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            TO WIN A SCOT’S HEART…

          

        

      

    

    
      Agnes St. James has no wealth, no status, and no suitors. Thankfully, she’s happy with her family, her friends, and her beloved shop, the place to buy fine silks in Edinburgh.

      

      Felix Duncan has a thriving legal career, connections, and ambition. What he doesn’t have, despite his father’s prodding, is a wife. Fortunately, he’s content with that.

      

      Then their paths cross, and suddenly both realize they want more. Agnes is astonished—and thrilled—that such a charming, handsome fellow is flirting with her. Felix is astonished—and bowled over—that his friend’s younger sister has grown into such a clever beauty. It looks like Fate—until a scandalous indiscretion and a shocking inheritance threaten to spoil any chance of happily-ever-after…
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      Agnes St. James was her father’s favorite child.

      Some of her earliest memories were of bouncing along atop his shoulders as he did errands around Edinburgh. Her mother protested, but George St. James just laughed and took Agnes to the Exchange, to his banker, to visit merchants. He taught her to ride their pony astride, without her mother’s knowledge. He taught her to swim in the firth, this time with her mother’s approval. He took her on long walks in the nearby countryside, and even taught her to play golf and cricket with her older brother Andrew and his friends.

      But her favorite place to go with Papa was the family’s silk shop. He had bought it when she was a small child. By then Drew was in school and her mother was home with her two little sisters, Winifred and Isabella, so Agnes got Papa all to herself at the shop. He would sit her on the counter and let her touch the shining bolts while he told her where the silk came from and how it was made.

      Agnes loved the shop. She loved running her fingers over the beautiful, delicate silks, imagining them made into lovely gowns and frock coats. She couldn’t wait to stand behind the counter and unfurl a roll of silk before someone’s rapturous gaze, the way Papa did.

      Papa was delighted by her interest. “That’s my clever girl,” he would exclaim as she figured yardages and costs on her slate for him. By the time she was ten, Agnes had come to think of the shop as her future, and she spent hours daydreaming of how she would arrange the window displays and the salon, when it was hers.

      A month after she turned twelve, Papa developed a cough. Mama begged him to stay in bed, but he insisted he needed to work. Agnes, by then allowed to come to the shop every afternoon, listened as his cough grew harsh and hacking.

      The doctor came, but no tonic or poultice helped. In a matter of weeks, her hearty, active father sickened and wasted away until he simply didn’t wake up one morning.

      Agnes was devastated. Mama wept until she fainted. Bella, almost eight, started sucking her thumb again, and Winnie wouldn’t come out of her room. Heartbroken, they buried him in the neat churchyard of St. Mary’s, only to discover that it was just the beginning of their nightmare.

      Papa had not been good with money. In fact, he’d been quite bad with it, and now they had none—less than none, as there was a mortgage against the shop. Drew returned from the lawyer’s, white-faced and solemn, and told Mama they were actually rather poor.

      Agnes grew up five years in one day when Mama, pale and quiet, put on her second-best dress—now dyed black—and went to take over the shop, leaving Agnes in charge of the house and her sisters with only the help of Annag, their sole remaining servant. She spilled soup on the floor, her sisters had a screaming fight that brought the neighbor to inquire what was wrong, and when Mama finally came home Agnes fled to her bed in tears.

      The lowest moment, though, was the day Agnes arrived home and found Winnie eavesdropping at the parlor door, her ear pressed to the wood. “There’s someone here to see Drew,” she mouthed to Agnes, who scurried over to join her. The voices were coming closer to the door, and the two girls ran up the stairs to avoid being caught.

      The door opened. Out came a man about Papa’s age, then a younger man. That was Felix Duncan, Drew’s friend, who played cricket and golf with them. Drew followed, his head bowed. The man paused, speaking to Drew in a low voice.

      Felix glanced up the stairs and saw them. Winnie gasped and fled. Agnes stayed where she was, her heart racing.

      She knew Felix. He was the sort of boy who never backed down from an argument, who played hard until the last batsman was called out, who regularly was scolded for his smart mouth. Papa liked him immensely; “a good lad,” he’d said, even when Felix and Drew got into trouble together.

      Today Felix gave her a long look, then a quick nod, as if to say, don’t worry, all will be well.

      When the visitors had gone, she crept down the stairs. “What did they want, Drew?”

      Her brother looked far older than eighteen. “Mr. Duncan offered to help with Papa’s affairs, and then he offered a loan.”

      “How much?” she whispered. That must have been what Felix’s nod meant, what a good friend indeed he was—

      He sighed. “I can’t take it.”

      “Why not?”

      “What we need is money,” Drew said bleakly. “We already have enough debt.”

      Three days later Drew accepted a lieutenancy in an army regiment being formed. A fortnight after that he was gone, leaving them with his first month’s pay and a promise to send more when he could. Mama told them they must bravely wave good-bye to him and not cry, but Agnes spied the tears on her mother’s cheeks as her brother disappeared up the street.

      Agnes and her sisters began going with Mama to the shop, sweeping the floors and tidying the workroom. There were no more hikes on Arthur’s Seat, no more cricket. No one else came to call. They moved house twice to smaller and cheaper lodgings. Her brother was gone, her mother worried nonstop, and if not for the kind but anonymous neighbor who left a ham or joint of meat on their step every month, they would have gone hungry at times.

      But they still had the shop. It was the only thing that carried her onward. It was her link to Papa, her hope for the future, and Agnes vowed she would make it the best in all Edinburgh.

      

      Felix Duncan was his father’s pride and joy.

      There were five other names in the family Bible, three before his and two after. Only one of those sons had lived longer than a year, and Felix didn’t remembered any of them. Felix was all his father had left.

      At times it was wonderful. He never had to work for his father’s attention; every day at breakfast and dinner he had it. No matter how petty or small his complaint or victory, his father listened. If a tutor made Latin or mathematics confusing or dull, Lachlan Duncan would explain it patiently until Felix understood.

      The Duncan men went into law. They all had for four generations, with the exception of one cousin who inexplicably became a merchant captain. Felix always knew he would be an attorney, from the time he had to stand on his father’s law books to see over the desk and watch Lachlan write a brief.

      He always told Felix what he was writing. “Mr. MacDonald was arrested for murdering a man behind a tavern,” he would explain, “but he has been falsely accused.”

      “How do you know?” It was his father’s favorite query to him, and Felix loved to turn it around on him.

      Lachlan was pleased when he did. “Firstly, because he swore an oath that he did not. Secondly, because his wife and his landlord saw him at his home on the night his friend was murdered. And thirdly, because the poor soul who was killed was seen gambling that night with another man, and had accused him of cheating for all to hear.” Lachlan tapped his nose. “That casts serious doubt on the charge that Mr. MacDonald would hurt a man known to be his friend.”

      “And that other man killed him?”

      Lachlan would raise a finger. “I don’t have to answer that, son. I only have to show that Mr. MacDonald did not.”

      But at times, it was not wonderful to be the pride and joy. Sometimes it was a millstone around his neck. When he grew bored under a strict tutor’s hand and ran away into the alleys and closes of Edinburgh, or was caught sneaking the brandy, there was no one else to absorb his father’s temper.

      Once he complained to his friend about it. “Damned unfair of my brothers, to leave me to carry on the Duncan honor myself,” he grumbled.

      “Aye,” agreed Andrew St. James. “The redheaded runt of the litter. Your poor da.” Which started a wrestling match that Felix won only by dint of refusing—ever—to cry pax.

      St. James never disappointed his father, Felix was sure. Drew was the image of his father: tall and athletic, good-humored and amiable. Unlike Lachlan Duncan, who was often in court or the Advocate’s Library at Parliament Square, George St. James had time to umpire cricket matches and hike the nearby hills. If Felix didn’t quite want to be a St. James, he wouldn’t have minded if his father were more like Drew’s.

      Until Mr. St. James died suddenly.

      That was terrible. Felix only dimly remembered when his own mother died, when he was five. But Felix didn’t realize how terrible it was until Drew said he could not go to university that fall after all.

      They had expected and planned to go together. It was unthinkable that Drew wouldn’t; he was a lord’s grandson, and belonged at university. Something had to be done.

      His father was surprised by his request. “Help the St. Jameses?”

      He nodded. “Mr. St. James died last month. They’re in a bad way.”

      “Ah,” murmured Lachlan. “What do you propose?”

      Felix opened his mouth, then hesitated. “There must be something we can do…”

      His father waited.

      “There are three little girls, see,” he explained. “And the widow. Drew doesn’t see how they can survive if he goes to university.”

      His father’s eyes narrowed, but he nodded. “Very well.”

      It didn’t go as planned. Drew flushed when Lachlan offered funds, and failing that, legal advice. “Thank you, sir, but I think I’ve got it.”

      Felix’s father didn’t let go easily. He quizzed Drew for half an hour, before sitting back with a nod. “If ever you need it, my offer remains.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Duncan.” Drew jumped up to show them out.

      Felix was deeply frustrated. In the corridor he caught sight of two of the little girls spying on them; one ran but the other stayed, her wide blue eyes anxious.

      That was Agnes, the tenacious one who used to come along to the cricket pitch. Her father always let her play. She was too small to bat, but she was fast in the field. And she never ever gave up trying, which Felix admired.

      He couldn’t disappoint her. Felix gave her a confident nod.

      “What else can we do?” he demanded outside.

      His father’s stride didn’t break. “Nothing.”

      “What? Why?”

      Lachlan looked sharply at his indignant outburst. “He’s got pride. He won’t accept help.”

      “Yes, but… What will he do?”

      His father stopped. “He’s your friend, aye?” On guard for a trap, Felix nodded slowly. “Then do him the courtesy of trusting him. He’s a grown man—too young to support a family, but it’s his decision to make. I can’t tell him what to do.” He gave Felix a speaking look. “He’s not my son, is he?”

      No. Drew was not. But Felix was, and so Felix watched helplessly as his friend joined the army and left Edinburgh. That fall he went to university and studied law, as planned. He kept an ear out for the St. James family, but their shop remained open, and the girls looked healthy the few times he spied them. Drew must have figured everything out, as Lachlan had predicted.

      But he never forgot the little girl with the big blue eyes.
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      TWELVE YEARS LATER

      Mr. Agnew’s coffeehouse near the Exchange was a favorite of the legal set, being near the Justiciary Courts and the Advocates Library. Felix Duncan spent nearly every morning there in search of breakfast, frequently returning in the afternoons for business, and sundry other times when he had nothing better to do. Agnew brewed the best coffee in Edinburgh, and his wife Martha was a divine cook.

      On this fine spring day, he sat with William Hunter, with whom he shared a law office, ostensibly to discuss a brief regarding a client’s case, but in reality to pass the time with plenty of hot coffee and cakes before being called to present the case. Under normal circumstances he would have been relaxed and unhurried; the case was well in hand, and he expected to win his client’s argument. There was also a lively discussion going on about the rash of robberies that had afflicted the town of late, as attorneys made a parlor game of guessing the defense one might make.

      Today, Felix wasn’t aware of any of it.

      He had been earlier, but then he’d turned around upon Hunter’s arrival and spotted her. Ever since, his eyes had wandered back toward her repeatedly, until even Hunter noticed.

      “You’re staring.” Hunter folded back a corner of the brief and made a mark. “Again. I’ll begin a tally.”

      “If you would finish that brief, we could leave,” he retorted, though he was in no hurry to go. The woman across the public room was lovely. He’d never seen her here before, and he would have noticed. She sat in a ray of sunlight that had forced its way into the coffeehouse solely to illuminate her, making her dark curls shine and her pink jacket look like a freshly picked rose. She picked up her teacup and sipped, glancing his way in the process. For a moment their gazes connected.

      Felix grinned involuntarily. Her eyes widened uncertainly. He dipped his head in silent greeting. She turned back to her companion.

      “I’ll finish the brief later,” said Hunter, watching over the rims of his spectacles. “Don’t let me keep you from more pressing matters.”

      “No, no, read it now,” he said. Helen, the girl who served the pastries, stopped by the table, her table, and the ladies spoke to her.

      “You’re in a sad state.” Hunter was openly mocking him. “I’ll send the Buchanan brief over tomorrow, aye? When your mind is available to concentrate on it?”

      “Right,” he murmured, still mesmerized.

      “And I’ll charge my next tavern round to your account.”

      “Aye.” The lady in pink gave Helen a beaming smile, and his breath caught. By the saints, she was a beauty.

      “Might have my horse reshod and send you the bill for that, too,” went on Hunter.

      “Mmm-hmm,” he said absently. Helen was nodding, and now headed toward the kitchen, which lay directly behind his table.

      Felix put up a hand as she approached. “Good morn, Helen.”

      “And to you, Mr. Duncan.” She grinned. She knew him well, as he practically lived here. “More coffee already?”

      “Did those ladies happen to order some of Martha’s currant buns?”

      She looked puzzled. “Aye.”

      He gave her his most engaging smile. “Would you deliver them to my table instead, so I might deliver them to theirs?” Helen frowned in suspicion. “I’m acquainted with the lady by the window,” he added hastily.

      “Then why don’t you go say a word to her without needing a plate of buns to smooth your way?”

      Hunter snorted with laughter.

      Felix held up a shilling and tried to look angelic. “Have pity on a fellow, Helen…”

      “He needs help,” put in Hunter. “Too timid to speak to a woman without an excuse.”

      Felix made a rude gesture at his associate. Helen rolled her eyes but took the coin and departed for the kitchen.

      His partner was watching with raised brows and a fiendish grin. “Are you really acquainted with her?”

      Felix resolutely refused to turn around again, unlike Hunter, who was all but staring at the women now. “I am. Well, in a manner of speaking. I know her brother.”

      Hunter’s brows shot up. “Mrs. Ramsay’s got a brother? No, she doesn’t.”

      “Not Mrs. Ramsay, idiot,” said Felix under his breath. Hunter was speaking far too loudly. “Her companion.”

      Ilsa Ramsay was the daughter of a prominent tradesman. Her wealthy husband had died a year ago in a duel made all the more infamous by the lurid trial that followed it, but instead of retiring in privacy, she had burst out of mourning, months early, like a butterfly from a chrysalis. Edinburgh was both scandalized and intrigued. Today she wore a gown of vivid yellow and a warm, friendly smile that caused more than one man in the coffeehouse to pause and watch her.

      But not Felix.

      “What?” His friend’s face went blank with surprise, and he craned his neck for another look. “Not Mrs. Ramsay? Oh… Now I see.”

      Anyone with eyes could see. The other lady was quieter and more simply dressed, but just as striking. Felix fought off the urge to look her way again. “She used to come along to the cricket pitch when we were lads. Her brother was a crack batsman, and her father would umpire the matches. She was only a child the last time I recall meeting her, but now she’s…”

      “Certainly not a child,” finished Hunter when he fell silent. “Aye, she’s very handsome.”

      Felix fervently agreed. “Are they looking this way?”

      Hunter snorted with laughter. “Nay, lad, they’ve no idea you’re alive.”

      Cautiously he peeked over his shoulder. The ladies had their heads together over a magazine on the table. As he watched, the lady in pink picked up her teacup, the steam visible in the sunlight. She pursed her lips and blew on it before taking a sip, and Felix’s stomach tightened. By God, what a lovely mouth she had.

      Helen reappeared and set down a tray holding a plate of warm currant buns and a crock of butter. “Go on with you,” she told him. “Make haste.”

      Felix grinned and leapt to his feet. “Merci, Helen. Hunter, wish me luck.”

      His partner leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. “You’ll need it! I’ve never seen such a hopeless case.”

      He ran one hand down his front, smoothing his waistcoat, and picked up the tray. “I appreciate your confidence.” And he headed toward the table by the window.

      

      “We are being spied upon,” murmured Ilsa Ramsay.

      “Hmm?” Agnes St. James didn’t look up from the magazine, busy reading the description of a magnificent gown worn by a countess to an opera in London recently. It would make a splendid window display in the silk shop, if she could recreate it.

      “Over there,” Ilsa whispered with a slight nod. “Tall, ginger hair, commendable shoulders. He is staring.”

      Oh. Agnes smiled briefly. Another man struck by Ilsa. She’d been friends with Ilsa for four months, and this happened regularly. “Be kind to him,” she whispered back.

      Ilsa looked hurt. “Am I unkind?”

      Agnes grinned at her. “You determinedly turn away every man who tries to flirt with you.”

      Her friend made a face. She had only been widowed a year ago and had often declared she didn’t want another husband. That didn’t stop men from pursuing her, obviously. “Only the ones I know. They are suspect.”

      Agnes turned the page. The countess’s hat was described as well, to her delight. “Do you know this one?”

      Ilsa tilted her head, making no effort to hide her observation. “No,” she said thoughtfully. “But he is very handsome.”

      Agnes shook her head, smiling ruefully, and reached for her tea. Oh, to be a single lady in possession of both beauty and a large fortune, able to entrance men from across a room.

      “Oh my. He is coming this way.”

      “That didn’t take long,” Agnes murmured.

      Ilsa rolled her eyes before assuming a bright smile as a man stopped beside their table. His kilt swung as he made a sweeping bow.

      “I beg your pardon, mesdames, but have you ordered some fresh currant buns?”

      His voice was lovely. Agnes glanced up at him through her eyelashes. As Ilsa had said, he was tall and handsome. Decidedly so. And vaguely familiar. A frown touched her brow. She was sure she knew who he was…

      Ilsa regarded him impishly. “We did! But has something ill befallen Helen? Has Mr. Agnew pressed you into his employ?”

      He laughed. “Not at all! Poor Helen is frantic, nearly run off her feet, and I hastened to offer my services in her moment of distress.”

      As one, Agnes and Ilsa looked past him to see Helen watching, hands on her hips and a smirk on her face, clearly not frantic at all. “How very considerate of you to leap to her aid,” said Ilsa drolly. “If we were acquainted, I would thank you by name, sir.”

      He laughed again as he set down their plate of buns and butter. “It would be my pleasure to tell you. Felix Duncan, at your service, madam.”

      Agnes’s eyes widened in surprised recognition. Oh. Involuntarily she looked up.

      His eyes were fixed on her. His smile grew wider as their gazes met. “Forgive me—Miss St. James, is it not?”

      The breath caught in her throat. Ilsa turned on her, eyebrows arched. “Yes.”

      “Why, what brilliant luck,” he said in delight. “You surely don’t remember me, but I attended Mr. Cruickshank’s school with your brother Andrew.”

      “Oh…” She couldn’t seem to say anything else. She did remember him, and not for attending Mr. Cruickshank’s.

      “Did you really?” Ilsa exclaimed. Agnes could tell she was enjoying this turn of affairs. “How fortuitous! Did you not say your brother is returning to town soon, Agnes?”

      Mr. Duncan’s face brightened. “Is he? That is excellent news.”

      “It is,” said Ilsa warmly, even though she had shown no interest in Drew’s visit before. “Would you care to join us, Mr. Duncan? To renew your acquaintance with Miss St. James?”

      Agnes glanced at her in astonishment—and dismay.

      Mr. Duncan seemed to see it. He smiled ruefully. “Thank you, madam, but I wouldn’t want to intrude. Indeed, I’ve surely disturbed you enough already.”

      “Not at all,” protested Ilsa. “We are ever eager to hear new conversation and gossip.”

      He hesitated, and Ilsa kicked Agnes under the table.

      Reluctantly she raised her eyes again. Mercy, he was tall—much taller than the gangly boy she remembered. He’d grown up very well, nicely filled out with magnificently broad shoulders. His hair was less violently ginger now, more of a rich copper, curling in a neat queue. Square jaw, narrow nose, generous mouth.

      Like all her brother’s friends, Mr. Duncan was a good six or seven years older than she. He and Drew had got into a great deal of trouble together, for which Mama mostly blamed Felix Duncan. He’d been fearless and boisterous, with a sharp wit and a quick tongue. Papa had been fond of him, though. If asked, Agnes would have sworn up and down that he wouldn’t remember her.

      Remarkably, it appeared he did.

      “Please, sir,” she said, to avoid another kick from Ilsa.

      Instantly he pulled out the chair beside her and sat down. “How is your brother? I’ve not seen him in years. Is he still in the army?”

      “Yes.” Agnes still wasn’t certain what was happening. “We expect him for a visit within the month.”

      He grinned. The tiny lines crinkling around his blue eyes hinted that he smiled a lot. “I shall hope to encounter him.”

      “I don’t know how long he plans to be in town,” she said quickly. “It’s rare he has leave from his regiment.”

      She didn’t add that none of her family knew why Drew was coming to town. He’d written to them several weeks ago saying that he’d been urgently summoned to England by their distant cousin, the Duke of Carlyle. Mama hoped it meant a legacy; she’d begun to despair of the smokey chimney and the loose windows in their sitting room. Agnes has seen her reading listings for the fine new houses being built in the New Town, sighing over the cost.

      Her brother’s next letter only made Mama’s hopes soar. He wrote that he had news and was coming to Edinburgh, which was far out of his way back to Fort George. “It must be very happy news,” Mama had said joyously.

      Mr. Duncan sobered at her words. “I wouldn’t want to keep him from his family. Would you convey to him my cordial regards?”

      Ilsa gave her a sly look. “Perhaps you will invite Mr. Duncan to tea, Agnes, so two old friends can meet again.”

      Agnes was so surprised she laughed. “Drew wouldn’t come to tea! He’d slip away to the links at the first rattle of teaspoons.”

      “Clever man!” Ilsa had just learned golf and was always ready to play. “Perhaps we could form a group.”

      “The last time we played golf you brought Robert, and he ate Bella’s ball,” Agnes pointed out. Her youngest sister had been angry at first—no doubt thanks to the peals of laughter from Agnes and Winnie—but gave it up when Robert approached, head hanging, to nibble at her elbow. Bella loved animals.

      Ilsa smiled at this reminder of her pet’s misdeed. “He did indeed,” she said fondly. “I shall leave him at home when we play with the captain, Mr. Duncan.”

      Mr. Duncan’s warm regard hadn’t wavered from Agnes. “It would raise the stakes considerably if there were a chance of someone eating a ball.”

      Ilsa laughed. “Indeed! Robert is a pony. There is always a chance of him eating something.”

      “I see.” Mr. Duncan grinned. “But here—I have kept you from Martha’s excellent currant buns.” He rose from the chair. “It was a delight to make your acquaintance, Mrs. Ramsay. Miss St. James…” He turned toward her, his smile warming and his voice dropping a register. “It was a great pleasure to see you again.” With another elegant bow, he turned and walked back to the table he’d come from, where another man sat watching as if they were acting a scene upon the stage.

      Agnes reached for a currant bun, her heart unaccountably racing. She applied herself to buttering the bread, hoping Ilsa would go back to the magazine still open between them.

      “Are all your brother’s friends so handsome and charming?” Ilsa was watching Mr. Duncan with unabashed interest.

      Agnes snorted. “No! At least, I expect not. Drew’s not here enough for me to know who his friends are these days, let alone judge their charm or appeal.”

      “Pity.” Ilsa nibbled her currant bun. “He’s still watching you.”

      Agnes flushed. “Is he?” She took a quick bite of her bun, sighing with pleasure at the taste of the tender bread, still warm from the oven.

      “Like an owl, very still and unblinking with his head turned all the way around, no doubt thinking he’s invisible.”

      She choked on the bread. “Don’t be ridiculous!”

      “No? Look for yourself.”

      Licking butter off her lower lip, Agnes stole a glance his way.

      He was watching, just as Ilsa had said. And when he caught her peeking at him, he grinned and tipped his head.

      She jerked back around, her heart skipping.

      Ilsa was gloating. “It was unclear whom he wished to flirt with when he first approached, but now there is no doubt at all.”

      Agnes took another bite to keep from answering. That seemed implausible. In the four months that she and Ilsa had been friends, no one had ever chosen to flirt with her instead of with Ilsa. And it made complete sense: Ilsa was beautiful, rich, and widowed, while Agnes was…not.

      “He said it was a delight to meet me, but it was a great pleasure to see you.” Ilsa leaned forward, her eyes dancing. “The man is smitten!”

      Agnes took a sip of tea. “Nonsense. He knows my brother…”

      Ilsa scoffed. “A pretext! How eagerly he leapt at the suggestion of a golf outing.”

      Agnes smiled in relief. “Golf! That’s not flirting. An afternoon shouting at each other over the wind, stomping through the marsh in search of wayward balls, arguing over a drop.”

      “But he might stand very close to be heard over the wind. He might offer to carry your club. He might ask you to choose his ball.”

      “Pssh.” Agnes’s face was burning. “If he needs my help there, he’s no one I wish to golf with.”

      Ilsa looked disappointed. “He most certainly wishes to golf with you.”

      “I will only go if you bring Robert.” Agnes dabbed the butter from her mouth. “I would very much enjoy watching Robert bedevil my brother and his friends—who were, in all my memories, incorrigible rascals.”

      “Perhaps they still are.” Ilsa wiped away her sly smile at Agnes’s aggrieved look. “I am only teasing, of course. If you don’t like him, I shall never mention him again.”

      Agnes refused to answer. She turned back to the magazine. “Oh look, there is a new poem.”

      Ilsa gave in, and they spoke no more of Mr. Duncan.

      

      But the next time they went to Agnew’s, he brought their buns again, along with choice gossip. There had been another robbery: the thieves had stolen a large load of tea from a grocer the previous night. They spent an hour coming up with increasingly humorous ideas to catch the thieves, and never even opened the magazine.

      The third time, Agnes found herself hoping to see him. She scanned the room as they entered, but he was not there. Disconcerted, disappointed, she followed Ilsa to a table. But then the door opened and he burst in, out of breath, searching the room just as she had done. When their gazes met, his face lit up, and an unexpected tide of delight filled her.

      “Were you running, Mr. Duncan?” Ilsa asked as he approached.

      “A very brisk walk.” He gave Agnes a wink. “In case they should run short of currant buns.”

      She smiled back at him. “We must order extra today.”

      “The way to my heart,” he declared with a laugh, which sparked a giddy feeling inside her that lasted the whole day.

      By the fourth time, Agnes knew he would be there. Now she and Ilsa always went to Agnew’s, abandoning all the other coffeehouses and tearooms. Mr. Duncan was waiting. No sooner did they sit down than Helen set the tray in front of him, and he brought it to their table.

      “Mr. Agnew should hire you,” said Ilsa in admiration. “What service!”

      He laughed. “I’m only a lawyer, madam, not qualified to supplant Helen.”

      “Oh yes, your father was a lawyer,” said Agnes without thinking.

      He looked at her with such delight, she blushed. “You remember,” he said softly.

      “Yes.”

      They might have gazed at each other forever if Ilsa hadn’t cleared her throat.

      He started. “Excellent. Erm… What is your opinion of the new Assembly Rooms?”

      Agnes bit her lip. The Assembly Rooms, recently opened in the New Town, were the talk of Edinburgh. But they were also expensive, and the St. Jameses could not afford the subscriptions.

      Ilsa hesitated. “They are glorious.”

      Mr. Duncan was watching her. “Have you been, Miss St. James?”

      She smiled wistfully. “I hope to see them someday. Will you describe them?”

      And he did, patiently answering her every question.

      When they left, Ilsa linked her arm through Agnes’s. “The truth,” she demanded. “Is he not charming?”

      Agnes smiled. “He is.”

      “Handsome?”

      “Indisputably.”

      “And?” her friend coaxed.

      Agnes blushed. “It’s only flirting.”

      “Very persistent flirting.”

      But nothing more. Mr. Duncan had never said a word about calling on her, nor asked to walk her home. Agnes had begun to wish he would. “It’s nothing but a lark.”

      Ilsa only smiled. “We shall see.”
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