you know,” Pollyanna muttered, stealing with her sister toward the door. They knew what was coming.

“It is a hideous injustice, a disgrace upon our land.” Antonia scarcely took note of the old sisters’ retreat or of the click of the door latch behind them. “These are women of good and decent families who grew up expecting to take up their places and live out their lives as wives and mothers. Now vast numbers—as many as half a million—find themselves unneeded, unwanted. Surplus. Can you imagine? That insufferable wretch in the Spectator called them surplus women!”

“An outrage, I agree,” Aunt Hermione said, frowning.

“And there wouldn’t be a surplus of women if the cursed ‘empire’ didn’t send hordes of British men into farflung corners of God-knows-where to serve its grand notions of majesty.” Propping her hands on her waist, she narrowed her eyes. “Or if the selfish wretches left behind would quit smoking cigars, swilling Scotch, and throwing their money after slow horses and fast women. Bachelors, auntie … those cold-blooded, tightfisted, self-indulgent creatures who refuse to accept their duty to women and their debt to soci—”

“Antonia!” Aunt Hermione interjected, bringing her up short. “You are only one person. Try as you might, my dear, you cannot save them all.”

The old lady’s voice, filled with familiar warmth and wisdom, poured over Antonia like a balm. She stared at her dear friend and kinswoman, and knew that if anyone understood both the injustice of the situation and her burning desire to rectify it, Aunt Hermione did. Dame Hermione Fielding was a widow four times over, a woman who knew what it was to be alone and adrift in the world.

Since coming to Paxton House several years ago, when her fourth husband died, Hermione had taken Antonia under her wing and guided her through the marriage in which she matured into womanhood, then through the loss of Sir Geoffrey and into widowhood. Because of their shared history, Antonia could guess what came next.

“Dear girl, you are so absorbed in finding husbands for other women and bettering their lives, that you seriously neglect your own.” She raised a hand to ward off Antonia’s objections. “Hear me out. I simply think you should wait awhile … give some thought to your own life before taking on another matrimonial project.”

Antonia vented some of the steam in her blood with a hiss. “That again. I tell you, Aunt Hermione, I am perfectly content with my life as it is. Perfectly.”

“Perfectly Content does not get up in the middle of the night and rummage about in the kitchen making hot milk with brandy. Perfectly Content does not redden her eyes by reading late into the night, then fall asleep in her kippers and eggs the next morning. And Perfectly Content does not come home after every wedding and closet herself away in her room to cry.”

The old lady’s perceptiveness momentarily disarmed Antonia. Her rigid posture melted a few degrees. “Weddings are an occasion for tears, after all,” she said, raising her chin to compensate for the slide of her defenses. “What should it matter to anyone that I prefer to shed them in private?”

Aunt Hermione sighed. “You miss the point, my dear. There is more to life than cats, aging widows, and rescue work. When I was your age, I had lived on three continents, buried two husbands, and was being courted by every cock-o’-the-walk in London. I was determined to drain every drop of life I could from this mortal cup … attending soirees, staying out until dawn, chatting up the prime minister, and playing footsie with ambassadors under tables.…”

“I have no desire to play footsie with ambassadors.”

“Nor with anyone else, I take it,” her aunt said with an aggrieved expression.

Antonia felt her face redden. “Footsie” was something she refused to discuss with anyone, even Aunt Hermione. Forcing a glare at her insightful old aunt, she turned away to the window and pushed back the lace curtain to stare down into the gaslit boulevard below.

“Geoffrey would have wanted you to get on with your life, Antonia.”

“Sir Geoffrey would have approved of my efforts, probably even helped me.” A spark flashed in her eyes. “He undertook a bit of rescue work himself, remember.”

It was true. And the subject of his noble efforts, they both knew, had been none other than Antonia herself.

While Antonia’s only living uncle chafed under the burden of having her added to his household and looked the other way while his male cronies made indecent overtures to her, Sir Geoffrey Paxton—a man of substance and impeccable character—had quietly stepped out of the shadowy circle of her father’s business associates to offer her his support and protection … an offer that could only be accepted within the framework of marriage. Thus rescued from the life of a demimondaine, or of genteel servitude as an unmarriageable poor relation, Antonia had become a bride at eighteen, and a widow at the age of twenty-two. And since her husband’s death, three years past, she had devoted herself to rescuing other women the way she had once been rescued … by marriage.

“Well, at least give some thought to putting this mourning business aside.” Aunt Hermione tried yet another route. “All this wearisome black and gray and purple—it’s quite oppressive. You cannot stay cooped up in this house forever, Toni. You need to get out and about.” She flung up a hand in a carefree gesture. “Life is perilously short, my dear.”

Antonia turned it over in her mind as she searched the determined look in her aunt’s aged but undimmed eyes. This was not the first, nor would it be the last, of Hermione’s appeals. The old dear worried about her, she knew, but she couldn’t allow Aunt Hermione’s grand but impractical notions of life to interfere with her work. After a moment she hit upon what she deemed an acceptable compromise.

“You may be right, Auntie. Perhaps I have been keeping too close to the house.” With a mischievous smile she swayed back to the table and poured herself another glass of champagne, raising it in salute to the old lady’s suggestion. “The debate on the Deceased Wife’s Sister Bill will begin in Parliament soon. Perhaps I’ll just go along to Westminster to watch the proceedings.” Her smile became a wicked little laugh. “And make sure the gentlemen members do the right thing.”

Hermione frowned.

“Oh, dear.”
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[image: ] “Something ought to be done about that woman,” Sir Henry Peckenpaugh declared, drawing nods and murmurs from a circle of gentlemen seated in the noisy bar of the renowned White’s Club on St. James Street.

“Here, here!” came endorsements from every man present.

It was late in the evening; stale cigar smoke, tension, and the thick redolence of expensive liquors permeated the mahogany-paneled room. In one corner of the bar, under a gaslight, six members had gathered at a table to commiserate the demise of yet another cherished bachelorhood. Bertrand Howard, the dispirited groom, sat with his hands wrapped around a thick crystal tumbler filled with the club’s most venerable Scotch. His face was drawn, his eyes listless, and his shoulders sloped in uncharacteristic resignation. He was the man single-handedly responsible for enforcing the Board of Trade’s standards of weights and measures throughout the rough world of the London docks, yet here he sat, reduced to a despondent lump by the thought of his nuptials on the morrow.

The men who had gathered to give him a proper send-off watched his dread with genuine sympathy. They knew the pain of saying farewell to freedom and the unencumbered pleasures of the single life, for each of the five had himself been wed within the last three years … each to a widow under the patronage of the infamous Lady Antonia Paxton.

“She’s a menace, pure and simple,” portly Sir Albert Everstone declared, punctuating each word with a jab of his Havana cigar. “A plague upon the future of men everywhere.”

“Just when you’re all set in a nice, cozy nest,” Lord Carter Woolworth said, staring into his glass, but seeing some vividly remembered scene in his mind, “she swoops down on you like the avenging angel of matrimony and —”

He halted; there was no need to say more. They never spoke of it outright. It wouldn’t have been gentlemanly for a man to admit untoward circumstances surrounding something so intimately associated with his honor as his marriage. The words “widow” and “Lady Antonia,” spoken in association with a man’s upcoming nuptials, were all that was necessary to communicate volumes to one who had experienced a similar fate. And in the way of men who suffer together, a bond of brotherhood had developed among her victims at White’s.

They shifted in their seats, blew clouds of smoke, and downed searing bolts of whiskey as the clock above the bar ticked away the moments toward dawn.

“I suppose it’s only fitting that she always wears black,” phlegmatic Basil Trueblood said wearily. He propped an impeccably clad elbow on the scarred tabletop and set his chin on his fist. “I understand it’s the customary color for executioners.”

Grimacelike smiles acknowledged the dark humor, but more than one finger tugged surreptitiously at a starched collar.

“I say, suppose we get our chaps in the Commons to introduce a bill making it a capital offense to conspire against a man’s bachelorhood,” Lord Richard Searle proposed, gesturing with his glass.

“Wouldn’t help old Howard, here.” Everstone gave the overshot bridegroom a cuff on the shoulder that set him swaying. “He’s already trapped and trussed and ready for the roasting.”

“True. It’s too late for the lot of us,” Peckenpaugh grumbled. “We’ve all had to pay our cursed fines to the Bachelor’s Club already. But we might find a way to salvage our younger brethren who have not yet been caught in the nuptial noose. A man has a duty to posterity, after all.”

“The best thing we could do for posterity would be to put the diabolical Lady Matrimonia out of business … get rid of her,” Woolworth declared.

“Here, here!” Searle raised his glass and the others joined him.

It was as if the burn of the Scotch and cognac somehow seared Woolworth’s words into their sodden minds. By the time they lowered their glasses, the idea had seized their thoughts and sobered their vision. Get rid of her. Each of them was suddenly savoring the delicious possibility of revenge in his mind. Was it possible?

“There ought to be some way to put her in her place,” Searle mused.

“Some way to make her suffer as we have,” Trueblood said with a sigh.

“Humph!” Everstone blew a stream of smoke and rocked forward in his chair. “She ought to be leg-shackled like the lot of us. Find a fiend as foul as herself and chain her up with him for life. Some unscrupulous cad … a real blighter.”

“As fitting as that might be,” Lord Woolworth said, his eyes heating, “I cannot help wishing for a more personal bit of satisfaction.”

“Don’t we all,” Peckenpaugh agreed. “Damme if I wouldn’t give a year’s winnings to catch her with her drawers down, in some fellow’s bed.”

Searle hooted a laugh. “The Dragon of Decency in a man’s bed? Perish the thought!”

But the thought didn’t perish, it lingered. And as the clock ticked relentlessly on, it blossomed into an idea.

“Lady Matrimonia caught with a man,” Woolworth said, contemplating it.

“Good God, yes. Perfect bit of revenge. But where would we find a man jack capable of taking her on and then taking her down?” Everstone demanded, rubbing his chin. “He would have to look like an archangel and have the soul of a demon … a bloke who despises women every bit as much as she hates men.”

There was a small commotion at the far end of the bar, and Basil Trueblood lifted his languid gaze above their circle to see what was happening. A new arrival was being greeted in hearty tones. Blinking and squinting through the haze, Trueblood made out the contours of an angular face, a pair of handsome dark eyes, and a fierce, quixotic smile. He sat a bit straighter, drawn to attention by the force of that countenance. He recognized those arrogant features and that elegant frame, which, even in the simple act of walking, communicated a self-possession that caused other men to step aside.

The object of Trueblood’s scrutiny made his way past several fellow club members to the empty end of the bar and answered the barman’s greeting with an order for a fire-breathing brandy from the club’s select stock. Trueblood sat abruptly straighter in his chair and grabbed the forearms of the men seated on either side of him. They followed his directional nod to the gentleman at the bar, then exchanged looks of puzzlement, then speculation. When the others demanded to know what had caught their attention, they turned and also became riveted on the sight of him.

“Landon,” Everstone said on an indrawn breath. “Good God.”

“Handsome as Lucifer and tough as teakwood,” Peckenpaugh declared.

“A pure devil with the women, when he wants to be,” Woolworth muttered. “Which isn’t too damned often.”

“Not susceptible to muslin madness, that’s for certain,” Searle added, then frowned. “Runs with the radicals in Parliament … hot for that female suffrage business and a lot of other bally-nonsense.”

“For which reason the queen won’t allow him in her sight,” Trueblood whispered with rising excitement. “Says he’s godless and subversive … antimarriage, antimorality, and against the God-given order of things.”

Antimarriage.

They exchanged broadening smiles.

Remington Carr, ninth Earl of Landon, gulped his first brandy without giving it its due, an act that would have been considered barbarous any other hour. But at half past twelve in the evening the members of White’s generally dispensed with the niceties of indulgence in the club’s bar. And it was precisely that promise of license which had brought the well-heeled and controversial earl here this night. He was seeking a uniquely male preserve, a place where men could still exist in all their raw, uncomplicated splendor, a place where the wretched rules of duty, obligation, and above all, domesticity, held no sway.

The brandy carried a splendid burn and filled his head with exquisite vapors, which slowly unwound the coil of tension in the middle of him. As he closed his eyes and paid proper respect to a second brandy, the rigid angle of his shoulders softened, and the muscles outlined in his jaw smoothed. The smells of smoke and hard liquor, the drone of male voices, and the familiar surroundings worked a subtle magic on his senses. He took a deep, liberating breath and felt his internal balance tilting back to equilibrium, unaware that he had collected the stares of a half-dozen men seated just behind him.

“I say—Landon!”

He looked up to find Carter Woolworth, eldest son of the old Duke of Eppingham, approaching with a drink-ruddy face and a hearty smile. Remington straightened and accepted his outstretched hand. “Woolworth. It’s been a while.”

“Too long. But then, when a man goes into the marital harness, he usually finds himself pulling on a very different course from his old school chums,” Woolworth said. “Look who’s here: remember Albert Everstone and Henry Peckenpaugh … ahead of us at Harrow?” He gestured to a group in the corner. “And Richard Searle and Basil Trueblood, they were behind us. And Bertrand Howard there, somewhat younger still. Come join us, Landon. I believe you’ll find the company and the conversation most … intriguing.”

Remington considered it as he glanced at the men who sat poised on the edge of their chairs watching him with undisguised expectation. Something in their urgent desire for his companionship did indeed intrigue him. When Carter Woolworth clapped a hand on his shoulder and steered him toward the group, he allowed himself to be drawn into their company.

One of the group quickly gave up his seat to Remington and went in search of another. From the moment he eased into the leather-clad chair and saw them inching their seats closer, he knew that they wanted something from him. But he was not at all prepared for the subject of their entreaty.

“Bertrand Howard here,” Woolworth announced, “is being married on the morrow.” He gave the groom a sympathetic clap on the back. “We’re here to give him a final send-off.”

“Condolences.” Remington lifted his glass, wincing at the snared-rabbit look in the groom’s eyes.

“Indeed. And all the more so because”—Woolworth leaned closer and the others followed suit—“it was not his idea.”

“Well, I should hope not,” Remington said, his mouth curling up on one side as he scrutinized the poor wretch who was about to enter a life of matrimonial servitude. “He looks like a fellow with at least a modicum of common sense.” He also looked like a Newgate convict approaching the gallows.

“His dismal fate was engineered by a contriving and unscrupulous woman, you see … one Lady Antonia Paxton of Piccadilly,” Richard Searle announced, watching him for a reaction. When there was none, he added: “The fire-breathing Dragon of Decency.”

“The Medusa of Matrimony,” Albert Everstone put in bitterly. “So called because one glimpse of her face turns a man into a husband.”

“Especially if that man happens to be sitting buck naked in a woman’s bed,” Henry Peckenpaugh put in, and the rest grumbled agreement.

“She’s got a heathen and malicious mind, that woman,” Woolworth said, drawing Remington’s gaze back to him. “Sets her treacherous hooks for well-fixed men, baits them with curvy widows”—he made casting and reeling motions—“and then pulls in her hapless victims, smooth as silk.”

“And there’s naught a bloke can do, once he’s caught in one of her traps, but marry the treacherous little piece she’s saddled him with,” Everstone ground out, his jowls reddening. “I tell you, it’s right crimi-nal the way that woman operates. Respectable as cottage pie one minute and devious as the devil’s backside the next.…”

Remington looked from Everstone to Woolworth to Searle, then to Peckenpaugh and Trueblood. They were taking young Howard’s demise hard, quite personally, in fact. It occurred to him that only the flare of righteous anger separated the expressions they wore from the haunted look of the despairing bridegroom. Suspicion bloomed in his mind, and as he looked from one to another, it hardened into certainty. He rolled his brandy snifter back and forth in his hands a moment, then leveled a searching look on his old school friend.

“You were married yourself not long ago, eh, Wool-worth?”

The young lord understood the question beneath the question. His face grayed and his jaw set like mortar as he visibly weighed the discomfort of the revelation against a desire for revenge on the cause of the alterations in his life. “I was indeed married some months ago”—he paused and swallowed hard—“after a particularly ugly encounter with the Dragon.” The confession, in this brotherhood of ruined bachelors, seemed somehow to lighten his soul. He sat straighter.

Remington turned to the middle-aged Everstone. “And you, Sir Albert?”

The portly MP huddled back in his chair, looking like a cornered bulldog. He glanced around the circle as he gathered the courage to say it. “We’re all her victims, every man jack of us. And we’re resolved that something must be done about the woman.”

In the silence that followed Remington felt the weight of their accumulating stares and finally caught a glimpse of what it was they wanted with him. “So you’ve some nefarious plot in mind, and you’re looking for someone to work out your bit of revenge for you.” For one brief moment their eyes lighted with hope. He smiled and let them down as gently as possible. “I wish you luck in finding the right man.”

“But we thought … p-perhaps you …,” Wool-worth stammered.

“S-since you hate women and marriage so …,” Searle tried to finish for him.

Remington’s eyes glinted with amusement. “While it is quite true that I despise the archaic institution of marriage, I must disabuse you of the notion that I also despise all women. I hate only those who insist upon being married and maintained by men.”

“Which means virtually every woman in the world,” Trueblood concluded.

Remington’s shoulders quaked with a quiet laugh. “Very nearly. However, there is a new breed of woman about these days, gentlemen. Women of learning and enlightenment who see the inequity and injustice of the old social order and are ready to embrace new ways. They are fully capable of being educated and employed, and are quite capable of supporting themselves entirely. It is my opinion that we should give them the vote … give them places on school benches and in offices, mills, and factories … and give them some of the wretched headaches of governance, diplomacy, and commerce that we men have grappled with for centuries.”

He had scandalized them; he could see it in their shock-blanked expressions. And it was not altogether unexpected. His radical views on women and conventional morality had earned him a place of infamy among the hidebound upper orders. He made to rise, but Woolworth grasped his sleeve to halt him.

“You see?” Woolworth turned to the others with a wistful expression. “He’s perfect!”

Remington felt the coil of tension that had recently loosened in his gut tightening once more as Woolworth coaxed him back into his seat. He cast a longing glance at the door as they began to relate hair-raising tales of the atrocities Lady Antonia had committed against male freedom. But he listened, in spite of himself, and gradually began to picture her in his mind: a sour, overbearing old crone bent on making the rest of the world as miserable as she had probably made Lord Paxton.

“Paxton …” He interrupted their diatribe. “I’ve never heard of a Lord Paxton.”

“Her husband wasn’t a lord,” Trueblood informed him. “The old boy was knighted years ago for amassing indecent piles of money, then having the good sense to be generous with his bribes. Bought himself a lady wife.”

“And what does he think of all this?”

“Nothing at all, I’m afraid. He’s dead,” Woolworth answered. “Living with the Dragon probably killed him.”

“She’s a widow, then,” Remington mused, painting fusty widow’s weeds on the grim portrait forming in his mind.

“And she seems to make a specialty of finding husbands for marriageable widows,” Searle said with a sullen tone. “No doubt because they are easier to place. A fellow drops his guard with a widow, figuring she’s safe, since there are no eagle-eyed mothers or spotless virtue to bother about. And a widow usually knows what sort of ‘comforts’ a man likes. This Lady Antonia is diabolical, I tell you.”

A diabolical woman. Not a particularly rare phenomenon, in Remington Carr’s experience. He’d encountered more than his share of them in recent years and had no desire to get mixed up with another, no matter how deserving a cause it might be. For all the pathos and indignation their stories aroused in him, that single word—diabolical—decided him firmly against becoming involved in their scheme.

“If all is as you say, then indeed, something ought to be done about the woman. However, I must decline to help. I already have a number of projects in the works, and my late father’s affairs continue to press me.”

“See here, Landon, you’ve got to help us,” Peckenpaugh declared. “If this woman is allowed to run loose, you’ll look up one day soon and find yourself the last bachelor in London!”

“Sorry, gentlemen. No doubt you’ll find another St. George to slay your Dragon.”

They looked positively deflated as he downed the last swallow in his goblet and rose. Avoiding their dispirited faces, he turned away and found the club’s steward bearing down upon him with a harried expression.

“Your lordship! Thank God.” The fellow fairly ran the length of the bar to reach him. “There is a woman here to see you, sir. Most insistent. I offered to open the annex to her, even at this late hour, so that you might receive her there. But she barged past both myself and the night porter and has ensconced herself in the window”—he groaned—“right in full view of the street!”

The pain in the steward’s expression was genuine. The strategic ground the audacious female had chosen to storm and seize, the famous bow window of White’s, which overlooked St. James Street, was both legendary and revered in the world of London clubs. It was the seat from which the famous and infamous of every generation since Charles II had looked down upon those not privileged to taste the society inside. And now both the club and the window had been stormed and breached by a mere female demanding access to him.

“Who is she?” he demanded, knowing her identity didn’t matter. Whoever she was, at this hour and in the window of White’s, she could be only trouble.

“She refuses to give her name or to move until you agree to see her, your lordship. Says she’s prepared to stay all night if necessary.” The steward tugged his waistcoat irritably back into place. “And I believe she means it.”

Heat crept beneath Remington’s starched collar, as one unpleasant possibility occurred to him. “Is she tall, smartly dressed … with a voice like a screeching hinge?”

The steward nodded, then curled one side of his nose as if smelling something unpleasant. “If you know this woman, your lordship, please come and see her off the premises before I am compelled to employ more vulgar means of removing her.”

Remington did indeed know her. In point of fact, he had been dodging her for two days. She had besieged his house with missives, sent her personal servants to his offices to insist he call upon her, then, late in the day, had arrived in person at his offices, causing him to have to flee down his own back stairs like a thief trying to avoid detection. Notes, messengers, and even her personal appearance at his office he might have withstood with some grace. But to invade his male sanctum, his club. And White’s, of all places! Had the harridan no decency at all?

Roiling up out of his well-controlled depths came a surge of righteous anger. If years of dealing with her and the others like her had taught him anything, it was that decency was usually too much to expect of a woman. And this one was worse than most. He was sick to death of her incessant demands, hysterical appeals, and strident dependence. He paid her bills, oversaw her investments, and even pacified the household retainers who had to put up with her. But it was never enough.

Well, this time she had pushed him too far. He fixed the beleaguered steward with narrowed eyes and a taut half smile that contained equal measures of fire and ice.

“Do what you will with the woman, Richards. It is none of my concern.”

Turning a shoulder on the steward’s confusion, he settled back in his chair and beckoned to the barman, calling for a new deck of cards and a fresh bottle of Scotch. He met Woolworth’s startled look with a vengeful smile. “It appears I won’t be leaving just yet. Cards, gentlemen?”

The steward came running back moments later, ashen and wringing his hands. “My lord, my lord! That female person—”

Behind him, above the drone of voices, came the sound of a woman’s scream. Talk in the bar ceased, play in the billiards room halted, and every breath in both rooms was bated in shock.

Remington swore mentally, tightened his grip on the cards in his hand, and ignored her. But the termagant held an unexpected trump card: his name. “Remington Carr, how dare you refuse to see me!” she screamed. “I know you’re in there! Let go—unhand me, you thug! Remington, you cannot abandon me—ohhh—”

Every eye in the bar turned in his direction, and a general murmur of outrage rose from the far end of the room. But he braced to weather the humiliation, telling himself it could not be the first time a scheming female had penetrated the club’s pristine male provinces. He had to stand his ground and refuse to allow her outrageous behavior to draw him into a public row. There was nothing for it but to gut out the embarrassment. He took a deep breath and steeled his tautly stretched nerves.

“Good God,” Everstone said, shoving to his feet when the struggle made it to the door of the bar. “She’s got past Richards—she’s headed in here!” Several of his table mates lurched to their feet, their expressions ranging from fascination to terror.

“Dash it all, Landon,” Woolworth demanded, staring frantically between the fracas in the doorway and Remington. “You must do something, man!”

“So I must,” Remington said with seething calm, considering the pasteboards in his hand. “I’ll have three cards.” Adamantly oblivious to the wild tussle going on just thirty feet away, he laid three cards down on the tabletop and waited for the dealer to fulfill his request.

The others gazed, confounded, between the porters grappling with the woman calling Remington’s name and his towering indifference to the spectacle. Never in their lives had they seen a more audacious display of coolness under fire. This incident would undoubtedly go down in clubmen’s lore along with the time old Lord Glasgow flung a waiter through a window and gruffly told the club secretary to “put him on the bill.”

“Well, gentlemen, are we playing or not?” he demanded, seeming decidedly more concerned with the delay of the game than with the potential ruin of his reputation.

Following his lead, they sank back onto their chairs and glanced at each other in amazement. As the shrieks of the interloping female faded toward the street door, their admiration for the unorthodox earl mounted to worshipful proportions. Here, their looks of shared wonder said, was a man who truly knew how to handle women.

But inside that imperturbable facade, dark fires of anger were scarcely being held in check. For months the heat had been building in him, and this degrading little spectacle—the invasion of his last male sanctuary—had provided the final spark to set his raw pride aflame. Suddenly he was molten, churning inside.

“Women, gentlemen, are indolent, manipulative, and unpredictable creatures at best,” he said harshly. “They’re also expensive and self-absorbed and devious beyond belief. And it really doesn’t matter whether you’ve wedded them or not … they’ll have their pound of flesh all the same.” The fierce glow in his eyes as he lifted his gaze from his cards made his companions stiffen in their seats. “Console yourself with the knowledge that, as married men, you may have escaped the unpleasantness of dealing with aging mistresses. They’re the very devil to dispose of.”

He picked up three newly dealt cards from the table, but the fury mounting in him made it all but impossible to focus on his hand. He was seized by an overwhelming urge to strike back, to do something to right the balance scales in him that had been knocked askance yet again by a woman’s volatile and demanding nature. He had to do something, to strike a blow for manhood as well as for himself. And when he looked up, he read in the wan and hopeful faces of that company of ruined bachelors the opportunity to do exactly that.

Lady Antonia. A devious and contriving woman. A plague upon the freedom of mankind. A woman in dire need of a comeuppance.

“So, Woolworth,” he said, taking a deep breath and feeling fresh resolve pour through his tense frame, relaxing it. “Just what did you have in mind for our diabolical Lady Antonia?”
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[image: ] The atmosphere was charged in the House of Commons that sultry afternoon in mid-May. The Gothic arch windows set high in the walls had been opened to provide ventilation, but the only air stirring in the great hall came from the heated blasts of the speakers on the main floor itself. The opposing ranks of green leather benches that lined the main floor were crammed with black-coated members, all exercising the long-standing MP prerogative of commenting on the recognized speaker’s parentage and sanity, as well as his oratorical style and the substance of his discourse.

Debate on the controversial Deceased Wife’s Sister Bill was under way, and tempers were rising apace with the temperature in the stuffy chamber. The measure was an attempt to change the legal code to permit marriage between a man and his deceased wife’s sister, a degree of relation both the Church and civil authority had decreed too close to permit a conjugal union. The progressive element in the Commons ranted that the “sister prohibition” was a relic of Old Testament days in which the vice of concubinage was rampant, and that it was badly outdated. The conservatives raved that sin was sin, whatever the era, and that if moral law was to be tampered with, the Ten Commandments would soon be reduced to the Ten Suggestions and the whole empire would go sliding straight into the water pipe.

Neither side bothered to apologize for its scandalous language, even though the gallery that ringed the upper walls of the chamber was overflowing with observers, a number of whom were female. If women took an unfeminine interest in things governmental, both liberals and conservatives agreed, then they had to expect to be shocked from time to time. Still, in deference to those women who might have come with more appropriate social motives—say, to hear a husband’s speech or to flirt with an eligible MP after the session—a wooden screen had been erected along one side of the gallery to shield the fairer members of the weaker sex.

It was behind that screen of spindles that Antonia Paxton sat, chafing at the restricted view and at the nonsense being bandied about on the floor below. Wielding her fan vigorously with one hand, she dabbed her heated face with the handkerchief in the other. She had chosen to wear her black-trimmed purple silk with its cuirass bodice, stovepipe skirt, and fashionable bustle, and as the afternoon wore on, she began to feel every prickly lump in her horse-hair-padded bustle and each unyielding stay in her corset. It was a struggle to keep the heat of the chamber and her discomfort from distracting her from her purpose in being there.

She had come to observe the progress of the bill and to take note of which members of the House might be considered friends of the measure, and which were sworn enemies. A fortnight ago she had attended one of the parliamentary hearings on the bill and had come away from the proceedings incensed by many of the members’ attitudes toward marriage. As a result she had written impassioned letters to key members of the House of Commons and had importuned one of her former protégées whose husband was an MP to secure gallery passes for her.

She bit her lip and curled her fingers around the railing of the gallery, wishing she could demand to be recognized and speak on behalf of the women she knew would be securely married if not for that cruel and antiquated law. But the smells of stale smoke and exercised male heat billowing up from below underscored the fact that this was an exclusively male arena, and that however informed or powerful a woman’s views, she had to rely upon a man to express them here. The combination of her growing personal and political discomfort brought her to the edge of her nerves.

“If old Pickering utters one more ‘thou shalt not,’ I swear I shall climb out of this balcony and have at him with my purse,” she muttered from between gritted teeth. Rearranging herself yet again on her hard seat, she cast a glance at Aunt Hermione, who sat beside her wearing a look of wilted forbearance. “The ripe old cod. Just look at him.” With a nod she directed her aunt’s gaze to the front row of the Opposition bench, where a portly, bulbous-featured old fellow sat looking like a dyspeptic bulldog.

“Disgraceful,” Hermione agreed, tugging at her bonnet ribbons.

When Sir Jerome rolled to his feet yet again, Hermione groaned audibly and Antonia narrowed her eyes and fingered the chain handle of the handbag in her lap. But the old knight yielded the floor to a hitherto unheard speaker, a young backbencher named Shelburne, who proceeded to take the debate in an alarming new direction.

“One reason put forth in support of this vile bit of legislation,” the new speaker intoned, “is that permitting marriage between a man and his deceased wife’s sister would be a significant step toward reducing the problem of surplus women.”

Surplus women. That hideous term again. Antonia fought an almost irresistible urge to throw her purse over the railing at him.

“But we cannot afford to change our law to suit the whims and caprices of social fortune.” He grasped his lapels and inflated his chest as he warmed to his subject. “We cannot abandon our most sacred principles of morality for the sake of providing husbands for a few women, no matter how poor and wretched the creatures may be.”

There was a wave of reaction: “here, here’s” mingled with hoots of derision and rumbles of consternation. “I cannot speak to the fine theological points of this matter. But I can and must speak to the fact that there are better ways to deal with the unsavory imbalance in the numbers of eligible men and women. Let me read to you
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