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      Upon arriving home from his brother’s wedding, Darius de Lucey found a pile of calling cards on his silver tray—itself an unusual enough circumstance to give him a jolt of surprise. He did not, as a rule, receive many invitations to social events. Even if he were to be so favored by the ton, he would decline.

      But this was not his townhouse. Darius only lived here to avoid the inconvenience and expense of maintaining his own bachelor’s quarters. Alexander rarely came to town, and he would be coming even less often now that he was married.

      The calling cards were undoubtedly meant for his brother, the Earl de Lucey. Everyone wished to congratulate Alexander upon his recent nuptials.

      He flipped through the thick rectangles and noted something peculiar: a single name printed in ugly black typeface: MRS. ERSKINE.

      Another card, with that same visually offensive lettering.

      And so on, as if she’d tried visiting repeatedly in hopes of catching Alex at home.

      The name tickled a corner of his mind. He couldn’t place it, so he left the stack of cards and correspondence on his desk (technically, his brother’s desk, as Alex liked to remind him at every opportunity) to sift through later.

      Why would a married woman try to contact his brother so insistently? Alex’s wedding was hardly a secret. He’d rather shocked the ton by his choice of wife, a commoner, but that had been overshadowed by the even more shocking fact that he’d found himself engaged to his own half-sister.

      What a relief that hadn’t gone through. All sorts of family secrets had come spilling out last fall. But that hadn’t been enough for Darius to trust that his family would forgive his own, so he’d kept silent. Besides, why pile on when the de Lucey family was already reeling from so many revelations? His mistakes were in the past. Long since dealt with. Mostly.

      Darius had remained in the countryside for a few weeks to get to know Isabelle, his new half-sister, and to help manage Rosalyn’s younger siblings. The Fernsby children were a handful, constantly bickering, but charming in their fractious way. He’d been grateful to leave and intended to spend the upcoming Christmas holiday the way he spent most of his holidays: alone.

      On the day after his return to the de Lucey family townhouse, he discovered yet another irksome card on his silver salver.

      Plain white. Black letters. No indication of what she wanted. Darius flipped it over to read the address, an unassuming location in the City, then back again to that name. He’d finally realized why it sounded so familiar while reading the newspapers over his breakfast. The Opposition Leader, Mr. John Erskine, had died abruptly at a party, only a few weeks ago. Erskine had been a close ally of Queen Victoria. His set were prudish reformers—the exact opposite of the type of people Darius used to associate with.

      Were the insistent visitor and the Opposition Leader related? He could return her call and find out, but something told Darius she was trouble, and these days, he avoided trouble at all costs.

      “The lady who left this, did she say what she wanted?” he asked his manservant.

      “No, sir. She has been most persistent in trying to reach you.”

      “Me?”

      There went Darius’ theory that she wanted an audience with the earl.

      “The lady was quite direct that she needed to get in touch with you. She refused to say why. She said it was urgent and asked you to pay her a call at the address provided at your earliest convenience.”

      There could only be one reason for a married woman to want a private word with Darius, and that dredged up memories best forgotten. He might not know her by this name, but she must be someone from his past.

      Too bad for her. He’d long since closed the door on his dreadful history. These days, Darius kept to himself.

      “She gave no indication of why?” he asked.

      The servant shook his head. A faint line of frustration creased his brow. “The only additional information I can provide is that she is a widow, sir. Or at least, she wears mourning. Beyond that, I cannot say.”

      Interesting. That explained the black edging on her hideous calling cards.

      If she had been after a meeting with Alex, he would have guessed the lady had fallen upon hard times and thought the earl could aid her situation in some fashion. But that clearly wasn’t the case, and Darius did not like the implication of a widow desperately trying to track him down.

      Whoever Mrs. Erskine was, she could wait. Forever.
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          THREE DAYS BEFORE CHRISTMAS

        

      

    

    
      “A lady to see you, sir.”

      Darius, comfortably ensconced in his favorite leather chair with a bottle of his favorite brandy on the table beside him and a thoroughly mediocre book open on his knee, glanced at the clock on the fireplace mantel.

      “At this hour?”

      “She says she knows you’re in here and will not take no for an answer. The lady asked me to give you this.” His manservant presented a folded piece of fine parchment. A cracked red seal still clung to the center.

      Recognition sliced through him, as cold and sharp as the winter wind. Gingerly, he examined it. Apart from having been opened, the letter’s bumped corners and errant tea stain indicated it had been separated from its envelope sometime before arriving in his study.

      Technically, his brother’s study. Alex owned everything associated with the title. Which was a good thing. Darius would have frittered away the family’s fortune if he had been the heir.

      His youthful excess had put him into Countess Oreste’s debt.

      Mercenary bitch. Had to respect the woman. Not many people had such a nose for money.

      Darius didn’t blame her for his predicament. Getting there had been his own damn fault, and she’d given him a lifeline when he desperately needed it. For a price. Belladonna’s help always came at a steep cost.

      He folded the invitation. He was half-inclined to let in the lady who’d brought it, if only to find out how she’d come into possession of his personal correspondence. Then he decided he didn’t care to know, as long as he had it now.

      Probably another attempt at blackmail. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      If it was that Mrs. Erskine woman, she could stand out in the cold forever. She had certainly demonstrated her determination over the past couple of weeks, stopping by at different times of day in hopes of catching him.

      She’d placed that offensive card into his salver over and over again. He now had seventeen copies of the hideous thing.

      “Tell the lady I will not see her,” he said to his manservant. “Not tonight. Not ever.”

      “Very well, sir.”

      Darius settled deeper into his chair and returned to his reading. Before he could get halfway through the next paragraph, a disturbance from the hall made him sigh and close his book. Clearly, he was going to have to handle this himself.

      “If you lay a hand on me, Detective Holbern will hear about it,” an insistent female voice declared. “I must see Mr. de Lucey at once. It is a matter of life and death!”

      Cold air gusted into the room, guttering the fire, and carrying with it a woman draped in flapping black fabric. Darius blinked.

      There was insistent, and then there was desperate. She had the anxious air of a starving dog that had found a bone and was prepared to guard it with her life.

      She kept her back to him, holding her skirt out of the way as she dodged the servant’s attempts to herd her back into the hallway.

      “Life or death, you say?”

      The woman whipped around. Her drab cloak and skirts settled all at once.

      He’d have remembered this woman if he’d met her before. Unquestionably.

      Her delicate features and elegant figure ought to be graced with fine silk, not swallowed by dull crape. Darius glimpsed a shocking glint of reddish hair underneath the ugliest hat he’d ever laid eyes upon.

      “Yes, it’s imperative I speak with The Honorable Mr. de Lucey at once.” Her hazel eyes narrowed fractionally. This woman was a Boudica capable of scorching the very earth.

      Darius winced at the use of his full title. She clearly didn’t recognize him, which sent his theory that she was someone from his past up the chimney. If this was an attempt at blackmail, she must think he could be shamed into payment by producing that scandalous invitation.

      As if a masquerade ball could possibly shame him, after the things he’d done. “You have my attention, Mrs. Erskine.”

      “At last. You have proved to be a difficult man to find, sir, despite your reputation as a philanderer.”

      Darius waved away his servant. The man bowed stiffly and exited, closing the door. Propriety required that the door be left open, but considering she had come to his doorstep alone, in the dark, propriety had already been left for dead in the roadway outside.

      Tension fairly hummed in the air. Coal in the grate shifted audibly.

      “Did you come here to insult me, Mrs. Erskine?”

      Seeing that she wasn’t going to have to fight to remain in his study, she slowly relaxed, reminding Darius of a blackbird settling on a branch, watching the sky for hawks, and prepared to take wing at any second.

      “Allow me to introduce myself properly, sir. I am Justine, daughter-in-law to John Erskine, the late Opposition Leader.”

      “I see,” said Darius, though he didn’t. He was only humoring her because she was beautiful and determined—and certainly the most exciting thing to happen to him since finding out he had a half-sister, Isabelle. “Whose life is at risk, might I ask?”

      “My father-in-law’s.”

      “The one whose funeral half of London attended a few weeks ago?”

      The pink glow on his visitor’s cheeks deepened into a blush. “John was murdered. I’ve been trying to find you for weeks to ask for help only you can provide, but you’ve been avoiding me.”

      “Indeed, I have,” Darius said dryly. “It seems to me the danger has passed, Mrs. Erskine. He is, after all, deceased, if you’ll forgive my bluntness. Nor do I comprehend what any of this has to do with Countess Oreste’s Christmas masquerade ball.”

      “Allow me to begin from the beginning.”

      “An excellent place to start.” Her lips twitched in a reluctant smile, there and gone. Her shoulders relaxed slightly until he raised the invitation. “How did you get this?”

      She bristled again, though her gaze cut guiltily away from his.

      “I acquired it from Detective Holbern. He gave it to me at John’s graveside a few weeks ago. I have been attempting to contact you ever since.”

      “How did this detective come to be in possession of my personal correspondence, Mrs. Erskine?”

      “I don’t know. He didn’t say.” She edged closer to the fire.

      Darius had numerous secrets he would like to keep hidden, but nothing of the kind that might interest Scotland Yard. His curiosity and alarm piqued in equal measure, he raised one eyebrow and waited.

      “The detective doesn’t believe my father-in-law’s death was an accident,” she said in a rush. “I am certain John was murdered. Holbern told me that he doesn’t have enough evidence to push for an investigation, but if I can find it, he’ll get word to Her Majesty. The Queen would want to see his death avenged. But first, I need to get proof.”

      A finger of cold premonition slid down Darius’ spine like a caress from beyond the grave. This woman’s story made no sense. Detectives did not go around asking ordinary people to assist them with gathering evidence in a murder investigation.

      Then again, it wasn’t every day the Opposition Leader passed away while at a party.

      “Explain to me one thing, Mrs. Erskine. Who do you believe murdered him?”

      “Countess Oreste.” She practically spat the name. “Known among her confidantes as Belladonna.”

      Darius threw back his head and laughed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Justine studied the man she’d spent weeks trying to track down.

      Whatever she’d expected to find when she finally cornered Darius de Lucey, he was not it.

      She expected him to be well-dressed, but while his clothing was tailored, it wasn’t ostentatious the way some members of the aristocracy flaunted their wealth. He wasn’t dismissive, either. Humoring her, yes.

      “Countess Oreste was in attendance at the party where my father-in-law died. He was poisoned. She’s named for a poison, for pity’s sake. Besides, I saw her going down the hallway to his room not long before his body was discovered!”

      “You’re hardly an impartial witness.”

      Justine’s temples throbbed. She’d promised her husband, Timothy, on his deathbed, to care for his father. She’d failed. There was no sugarcoating how badly she’d failed, and now this dissolute aristocrat who didn’t even have the responsibility of polishing his own shoes was refusing to help her right a grievous wrong. The glimmer of curiosity she’d felt about him vanished.

      Worse—he was protecting that dreadful countess.

      If she hadn’t already seen enough aristocratic licentiousness and hypocrisy in the years she had served to further John’s political career, she had all the proof she needed in how quickly they’d abandoned her in the weeks since his death.

      “Bella is many things, but she is not a murderess,” Mr. de Lucey drawled.

      “How do you know?” Justine demanded.

      “Suffice it to say, I am long acquainted with the lady.”

      She scoffed at his use of the word “lady.”

      “Bella has a hard head and a soft heart. She doesn’t let the latter rule the former. That’s all I’m going to say about it.”

      “You won’t help me,” Justine stated flatly.

      “Hang Bella for murder? Absolutely not.”

      “You’re protecting her? That woman is a—a procuress. A madam.” She could hardly grit the last word out between her clenched teeth.

      “No one visits the House of Virtue by force, Mrs. Erskine. Either to work or to play.”

      Play? Sex wasn’t playful. It was serious business for the getting of heirs and—and⁠—

      Heat erupted over her cheeks. Justine adjusted her shawl, draping it more loosely around her elbows. His gaze followed the motion. The heat seeped into her skin, spreading like the beginning of a fever.

      She’d never felt comfortable with men’s attention. But unless she wanted a murderess to walk free and John’s death to go unavenged, she was going to have to grit her teeth and find a way inside the mansion at 9 Dove Street.

      Think, she ordered herself. How could she appeal to a wealthy, self-absorbed aristocrat’s sense of justice? Did he have one?

      “Do you go there to play?” she asked, buying time as she scanned the room for any clue about this man’s interests. He was humoring her. It wouldn’t last for long.

      There was a game of chess in progress near the desk. A deck of cards stacked neatly on the tea table by Mr. de Lucey’s knees. A leather-bound volume lay beside it. She tipped her head to read the spine. Photographs of British Algae: Cyanotype Impressions.

      That wasn’t any help.

      Perhaps if she challenged him to a bet? She was fairly practiced at cards. Timothy liked to play, but took it hard if she won too many times in a row, so she’d learned to lose without making it obvious.

      Her pulse leapt to discover Mr. de Lucey at her side. He brushed away a tendril of her hair. Justine flinched at his touch. Frozen like a rabbit trying to hide from a fox, she waited to see what he would do.

      His breath ghosted against her cheek like the beat before a kiss.

      Justine was suddenly aware of him as more than an inconvenient obstacle to her mission of vengeance.

      He moved away, and Justine exhaled, gulping air to collect herself. “You wouldn’t last five minutes at Belladonna’s House of Virtue.”

      Mr. de Lucey had been testing her, the bastard.

      “To answer your question, Mrs. Erskine, I don’t frequent Countess Oreste’s anymore. I haven’t in years.”

      “I’ve never been,” she said, inanely.

      “I can tell.”

      The man’s mouth quirked up at the corner in a smirk. He was toying with her—and very effectively.

      Dismay settled into the pit of her stomach.

      Mr. Darius de Lucey was the most vexingly handsome example of masculinity she’d ever laid eyes upon. His dark hair gleamed like the chestnuts she used to collect in the fall. He moved with leonine grace to the carved and polished wooden desk, where he poured two fingers of brandy into a glass and offered it to her.

      Against her better judgment, she accepted it, ignoring the frisson that skittered up her arm when their fingertips brushed. Ever since John’s funeral, she’d been turning to the devil’s water with greater frequency—a habit she fully intended to break as soon as she brought Holbern the evidence he needed to hang Countess Oreste.

      Justine met Mr. de Lucey’s gaze over the rim. The smirk was gone. His eyes were deep blue with a hint of gray, like a summer sky with a storm on the horizon.

      And she was a fool, waxing poetic about this arrogant rake’s good looks. He knew exactly how to get women to do what he wished. She’d never been the kind of woman whose head was easily turned by a handsome man.

      He didn’t knock back the brandy the way she expected him to. The way John would have. Instead, he savored it. The column of his throat moved. Justine dragged her attention elsewhere, as if it were a child she’d taken by the ear, but butterflies still ran riot in her stomach.

      This was not helping.

      “If you’re so certain the countess is innocent, why not prove it?” she demanded.

      “You’re the one making accusations, Mrs. Erskine. The burden of proof is upon you.”

      “My given name is Justine.”

      He cut her an assessing glance. “How appropriate for a woman hell-bent on revenge.”

      She stiffened. “It’s not revenge.”

      “Isn’t it?” He stalked over to her. “If all you wanted was justice, Justine, you’d wait for the police to investigate. But it’s been weeks, and nothing has come of it. Have you asked yourself why?”

      “Because they need evidence.”

      “Which it is their job to obtain.”

      “They can’t. The countess is politically connected. I spent years around Parliament, Mr. de Lucey. I know how the world works. The powerful protect their own.” She lifted her chin. “I am the only one who can get it.”

      If the countess didn’t recognize her.

      If she could get into the woman’s private quarters.

      If she could remain undetected long enough to find any clue that could indicate Countess Oreste had been the one to poison the Opposition Leader. Detective Holbern assured her that Queen Victoria herself wanted Belladonna’s den of iniquity shut down.

      But it wasn’t as if he was assuming any of the risk himself. He’d left it all to her. The only clue Holbern had given her was that stupid invitation.

      “Help me, Mr. de Lucey,” she pleaded.

      “You’re on the wrong track, Justine,” he said flatly.

      His hand came up as if to brush his knuckle along her cheek. Her heart stopped, then hammered in her throat. He turned away from her, clasping his wrist at the small of his back as though to prevent it from escaping his control again.

      Justine didn’t understand why she felt a momentary sting of disappointment when he did not touch her.

      “I told you I don’t visit the House of Virtue anymore. I haven’t in a long time,” he said.

      “Then why did she send you an invitation to her masquerade ball?”

      “As a reminder.”

      “A reminder of what?”

      “That is private information, Justine.” He sauntered away. “Why are you so hell-bent upon avenging your father-in-law’s death? You seem to have had an unusually close relationship with him.”

      “John was there for me when my husband died,” Justine blurted. She never discussed Timothy or her marriage with anyone, yet here she was telling her sad life story to a total stranger. “I was widowed when I was twenty-one, and I had no other living family to turn to. I lived with John longer than I did with my husband. Five years.”

      Until the night someone had killed the last remaining member of her family. Outrageous how that someone still walked free.

      “I am sorry for your loss.”

      Justine ducked her chin. She didn’t want platitudes. She wanted justice. If she could find out what Mr. de Lucey’s secret was, she might be able to blackmail him into helping her.

      A hollow pit opened in her stomach. She had always been the one trying to keep John from engaging in his worst impulses to get what he wanted. They’d spent many evenings debating the morality of using underhanded means to achieve one’s goals.

      All it took for John to win her over to his side was his death.

      “If you won’t assist me, I’ll simply have to find another way.”

      She snatched the invitation from the table, only for him to wrap one hand around her arm and try to pluck it out of her grasp. Her fingers tightened. Paper crumpled.

      “I’ll be keeping what’s mine, Justine,” he said sternly.

      Reluctantly, she released it. Now how was she going to get into that party?

      “Be careful, Mrs. Erskine. Bella has many powerful friends who won’t hesitate to protect her.”

      “The countess has more enemies.”

      “You’d be surprised how often the two are the same.”

      Justine raised one eyebrow. “Now that is simply absurd. One cannot be both a friend and an enemy at once.”

      “I wish I saw the world in black and white. Good evening, Mrs. Erskine—and good luck.”

      The door slammed behind her. Justine jumped at the sound. Her fingers curled around the edge of her cloak. She’d prove him wrong. She would prove everyone wrong.
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          MEANWHILE, ACROSS TOWN…

        

      

    

    
      There had been a time in her life when Belladonna loved Christmas. The singing. Trimming the tree. The feast. Even attending service, a solemn counterweight to the festivity, had been a joy for her.

      She missed that feeling.

      “Do you think they’ll invite us to dinner this year?” asked Archie, her nineteen-year-old son, with undue optimism. His slender arms were freighted with a basket from Harrods, her favorite store. The convenience of being able to shop for so many different items all at once always made Bella feel like a child set free in a confectioner’s store.

      Bags dangled from her aching wrists. Bella didn’t ordinarily carry her own packages. She had footmen. But this mission was too delicate to risk even her most-trusted servant, Starke, witnessing her humiliation.

      Chief among Bella’s many sins was pride.

      “If not, we shall invite them to ours.”

      Archie snorted. “As if they’d ever set foot in the House of Virtue, Mum.”

      She laughed. “True.” They stopped at the shop door below a sign marked Bristow & Sons Fine Tailors. In the distance, Big Ben chimed the Westminster Quarters.

      No matter how much wealth she accumulated, or how she attempted to make amends, her family refused her efforts at reconciliation. She was not the only Bristow too proud to bend.

      Yet here she was, bending toward her family. Again. Perhaps this year would be different.

      “We can’t stand here all evening,” Archie said as the bells faded. “Might as well go in.”

      “Right.”

      When she still didn’t move to open it, despite her comparatively freer hands, he shifted the enormous basket with its ridiculous gold bow, depressed the lever, and managed to kick the plate.

      The bell above the door chimed, taking Bella back in time.

      Shaking away memories of a happy childhood, she bustled into the warmth before she could lose her courage. Heat steamed her cheeks. The place looked different since the last time she’d set foot inside. They’d used the savings from the reduced rent she charged them after purchasing the building outright to renovate. The name on the deed did not indicate her ownership. If they knew who collected their rent each month, the Bristows would move shop.

      They despised her that much.

      Did they still?

      Was twenty years enough penance?

      “We’re about to close…Oh. Jane. It’s you.”

      Stillness settled heavily over the room.

      “Merry Christmas, Polly.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      Her unsmiling sister came out from behind the counter. Big Ben’s final ring faded like a death knell.

      “We brought you a basket from Harrods,” Archie informed his aunt as if it weren’t perfectly obvious what they were doing there: attempting to bribe their way back into their family’s good graces. Again.

      Last year, Bella’s father had seen them coming up the street and locked the door before they could enter. They deposited their gifts upon the stoop. She didn’t know if they’d ever opened the door to receive them, or if they’d been swiped.

      The year before that, her mother had accepted their gift of chocolates and wine—only for Bella to find them smashed on her front walkway the next day.

      Still, the part of her that had grown up as Jane Bristow in this unassuming little shop, surrounded by her brothers and sisters, sewing scraps into dresses for her dolls, yearned for her family’s acceptance.

      Yes, she’d made a terrible mistake—a profound error of judgment that resulted in Archie. Even if she could, she wouldn’t go back and undo it. She could never regret her son.

      Bella couldn’t claim ignorance. At seventeen, she’d known exactly what she was doing when she agreed to trade her virginity in service of her father’s debt to his married business partner. She hadn’t made any vows. She broke no promises.

      Yet she was the one who bore all the blame.

      “Is Mother at home?”

      The family’s cramped apartments were above their modest shop.

      “She’s upstairs. Papa is ailing.” Polly blocked her path. “They don’t want to see you.”

      “They can decide that for themselves, Pol.”

      “They have. We all have.” Polly crossed her arms over her chest. Her chin, which sported a slight under hang of sagging skin, jutted stubbornly. There were crow’s feet around her eyes and permanent crease marks bracketing her mouth. Bella was an inch taller than her sister, and if not for the evidence of a grown son, no one would guess that she was four years older. Bitterness had a way of aging people.

      “Where is Freddie?” Bella asked.

      “I’m here.”

      She turned to find her oldest brother ducking through the heavy velvet curtain that now partitioned the workroom in the back from the renovated front room. A palimpsest of memory overlaid the scene. Freddie, his eyesight already failing, bent over a sewing machine while their mother hand-stitched part of a man’s shirt. The Bristows were known for the quality of their work, but with clothing more affordable now that they were available from department stores like Harrods, there wasn’t as much demand for custom-made.

      Now, Freddie’s hair was thin on top and gray at the temples. His belly strained the buttons on his waistcoat. A gold chain dangled from the lowest button, draped elegantly to the watch pocket.

      Good. He’d been able to retrieve it from the pawn shop. She had wondered. Grandfather’s watch had been his sixteenth birthday gift.

      “Merry Christmas, Brother. I brought you something.” Bella placed the bags on the floor. Her pulse quickened as she rummaged through the stack of elaborately wrapped boxes. Popping up, she held one out in both hands. “Please. Take it.”

      She would beg if she had to.

      Slowly, without glancing at Polly, he untied the ribbon. Bella’s breath caught and held as he tore the paper and lifted the box lid to reveal a cashmere scarf with a ruby pin in the center.

      “This is very expensive, Jane.” He raised it to the light, examining the fine workmanship with an expert’s eye for quality.

      Polly huffed. “We have no use for such luxuries, Jane. Just because you laid with any man who would have you to afford them doesn’t mean we want them.”

      “That’s my mum you’re insulting.” Archie tried to defend her, bless him.

      “Life doesn’t need to be all work and no pleasure. Virtue doesn’t require total sacrifice⁠—”

      “Don’t speak to me of pleasure,” Polly hissed. “I’d have had a dowry if it weren’t for you.”

      Fat lot it would have done her sister. To Bella’s knowledge, Polly had never had a beau.

      “We all lost when you had that affaire. Every single one of us. Father lost his best friend. Mother’s reputation suffered for your vice and indulgence. She was shunned by everyone at church, did you know that? Did you care?”

      “I did know. I do care.”

      But she did not accept that she bore sole responsibility.

      Bella deposited the bags she was carrying on the counter beside the basket. Facing her sister, she propped one fist on her hip.

      “May I ask you, Polly, are you happy with the life you’ve chosen?”

      “I had no choice.”

      Bella cut a quick glance at her son. Archie blanched. The scene of blame and shame she’d hoped to avoid was spiraling out of control.

      “You always have a choice.” Gesturing to her pile of offerings, she said, “For example, you can choose to open those gifts. Or you can return them to Harrods for the money. You’ll find the receipt inside.” Or you can toss them in the street again, like the ingrate you’ve always been. Bella didn’t say it, but she thought it. Loudly.

      Polly huffed again. “Crass of you to want us to know how much you spent on your annual attempt at bribery.”

      “Give Mum credit, Aunt Pol. She’s discreet. There are no sums listed. It’s only if you don’t like it and want to choose something different for yourself.”

      Polly’s umbrage abruptly dissipated. “I’m sorry you’re caught in the middle of this mess, Archie.”

      Heavy footsteps thudded down the stairway, interrupting them. Bella’s heart broke a little to see her father so aged. She didn’t have many years left in which to reconcile with him.
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