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The Savoy Hotel, London, 1898


She shouldn’t. She really, really shouldn’t.


Lady Kay Matheson stared at the breakfast plate before her, her hand still holding the silver cover she’d just pulled from the tray, and she felt the paralyzing agony of sudden temptation. And who could blame her?


Before her were all the elements of a traditional English breakfast—eggs, bacon, baked beans, fried potatoes, and mushrooms sautéed in lovely, lovely butter. No fried bread was on the tray, but there was a basket of French croissants, along with a pot of jam. Raspberry jam—her favorite. Naturally.


Kay’s empty stomach rumbled.


This was not, she reminded herself sternly as she set aside the plate cover, her breakfast. She slid her gaze across the table to the other tray, then to the one being carried away by her mother’s maid, Foster.


Either of those, Kay knew, could contain her own breakfast, which consisted of a single piece of melba toast, a few paper-thin shavings of cold ham, and a boiled egg. She opened her mouth to call Foster back, then stopped.


Just one slice of bacon, she thought, as the maid disappeared into Mama’s bedroom.


Unable to resist, she moved to take a piece from the plate in front of her, but then a vision of white satin, lace, and tulle sprang into her mind, and the first notes of Mendelssohn’s wedding march sounded in her imagination. She snatched her hand back and sat on it, reminding herself of the fabulous wedding gown Lucile was making for her and how it would never look right if it had to be let out at the seams. Desperate to marshal her willpower, she took a deep breath, but she was immediately overwhelmed by the delicious scent of bacon.


Willpower went to the wall, and Kay capitulated, sliding her hand from beneath her hip just as the door of her bedroom opened. Quick as lightning, she snatched the bacon off the plate and shoved it into her mouth, then slammed the plate cover back over her sister’s breakfast.


“I smell breakfast,” Josephine said as she crossed the sitting room to the table where Kay sat.


“Morning,” Kay mumbled rather indistinctly as her sister crossed the sitting room and approached the table.


“Morning,” Josephine responded, sliding into the opposite chair, her hand lifting the cover off the tray in front of her, exposing Kay’s meager bits of food. “What the—”


Josephine paused, looking up, her emerald-green eyes widening a little, her exquisitely shaped lips curving at the corners. “Stealing my breakfast, are you?” she said teasingly.


Kay’s answering glance was apologetic even as she savored the heavenly taste in her mouth. “Only a bit,” she said once she had chewed and swallowed the stolen treat. “Sorry, but I just couldn’t help myself.”


“Perfectly understandable.” Josephine gestured to the full plate in front of her sister. “Have the rest, do.”


Kay sighed. “I can’t. I felt my corset growing tighter with every moment I spent looking at those fried potatoes of yours.”


“You’ve been banting for months. You’ve been so terribly strict with yourself, in fact, I’m surprised you haven’t fainted dead away at some point. It won’t hurt to indulge yourself just this once.”


“Won’t it, though?” Kay gave her sister a rueful glance across the table. “If that dress of mine shows the tiniest bulge, the gossip rags will shred me into spills. And giving them any excuse to employ their poisonous pens is something I will never do again. So…”


She paused, shoving the tray toward her sister before she could change her mind. “Take it,” she urged, making a face. “And give me my bread and water.”


The trays were exchanged, but before either of them could pick up a fork, their mother’s voice entered the conversation.


“It’s a miracle, my darlings!” Magdelene cried, coming toward them in a negligee of pink silk, a newspaper in her hand and a pair of gold-rimmed pince-nez perched on the tip of her nose. “An absolute miracle!”


Always flamboyant, Magdelene paused beside Kay’s chair, lifted the paper higher, and began to read. “‘Lady Kay Matheson, as we all know, was one of London’s least impressive debutantes the year she came out—’”


“What are you reading, Mama?” Kay cut in, though given the words her mother had just recited, she feared she already knew.


“Talk of the Town.”


“Delilah Dawlish’s column?” Her fears confirmed, Kay made a sound of exasperation and disdain. “Awful woman. Why do you read her malicious rubbish? We already know she hates me—”


“Ah, but she doesn’t,” Magdelene said triumphantly, waving the paper in the air. “Not anymore.”


Kay gave a snort of disbelief. “Since when?”


Magdelene merely smiled, held up the paper and continued, “‘Because of her scandalous attempt at elopement fourteen years ago, we thought reckless, foolish Lady Kay was forever doomed to shame, disgrace, and spinsterhood. But—’”


“That’s what you deem a miracle, Mama?”


“Listen, won’t you?”


“Must I?”


Magdelene ignored that wistful plea, gave a theatrical little cough, and went on, “‘But things may at last be changing for poor Lady Kay. She was spied Tuesday last in the showroom of Lucile. And what, you ask, was she doing? Selecting bolts of satin. White satin, my dears! Can it be that society’s longest-suffering jilted bride has finally found some much-deserved happiness?’”


“I admit, that’s an agreeable change from her usual dreck,” Kay said, working to keep her voice light. “I wonder how long it will last.”


“Permanently, I hope,” Magdelene replied, tapping the newspaper with one decisive finger. “It’s taken years, but all the other society pages have been slowly coming around, especially once dear Wilson began showing his interest in you.”


To her mother, Kay’s fiancé was always “dear Wilson.” The American millionaire was saving her family from the dismal fate of genteel poverty, after all. Even if he proved to be the greatest villain since Napoleon, Mama would probably still call him a dear.


“Delilah Dawlish was the last one holding out on you,” Magdelene said, as if Kay needed that particular reminder, “but it appears that even she is finally ready to forgive and forget your great mistake.”


Kay’s disastrous attempted elopement with a stone-broke fortune hunter had been a mistake, no doubt, but given the humiliating way she’d been forced to atone for it, she felt her mother’s hopes about Delilah Dawlish were somewhat premature. Granted, she was finally going to be washed clean by becoming respectably married, but she’d seen her name dragged through the mud of the gutter press too many times in the past to think anything was going to change before she got to the altar.


“You’re so optimistic, Mama,” she said wryly. “Fourteen years ago, if you recall, I was the plain, freckled, chubby girl no man would ever look twice at. Is it any great surprise that I eloped with a fortune hunter? I thought,” she added before her mother could reply, “after I’d come to my senses, that we’d be able to hush it all up. But no. Just as I was on the verge of marrying Cousin Giles, the elopement scandal came out, Giles called things off, and I was ruined, shamed, destined—so Talk of the Town and all the other gossip rags reminded everyone daily—for permanent spinsterhood, forever spurned by the bachelors of good society.”


As she paraphrased bits from the stories that had been written about her over the years, Kay could not quite hide her past pain nor her contempt for both the ravenous journalists and the despicable scoundrel who had given them such rich meat to feed on at her expense. “And we can all thank Devlin Sharpe—”


She stopped, her utterance of his name like a hand around her throat, choking her.


Magdelene sighed, giving her daughter a censorious glance over the rims of her pince-nez. “We do not mention That Horrible Man,” she reminded, giving the devil his due in obvious capital letters. “Not ever.”


“Quite right, Mama,” Kay replied, shoving thoughts of Devlin out of her mind. “But I can’t imagine what on earth has brought about this transformation of me into the—how did the Dawlish woman put it?—the ‘longest-suffering jilted bride’ deserving of happiness.”


“Does it matter? You cannot deny that Mrs. Dawlish speaking in your favor is a splendid turn of events. For both of you,” she added with a glance at her younger daughter.


“Very splendid,” Kay agreed. “Especially with Jo coming out this season. But I’d still dearly love to know what has inspired this change of heart about me.”


“Dear Wilson,” Magdelene murmured with a sigh. “Such a wonderful man. Handsome, successful, and so, so generous.”


It was the final part of that assessment that gave Kay a hint as to what her mother meant. “Are you saying Wilson bribed that sordid scandal sheet to write something nice about me?”


Even as she spoke, Kay knew such an action would not have been out of character for her fiancé. He did tend to think money could solve any problem. That, she supposed, was a luxury of the very rich.


“No, no, darling. That’s not how it came about. Not at all.”


Kay found her mother’s choice of words anything but reassuring. “How then?” she asked, growing uneasy.


Magdelene gave a deprecating shrug. “Wilson and I have been corresponding regularly during his visit home to New York, and in one of my letters, I happened to mention that Sir Adair Sloane owns Talk of the Town. And,” she added, ignoring her eldest daughter’s aggravated sigh, “I explained that it is London’s most influential society paper, that it has been very cruel to you in the past, and that it still seems inclined to harp on some… ahem… unfounded rumors about your past. Upon his return yesterday from New York, he must have called on Sir Adair and resolved the problem.”


“Unfounded rumors?” Kay echoed and laughed. “I know we’ve had to deny everything and pretend to society that the elopement never happened, but there is no point in whitewashing things to Wilson. When he proposed to me in January, I told him that the rumors about me were true.”


“You did?” Magdelene stared at her in dismay. “But why? That is the same mistake you made with Giles, and look how that turned out. Why would you do such a thing a second time?”


“So I should accept a man’s proposal under false pretenses?” Kay shook her head. “No. Don’t worry, Mama. Wilson, unlike Giles, didn’t care a jot. Like nearly everyone else, he knew our denials were all a hum just to save face.”


Her mother sighed. “Really, my dear. There is such a thing as too much honesty.”


“Since we’ve all been living a futile lie ever since the rumors began circulating eleven years ago, I found being honest a refreshing change.”


“Oh, did you? You might have stopped to consider the risks. What if Wilson had done what Giles did and cried off? What would happen to Josephine’s chances of a good marriage? And what about you and me? Where would we live? We’d end up scraping by on Giles’s charity, in a horrid little cottage somewhere. Did you think of that?”


“I’m never allowed to stop thinking about it, with you constantly reminding me,” she countered, and immediately regretted it as her mother’s face took on the appearance of a wounded kitten. “But how,” she said, deciding it was best to divert the conversation, “did telling Wilson about Sir Adair’s dirty little paper impel that rag to have a change of heart about me?”


Thankfully, her ploy succeeded. “Ah, well,” Magdelene said, “I happened to mention to dear Wilson that Sir Adair’s favorite charity is a most worthy one. Widows and orphans. What, I asked him, could be more worthy of a contribution than that?”


“You’re so public-spirited, Mama. I suppose I should be grateful that you didn’t actually come right out and ask Wilson to bribe Sir Adair.”


Magdelene had the temerity to look affronted. “I would never be so crude as that.”


“Nor, I suppose, would you have to be. Wilson didn’t become one of the wealthiest men in America by being slow on the uptake. Your hints were enough, I daresay. Tell me,” she continued, almost afraid to ask, “did you and Wilson do this with all the papers, or just this one?”


“It wasn’t necessary with the others.” Magdelene set down the paper and patted it with once hand. “As I said, the other papers have already softened their stance toward you quite a bit. And I’d have expected you to be relieved that Talk of the Town is finally saying nice things about you.”


“I am, I am,” she replied at once, holding up one hand in a show of capitulation. She might not care much for her mother’s methods, but if they had the happy result of Delilah Dawlish no longer shredding her into spills, Kay supposed she could live with it, especially given how much it would help Jo make a successful debut this season. “I know you and Wilson were both acting for my benefit, so go on.” She gestured to the paper in her mother’s hand. “Finish reading me the result of your joint efforts.”


Magdelene returned her attention to the page and continued, “‘Lady Kay, we have observed, is looking quite fashionably slim nowadays. No doubt that is what inspires her to look at white satin.’”


“A moment of madness,” Kay muttered, took a sip of her unsugared tea, and grimaced.


“It wasn’t,” Josephine assured her at once. “It will make a lovely wedding dress. You’ll be the most beautiful bride in London.”


Kay knew that was sisterly loyalty talking, but nonetheless, she felt a fierce wave of affection for her young sibling rising up inside her. “You’re a darling, but I wonder if I ought to have picked the chiffon instead? I know it’s not as fashionable as the satin, but—”


“Only the plump girls wear chiffon,” her mother cut in, “and you are most certainly not one of those. At least not anymore.”


“Thank you, Mama.”


The dryness of her reply was lost on her mother. “Besides, Wilson prefers the satin. I asked him. Don’t swear, dear,” she added as Kay muttered an oath. “He told me quite clearly that he wanted to be kept informed of all the wedding plans while he was away.”


“What?” Kay cried, tossing down her napkin, now truly exasperated by her mother’s interfering ways. “Oh, Mother, really!”


“Isn’t the dress supposed to be a surprise for the groom?” Jo asked.


Magdelene ignored them both and resumed reading. “‘We thought that Lady Kay might have caught Mr. Wilson Rycroft’s eye during his first visit to England last summer. But when he returned to America for the holidays and no engagement was announced, we could only conclude we were mistaken. But he is back in London now, and giving us cause to wonder anew if a certain red-haired spinster with a checkered past is what has pulled him back to our shores. We are certain it is no coincidence that well before the season, he and Lady Kay are both residing in the same London hotel. No engagement has been formally announced yet, but the bolts of satin at Lucile rather give the game away, don’t you—’”


Magdelene broke off as Foster placed a tray of food in front of her. “What’s this?” she asked, removing the pince-nez from her nose to study the half-empty plate with surprise and a hint of distaste.


“It’s half past ten, my lady. I thought you might wish to finish your breakfast.”


“No, no.” Magdelene, still quite slim at the age of fifty-five, waved a hand over the tray in an uninterested way that her famished eldest daughter could only envy. “I’m quite finished. And I don’t have time, in any case, if it is half past ten. I don’t want us to miss our first appointment of the day.”


“What appointment?” Kay asked as Foster took the offending tray away. “We aren’t returning to Lucile until this afternoon, I thought.”


“I’m not talking about Lucile. I scheduled a meeting for us with the Savoy florist at eleven to discuss the wedding flowers.”


“But why? We’re not having the wedding banquet here, unfortunately. Not now.”


“Who says so?”


Kay stared at her mother in surprise. “Delia said so. The only room the Savoy has that’s large enough for us is the Pinafore Room, and because of that muddle between her and Lord Calderon in January, our reservation got pushed aside for another wedding.”


“It was quite unforgivable of Calderon to pull the Pinafore out from under us for someone else! That is why, after we meet the florist, I am paying a call on Mrs. Carte to discuss the situation with her.”


“I realize Mrs. Carte is now in charge of the Savoy, but I don’t see what good talking to her will do.”


“Delia had mentioned before she left for Paris that she had another plan in the works that might allow us to still have the wedding banquet here.”


“But that was before the Savoy fired her, along with most of the other members of staff. Lord Calderon resigned, leaving Mrs. Carte in charge. And since that woman hates Delia, it’s clear any plan she had for us is out the window. And now that she’s had to go to Paris—”


Her mother interrupted with a sniff. “It was very inconsiderate of Delia to go off like that and abandon us.”


Mama was nothing if not self-absorbed. “Delia’s had her own troubles, Mama. She did get fired, after all. Still, I am sure she hasn’t abandoned us. She said she was only staying a fortnight, so she’ll be back any day. And she did give us a list of possibilities to investigate in her absence. Not that it’s done us much good,” Kay added with a sigh. “We’ve looked everywhere, but there doesn’t seem to be a single ballroom or banquet hall anywhere else for the seventh of June that’s large enough to accommodate us.”


“Just so. We have no choice but to discern if Delia’s plan—


whatever it was—can still be managed. Failing that, we might see if the party that stole the Pinafore out from under us can be persuaded to change their reservation.”


“Never say die,” Kay said solemnly. “Perhaps like Sir Adair, they have a favorite charity Wilson can donate to.”


“My thoughts, exactly,” Magdelene said with complacence.


“Mother!” Kay cried in vexation. “I was joking.”


“I wasn’t.”


Kay groaned, and for a moment she wondered if a second attempt at elopement might be in order. But she shoved that mad idea aside. This wedding had to be right out in the open, for everyone who mattered to see. For Jo’s sake as well as her own, it had to be the biggest, most opulent social event of the season, the event everyone spent the rest of the summer talking about, not because it was a scandal, but because it wasn’t.


That was why, despite Wilson’s desire not to formally announce the engagement before he returned, they had informed all their relations of the news. Happily relieved that their most disgraced relation was about to be washed clean, all of them had agreed to attend, hence the need for such a large banquet room. Making her wedding a social success was why she’d chosen fashionable satin for her dress when she preferred chiffon, why she starved herself with minuscule breakfasts, and why she was willing to accept the embarrassing efforts of her mother and Wilson to bribe the society papers—it would all be worth it in the end. Once she walked down the aisle in honorable fashion in front of all of society, her past would be well and truly behind her at last.


“Either way,” she said, returning to the vital point, “I doubt even Wilson’s money can be counted on to persuade the party reserving the Pinafore Room to vacate it.”


“I think we are obliged to explore all possibilities. We simply must find a room that will seat everyone.”


That was an inarguable point.


“So,” her mother went on in the wake of her silence, “I asked Mrs. Carte if we might call on her to discuss the matter. She suggested half past eleven, but now, I wonder…”


Magdelene paused, considering. “I wonder if that gives us enough time. We shall have barely a quarter of an hour to see the florist before we have to dash off. Perhaps you could see about the flowers while I pay that call on Mrs. Carte. Orchids would be lovely, darling, by the way.”


“Very lovely,” she agreed, her gaze straying to her desk where the unpaid bills were piling up with alarming rapidity. “And very expensive.”


“But we don’t have to worry about expenses, darling. Not anymore.”


Yes, there’s nothing like marrying a millionaire to solve all a girl’s problems.


That rather cynical reply hovered on Kay’s lips, but as she looked up, noting how her engagement to one of America’s richest tycoons had smoothed away the lines of worry that had been etched into her mother’s face since her father’s death a year ago, any impulse Kay had to say those words vanished.


Giles, being the new earl, had wanted—quite rightly—to move into the house. He had half-heartedly offered to let them continue living there with him and his wife, but that would have been terribly awkward, to say the least, and they had declined. For the past year, they had been drifting all over England, from hotel to hotel, trying to make their minuscule quarterly allowance from the impoverished estate last by ducking their bills and evading their creditors. Had Wilson not come along, had he not proposed, they’d eventually have had to go abroad.


But Wilson had come along, and when he proposed, Kay’s relief had been so great, she’d nearly fainted for the first time in her life. The creditors could all be paid, Mama would be secure, and Josephine would be able to have her first London season at last.


London, of course, was expensive, but the Savoy had always been known to have fairly liberal terms of repayment, at least as far as members of the aristocracy were concerned.


“Yes,” her mother said, breaking into her thoughts, “orchids would be best, I think.”


She wanted gardenias, but for a June wedding, gardenias would be almost as much as orchids. On the other hand, did it really matter? After all, the dresses were from Lucile, the Savoy was costing the earth, and the pricing estimates for Jo’s debutante ball had made her gasp in shock, but perhaps her mother was right to not be worried. After all, Wilson was one of the richest men in America, and once her engagement to him was formally announced, the bank would be happy to give her a loan based on her expectations. And once she and Wilson married, the marriage settlement he’d agreed to pay would cover everything. They’d only be in trouble if the wedding didn’t come off.


“Not orchids,” she told her mother. “I prefer gardenias.”


“Gardenias? No, no, dear. I know they are your favorite, but they are white, and your dress is white. No, orchids will be better. Pale green ones, with your coloring.”


“I’ll have both, then,” she said, making the compromise. “But either way, I don’t have to pick them today. I’d rather go with you to see Mrs. Carte,” she added, hoping there might be a way to prevail upon the wife of the Savoy’s founder for the Pinafore Room without attempts at bribery. “After all, the room is more important. We have plenty of time to choose the flowers.”


“But we don’t, Kay. That’s just it. June seventh is only ten weeks away, dear. The season will be full-on by then, with flowers of all sorts in short supply. And with this being Josephine’s first season, things will be a whirlwind for us as well. Best to have all the wedding plans made well in advance. I will call on Mrs. Carte, and you will see the florist. Your sister can accompany you.”


Kay capitulated, knowing her mother was right. “Very well. When Jo and I have finished, we’ll come fetch you, have lunch at the Criterion, and go on to Lucile from there.”


A frown marred Magdelene’s smooth forehead. “I’m not sure that’s wise. I don’t want anyone to see you two on your own and think you’re gallivanting around London unchaperoned.”


“A valid point, Mama, but a five-minute ride in a growler with my sister is hardly gallivanting. And it’s silly for you to come back here when Mrs. Carte’s office is right on the way to the Criterion. Don’t fuss.”


“Oh, very well, but you’d best stop dawdling and eat your breakfast,” Magdelene said as she set down the paper and rose from the table. “You’ve only half an hour, and you still have to dress.”


Kay turned toward her sister as their mother started toward her room with Foster on her heels. “You don’t mind helping me with the flowers this morning, do you, Jo?” she asked, casting a covetous glance at Josephine’s croissants as she picked up her napkin.


“Don’t call your sister Jo,” Magdelene admonished over her shoulder without so much as a backward glance. “And, Kay, I’d suggest that you not sponge off your sister’s plate,” she added, making Kay wonder—not for the first time—if her parent had eyes in the back of her head as well as the front. “Satin is so unforgiving. What will people think if the dress doesn’t fit?”


Despite this echoing of what Kay already knew, she couldn’t help a wistful sigh as she picked up a slice of melba toast. “I wish I didn’t have to care so much what people think.”


“It’s not for much longer,” Josephine said. “Only until June. Once you’re married, you can eat whatever you like and wear whatever you like and go where you like, and no one will care, not even Delilah Dawlish.”


Jo was right, of course, but as Kay took a bite of hard, dry toast, she grimaced. It was like eating sawdust. June, she decided, could not come fast enough.
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“Devlin?”


At the sound of his name, Devlin Sharpe looked up from the paper he was reading to find Pamela coming toward him across the lobby of the Savoy. It had been two months since he’d seen her, and as he watched her approach, he appreciated—not for the first time—her ethereal blond beauty and the grace with which she seemed to float across the floor. She reminded him a bit of the angel one might put atop one’s Christmas tree.


But appearances could often be deceiving, and Lady Pamela Stirling was no exception. The only child of a marquess, Pam had all the well-bred arrogance that came from high position. But Devlin didn’t mind that. Born into the same aristocratic world she inhabited, he was used to it. In addition, Pam had been raised as the center of her parents’ universe and was a bit spoiled in consequence, but Devlin didn’t mind that, either. These days, he had the blunt to give her anything she wanted, and in return, she was happy to put his wishes above even her own, a trait he found both surprising and quite gratifying. In Devlin’s entire life, no one had ever put him first, not his own family, and certainly not his previous fiancée, and he found his second fiancée’s willingness to do so a welcome change from all the people in his past experience, even if he was paying for the privilege.


Besides, angels had never held any charms for him. His father hadn’t nicknamed him the devil’s spawn for nothing. And Pam was quite a catch for a man of his position. The disgraced fifth son of a baron didn’t usually warrant the attentions, much less the hand, of a marquess’s daughter, even if said marquess was stone broke.


He wasn’t in love, but that was quite all right with him, too. Love, as he knew from bitter experience, was painful, messy, and highly overrated, and he wanted nothing to do with it ever again.


He’d admitted as much to Pam upon proposing, of course, and much to his relief, she’d accepted him anyway and expressed a similar view of love to his own. She was fond of him, she’d said, but she’d never have agreed to marry him if he hadn’t had money. Her brutal, clear-eyed honesty about herself and what she wanted from life was another thing he liked about her, and another refreshing contrast to his first fiancée.


“Are you all right?” Pamela asked, smiling a little as she paused in front of his chair.


“Of course,” he said, setting aside the Times and rising to his feet. “Should I not be?”


“You’re staring at me as if you’ve never seen me before.”


“Well, it’s been two months since we parted in Cairo,” he reminded. “And if I am staring, can you blame me?” he added, giving a nod to the hotel guests around them who hurried to and fro across the Savoy’s elegantly appointed lobby. “Half the men here are staring at you. I’m just one amid the throng.”


“Hardly,” she said, laughing, but beneath that amused, dismissive reply was a complacence that indicated she was well aware of her own feminine appeal.


How could she not be?


With her wheat-gold hair, brown doe eyes, and stunning face, Pamela had been deemed one of the most beautiful women in London during her debut two years before, and even if society hadn’t been so fulsome in their praise, one glance in the mirror and she’d have had to be blind not to see the blessings fortune had conveyed upon her. Rather surprising that she hadn’t been snapped up by the end of her first season. But then, Devlin knew there was a rebellious streak in Pam’s nature, one he guessed had led her to reject the men her mother had deemed suitable for introductions. Pamela’s mother did not find him the least bit suitable, and that, he supposed, was part of his charm as far as Pam was concerned.


“When did you arrive from Yorkshire?” she asked, interrupting his thoughts.


“Late last night.”


“And how is your family and the estate?”


“My brother Thomas and his family are well enough. And Stonygates is ticking along as if it’s still 1820. What about you? Lord Walston’s estates in fine form?”


“Well enough, under the circumstances. Papa was quite pleased since we’d been away nearly a year. Speaking of fathers…” She paused, giving him a hopeful look. “I note you don’t mention yours. How is he?”


“I wouldn’t know,” Devlin replied with a shrug, pretending a lightness he didn’t quite feel. “He refused to see me and departed within an hour of my arrival for his hunting lodge in Scotland. Thomas showed me round the old place.”


“I’m sorry to hear that, but he will come around eventually.”


“I’m sure he will, once Thomas tells him I’m engaged to you.”


“That’s more than we can say of my mother.”


As she spoke, a faint, almost imperceptible smile tipped the corners of her mouth, confirming his suspicion that Pamela relished twisting her mother’s tail whenever possible.


“Enough about our absolutely impossible families.” Devlin eased a bit closer to her. “What’s important is that I’m finally able to see you again. Pity I arrived from Yorkshire so late last night. Had I arrived earlier, I’d have come running to pay a call on you straightaway.”


Her smile widened. “I was so glad to see your invitation to lunch on my breakfast plate this morning.”


“And I’m glad you were free to accept.” He glanced past her. “Where is your mother, by the way? Isn’t she joining us?”


Pam heaved a sigh. “Yes, unfortunately. You and I can’t go to lunch alone, even if we are engaged.”


“That would be unthinkable,” he said with a pretense of gravity. “Capital offense.”


“It is for my mother,” Pam said, making a face. “But our luncheon reservation isn’t until half past twelve,” she added, brightening, “so Mama won’t be down for at least half an hour.”


“Well, then…” He paused, smiling a little, his gaze honing in on her small, rosebud mouth. “Dare I hope you sought me out for a little passionate necking in an empty corridor somewhere before Lady Walston joins us?”


Pamela blushed, looking the picture of maidenly modesty. “Devlin,” she said with reproof, “you mustn’t say such things.”


“Darling, you love it when I say such things.”


In the wake of that, Pamela proved herself no angel at all by slanting him a flirtatious look from beneath her lashes and saying, “Perhaps I do. But,” she added at once, shredding any hopes he might have been harboring of a deliciously illicit interlude, “that’s not why I came down early. I must see the florist. I have a few questions about the wedding flowers before I decide which ones I want.”


“You’re already choosing the flowers? But the wedding isn’t until June.”


“And that’s less than three months away, so I simply must make a decision now. Besides,” she went on before he could even get his mind to understand the need to choose one’s wedding flowers ten weeks in advance, “you need to pick a flower for yourself.”


He looked at her askance. “The groom has to have a bouquet, too?”


“Not for the wedding, silly. We’re going to lunch, remember? At Rules.” She tapped a fingertip against his lapel as he remained unenlightened. “And your buttonhole is empty.”


He looked down to find she was right. “So it is,” he conceded. “Too many years in the wilds, my dear.”


“You should hire a valet.”


He laughed. “My darling, whatever for? We’ll be returning to Egypt in just a few months.”


She frowned as if puzzled. “Longer than that. We’ll be in Italy for our honeymoon, you know. And a gentleman,” she added before he could point out that a two-week honeymoon made their return to Cairo exactly three months hence, “especially once he is married, should always have a proper valet. Even in Africa, the rules of proper dress must be observed. And you can’t argue that having a valet wouldn’t be quite a convenience here in London.”


Humoring her, he decided, was his best bet at this point, since he didn’t much care either way. “It would be handy,” he agreed. “Having been away so long, I sometimes forget the absurd requirements of fashion.”


“They aren’t absurd, Devlin. Not here, not when everything one does is seen and remarked upon.”


“Yes,” he said with feeling. “I’m well aware.”


Pam immediately looked stricken. “I didn’t mean—”


“It’s quite all right,” he interrupted. “Please, darling, don’t apologize. I know I have to be on the straight and narrow these days, now that I’m about to be a married man. And I’m happy to toe the line, for your sake. So,” he added, offering his arm, “with my nefarious plan to spirit you away definitely off the table, shall we go see the florist together?”


Her stunning smile was his reward. “Excellent idea. I can help you choose a boutonniere.”


Out of nowhere, he felt a flash of irritation at the offer. That made no sense, of course, since they were engaged. Pamela had every right to a bit of wifely supervision where her future husband was concerned. And no one could argue that she did not have excellent taste.


She slid her arm through his, and together they crossed the opulent lobby. As they entered the shop of the Savoy florist, the various scents of the flowers seemed overpowering, and the clouds of pink, yellow, and white blossoms all around them made Devlin wish, not for the first time, that he’d been able to talk Pam out of a wedding in England. After fourteen years away, being here made him feel smothered, trapped, and strangely off-balance.


“Why don’t you look at these stems while I see Monsieur Lavigne?” Pamela suggested.


She gestured to a wrought-iron rack nearby, where single stems of flowers reposed in galvanized pails of water, waiting to adorn the lapels of London’s dandies. He studied them, feigning vast interest as Pamela walked away toward the back of the shop, going up and down the rows. Bachelor’s buttons, rosebuds, gardenias. He stopped, and in his mind, an image of a white gardenia in a girl’s copper-colored hair flashed through his mind. He shoved it out again and moved on to the diminutive pink, white, and red carnations in the next row.


He selected a red carnation from the pail nearest him, but then he remembered vaguely that red carnations were only acceptable if your mother was alive. Or maybe that was white? Uncertain, he fingered the carnation, cursing himself for procrastinating about hiring a valet. But then, it had been easy to procrastinate during his two months at Stonygates when he’d had one of his father’s footmen to do for him. Now, however, with the season coming, and the wedding, he’d best get on with finding someone. Because Pam was right: in London, everything, even the wrong flower in a man’s buttonhole, was cause for comment. And he’d been cause for comment enough already in his life.


Best to err on the side of caution, he decided as he put the red carnation back and reached for a bright blue bachelor’s button instead.


He’d barely pulled it out of the bucket, however, before a feminine voice floated to his ears. It was not Pamela’s voice, but it was familiar—a voice from long ago, a voice that went with red hair and gardenias, a voice he knew as well as he knew his name, even though he hadn’t heard it, except in dreams, for nearly fourteen years.


Devlin froze, suddenly paralyzed.


“I want to have a look at the gardenias,” the voice said, coming to him over a trellis densely packed with vines of pink bougainvillea. “I might want one for my hat. Why don’t you go and have the doorman order us a cab? I’ll follow you in a minute.”


It’s not possible, he told himself, his fingers clenching around the dripping stem in his hand, his guts tightening with dismay. I’m imagining things.


That rather desperate thought had barely crossed his mind before the owner of the voice came around the trellis, and as she stopped a few feet away, the sight of her shredded any optimistic notion that he’d been imagining things.


Standing amid buckets and bouquets, her flaming hair a vivid contrast to the pink flowers and greenery all around her, was the woman it had taken him many long, hard years and the kisses of many other women to forget.


Kay.


There was no mistaking those bright curls peeking out from under a wide-brimmed hat of pale yellow straw, or those strangely beautiful silvery-green eyes surrounded by dark red lashes, or that pale, porcelain skin. And there was definitely no mistaking the freckles spattered across her nose and cheeks that always made her look as if a mischievous fairy had come along in the night and dusted her face with brown sugar.


She didn’t look exactly the same, however. She was thinner than the girl he remembered, he realized as he glanced down over a fashionably slim figure in blue wool.


What a pity.


She probably wouldn’t agree with him there. Kay had always hated her curves. Why that was so, he’d never understood, but then, most women had ridiculous ideas about what constituted feminine beauty. Torching their hair with hot curling tongs, picking at their food like finicky little birds, squeezing and pinching their waistlines with corsets until they looked like wasps, bleaching away their pretty freckles with lemon juice.


For Kay, of course, using hot tongs had never been necessary. Her hair had always been a mass of unruly corkscrew curls. And using lemon juice would have been a futile endeavor, for her freckles were everywhere. Her shoulders, her arms, cresting the tops of her breasts—


Memories assailed him, of brushing brilliant copper tresses back from her shoulders, of tracing star constellations across the golden-brown dots along her clavicle above the edge of her white chemise, kissing the ones scattered across her shoulders. With those memories came an onslaught of other emotions, emotions he hadn’t felt for years, emotions he thought he’d conquered and killed long ago.


Desire, anger, frustration, pain—they caught him unawares, like a knife in the dark, slipped between his ribs, piercing his lungs, robbing him of the ability to think or even breathe.


He looked up, watching her big sage-colored eyes narrow to slits, demonstrating that he wasn’t the only one thinking of the past, though if her face was anything to go by, the biggest thing it made her feel was contempt. The lips of her wide, generous mouth were pressed together in a tight, unforgiving line. Her pert freckled nose was wrinkled up as if she’d caught a bad smell. One auburn eyebrow arched upward in unmistakable disdain.


Damn it all, he thought, the knife twisting deep inside his chest. Damn it all to hell.
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She ought to have known, she supposed, that this moment would come one day.


After all, in a city populated by a mere six million people, of course she’d be bound to stumble upon the only man she’d ever loved, the man who’d left her flat, broken her heart, and ruined her life. Yes, indeed. Her luck was just that good.


But she hadn’t known. He’d taken her father’s bribe and gone off in that craven way for Africa, and after more than two years with no word from him, after watching helplessly as the rumors of their botched elopement had spread far and wide, destroying her reputation and her future, after over a decade with no indication that he ever intended to return to England, she’d been lulled into the heavenly belief that she’d never see the contemptible cad again.


So now, as Kay stared into Devlin Sharpe’s face, she felt all the shock, all the pain, all the humiliation of the past come rushing back in a flood. Heat rose in her cheeks, rage burned like fire in her chest, and she could only stare at him, paralyzed into immobility.


In appearance, he looked different somehow from the man she remembered. His eyes were still that extraordinary shade of turquoise blue, but in a face bronzed by the African sun, their color seemed more vibrant, more startling than ever. Beneath the brim of his hat, his hair was still the color of a moonless midnight, but at his temples, there were a few faint strands of silver amid the black, marking the passage of time.


His face was still lean and angular, the planes of his cheekbones as sharply chiseled as ever, but there were faint smile lines at the corners of his eyes and the edges of his mouth that made him seem mellower somehow, less hard, less rebellious and defiant than the man she’d known so long ago. His once-straight Roman nose was ever so faintly out of place, showing that it had been broken at some point, probably by a hard right hook he no doubt richly deserved.


His face wasn’t the only thing that had changed, she realized, her gaze sliding down. He still topped her five-foot, four-inch frame by a good ten inches, and he still had the same wide shoulders and mile-long legs, but during the past fourteen years, the gangly, whipcord thinness of his youth had filled out, transforming his body to a more powerful, muscular one than that of the younger man she remembered.


His gray wool suit and gray homburg hat were commonplace attire for an upper-class Englishman, and yet, somehow, his appearance reflected not the isle of his birth but the continent from which he’d just come. He looked strong, primitive, and almost laughably out of place in the civilized confines of a London florist’s shop.


One thing about him, however, had not changed at all, Kay noted in chagrin as she lifted her gaze again to his face. He was still the best-looking man she’d ever seen.


How nauseating.


“You,” she said with soul-deep loathing.


“Well, well,” he drawled, tipping his hat to her with a bow, “if it isn’t Lady Kay.”


The contemptuous way her name rolled off his tongue shredded any notion she might have had that he had mellowed with time. It also flicked her on the raw. What grudge was he nursing, in heaven’s name? She’d been the injured party all those years ago, not him.


She scowled. “What in blazes are you doing here?”


“Isn’t it obvious?” He gestured to their surroundings, and her shock deepened as she realized what he meant.


“You mean…” She paused, appalled by the implications. “You don’t mean you’re staying here at the Savoy?”


“Staying at a hotel is rather a novel concept, I know. But there it is.”


Kay recovered her wits with an effort. “I didn’t know a hotel of this caliber allowed dogs.”


He laughed. “Why, Kay, what a thing to say. Are you angry with me for some reason?”


That question was too much. “Don’t pretend, you bastard,” she choked. “If I’m angry, you know exactly why.”


Something glittered in those brilliant blue eyes, the triumph of knowing he’d gotten under her skin, and she cursed herself for giving him that sort of satisfaction.


“Do I?” he murmured, his voice low and mocking. “And even if I do know, society doesn’t, do they?”


She stiffened, looking away, knowing he had a point, hating him all the more for it.


When their elopement had become public knowledge and sordid fodder for the gutter press, each of them had chosen the only possible course: denial. They’d claimed that they hardly knew each other, that the elopement had never happened, and that the rumors were nothing more than ill-founded gossip. Their simultaneous efforts hadn’t mattered, sadly, since most people hadn’t believed either of them. Nonetheless, the course had been set, and there was no changing it now.


Granted, the odds were low that anyone they knew was watching them at this particular moment, but if he was in London for the season and staying at the Savoy, there would surely come an occasion when someone they knew would see them encounter each other. If she displayed any hint of her animosity and contempt for him, it would only serve to confirm society’s long-held suspicions. She might as well stand on a rooftop and shout out to the world the humiliating admission that yes, he really had ruined her and jilted her, and she hated him for it.


No, however hard it might be, polite indifference was the only choice open to her.


Resolved, she looked up, but the smile curving the edges of his mouth fractured that resolve at once, and she wondered what would happen if she just hurled sensibilities and propriety and playing safe and watching eyes to the wind, hauled back, and slapped that faint, insolent smile right off his arrogant face.


“You want to know what I think?” he asked, breaking into her turbulent thoughts.


She forced herself to offer a polite smile. “Not really, no.”


His smile widened a fraction, showing that her offhand reply hadn’t fooled him for a second. “I think the sight of me makes you angry because you still care.”


Of course that’s what he’d think, the conceited scoundrel. “That must be it,” she countered brightly. “I’m absolutely pining. Can’t you tell?”


He flashed her a grin, his teeth startlingly white in his bronzed face. “Glad to hear you admit it.”


Kay’s palm began to itch.


Thankfully, however, she had no chance to give in to her temptation to do him violence, because another voice entered the conversation at that moment, saving her.


“Devlin?”


Both of them turned as a woman came to his side, a young blond beauty with a face Kay recognized. About the same age as Josephine, Lady Pamela Stirling had attended the same finishing school as Kay’s young sister and had been the acknowledged beauty of the season during her coming out two years before. She was also from one of Britain’s finest, most influential families, a family Kay could not afford to antagonize.


As Kay wondered how a girl of barely twenty even knew Devlin Sharpe, much less knew him well enough to call him by his Christian name, Devlin turned to the girl, his impudent grin softening.


“Darling,” he greeted, his voice low and unmistakably tender.


Darling? Kay’s mind echoed the word in shocked disbelief. Darling?


“I need to make introductions, I would imagine,” he went on, and when he looked at Kay again, she forced herself to don an expectant smile of greeting. “Lady Kay, allow me to present my fiancée.”


Fiancée? She stared at the couple, thinking she must have misheard, but then, Pamela’s fingers curled around Devlin’s arm in a clearly proprietary gesture, and Kay realized she had not misheard anything.


“There’s no need for introductions,” Pamela said, returning Kay’s pasted-on smile. “Lady Kay and I already know each other.”


“You do?” Devlin asked, sounding surprised.


He wasn’t the only one, she thought. Her own wits seemed to have disintegrated, and she couldn’t seem to stop staring at Lady Pamela’s hand tucked intimately into the crook of his arm. But when he pressed his palm over Lady Pamela’s gloved fingers in an obvious show of affection, smiling at the girl as if utterly besotted, Kay stiffened, her considerable pride coming to the fore and reminding her that a warm, friendly demeanor was absolutely vital. Anything less would only reinforce Devlin’s conceited presumptions, and that was something Kay refused to allow.


“Of course we know each other,” she answered his question with a pretense of hearty good cheer. “We met at Willowbank Academy, if I remember rightly.”


“School?” Devlin gave a disbelieving laugh. “You two could never have been at school together.”


For some reason, Pamela found that amusing. “Of course not, silly,” she replied with a tinkling laugh of her own. “Lady Kay graduated many years before I was ever there.”


Inwardly, Kay grimaced. Ouch.


“No,” Pam went on, “I was at Willowbank with Lady Kay’s sister, Josephine. We were friends there. Lady Kay and I met during the graduation ceremonies.”


Other than a brief introduction during the event in question, Kay could not recall Jo making any mention at all of Lady Pamela, so the two girls being friends was a doubtful prospect, but Kay had no choice but to give Pamela the benefit of the doubt. “All of you looked so lovely that day in your white caps and gowns.”


Pamela laughed again. “We thought ourselves so grown up in them, I daresay. Although to someone your age,” she added, “we must have seemed terribly young.”


Biting back a sarcastic rejoinder about being older than Methuselah, Kay kept her smile in place, but the effort of doing so was already making her jaw ache, and she wondered just how long she had to stand here with these two, making small talk, before she could escape. Fortunately, Fate chose that moment to come to her aid.


“Kay?” Josephine’s voice called behind her. “I’ve got a growler waiting for us. If we don’t go soon, we’ll be late meeting Mama. What on earth is taking you so—Heavens, it’s Pamela!”


That surprised exclamation bolstered Kay’s resolve even more. After all, like the couple in front of her, she too had moved on to a better life and future.


“What a nice surprise, isn’t it, Jo?” she said, almost wincing at the forced heartiness of her own voice as her sister came to a halt beside her. “Running into your friend Lady Pamela this way? And you’ll never believe who’s here with her! Mr. Devlin Sharpe.”


Faced so unexpectedly with the man who had ruined her sister, Jo couldn’t quite hide her shock, nor her resentment on Kay’s behalf. Her eyes widened, then narrowed.


“I’m sure you don’t remember Mr. Sharpe,” Kay said quickly. “He’s so much older than you, after all,” she added, getting a bit of her own back for Pamela’s earlier remark. “Why, I think you were only a toddler when he went away to Africa all those years ago.”


Devlin perceived her emphasis on the wide gulf between his age and Pamela’s, for a wry smile twisted one corner of his mouth.


Josephine, heaven bless her, recovered, taking Kay’s cue. “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Sharpe,” she said. “And Pamela, too. What an extraordinary surprise this is.”


“Lady Pamela and Mr. Sharpe are engaged to be married,” Kay went on, putting just the right amount of congratulatory pleasure into her voice. “Isn’t that wonderful news?”


In profile, she saw Jo’s lips part in astonishment, but again, Jo managed to play up beautifully. “Congratulations to both of you. Goodness, Kay,” she added, her voice taking on a lively tone, “it’s weddings, weddings everywhere this year, isn’t it?”


“What’s this?” Lady Pamela cried as Kay shot her sister a grateful glance. “Josephine, don’t tell me you’re getting married, too?”


“Me?” Jo laughed at that. “Good heavens, no. I’m out, I suppose, but it’s not official until I make my debut in May.”


“Didn’t you come out last year? I was away in Europe, but I thought you had. I know you didn’t come out with me the year before. Illness in the family, wasn’t it?”


“Our father, yes. I would have come out the following year, but then our father died.”


“Lord Raleigh’s dead?” Devlin asked Kay as Pamela left off clinging to him like a limpet and moved closer to Jo. “I’m sorry, Kay,” he added as Pamela murmured similar sympathies to Jo.


“Are you?” Kay murmured, her voice tight and too low for the two others to hear. “I don’t recall you being particularly fond of my father.”


“I barely knew him, but nonetheless, I’m sorry for your sake,” he answered quietly, a kind reply that stung because he sounded like he meant it. “I know how fond you were of him.”


He knew nothing of her complicated relationship with her late father, but either way, she didn’t want him to be kind. No, damn it all, she wanted him to be rude and uncivil and awful, which didn’t make any sense, especially given how necessary it was to maintain this charade of friendly politeness.


“Yes,” she said with quiet dignity, “I was very fond of him.”


“I almost envy you.”


Kay understood at once what he meant. “You and your father haven’t made amends, I take it?”


“Has the sun started rising in the west?”


She caught the bitter note behind the lighthearted question, but before she could think of how to reply, Lady Pamela broke off her conversation with Jo and returned her attention to Kay, offering the appropriate sympathies before reverting to the previous topic of conversation. “But if Jo’s not getting married, then who is?”


The possibility that Kay might be the bride in question had clearly not occurred to the girl, and she supposed that as a disgraced and ruined spinster, firmly on the shelf for more than a decade, she ought to be used to that sort of dismissal. But nonetheless, it stung, particularly since the girl’s own fiancé had been the cause of Kay’s fall from grace.


“The one who’s getting married is me,” she said, savoring the news as she said it. “The wedding is in June.”


“You?” The younger woman blinked. “You’re getting married?”


Kay raised an eyebrow. “You seem surprised, Lady Pamela,” she purred sweetly.


Pamela’s skepticism was immediately concealed. “It’s only that I don’t recall seeing a wedding announcement in the papers.”


“My fiancé has been in New York, and we wanted to wait until his return before we made the announcement. You’ll see it within the next few days, I imagine.”


“Well, this news is just too, too wonderful,” Pamela said, turning to the man beside her. “Isn’t it wonderful, Devlin?”


“Yes, wonderful,” he said, his voice indifferent, his face impossible to read. “Who is he?”


“Oh, no one you know, I’m sure,” Kay replied. “His name is Wilson Rycroft.”


For some reason, that seemed to take him aback. “Rycroft?” he said, blinking. “You don’t mean the American millionaire?”


A slight frown drew his brows together, indicating that he wasn’t as indifferent to the news of her own engagement as he pretended to be, a fact that gave Kay immense satisfaction. She was so glad now that a show of amiability had been required of her. Until this moment, she’d never truly appreciated just how rewarding it could be to take the high road.


“The very same,” she said, her pretense of a smile widening into a genuine one. “It sounds as if you know him?”


“We’ve met.”


With that unmistakably terse reply, Kay decided this was the perfect time to make her exit.


“Indeed? How lovely,” she said with wicked, heartfelt sincerity. “And now, Josephine and I really must be going. If we don’t, we’ll be late meeting our mother for lunch. And then we’re off to the modiste. Wedding gowns need so many fittings to be just right, don’t they?”


Pamela expressed wholehearted agreement with that sentiment, then farewells were said all around. At last, with profound relief, Kay turned and ushered Josephine out the door.


As they crossed the lobby, all the chaotic emotions that had been swirling around within Kay from the moment she’d laid eyes on him began fading into a vague sense of unreality, as if the whole ghastly episode had been nothing but a dream.


“Goodness, that was awkward,” Josephine pronounced. “Of all the unexpected encounters. Too bad you couldn’t have ducked out of the shop before they saw you.”


“I would have done, believe me,” Kay assured her, “but there was no time. I came around a trellis and there he was. A moment later, he was introducing me to his fiancée.” As she spoke, her sense of unreality about the whole thing grew stronger, enveloping her in a strange numbness.


“How awful. What did you do?”


Kay shrugged. “In cases such as these, there’s only one thing one can do, really.”


“Which is?”


Kay waited until they had passed through the plate-glass door held open for them by a Savoy doorman before she replied. “Be civil, of course.”


“Bor-ing,” Jo said with obvious disappointment, falling in step beside her as they walked to the cab waiting for them in the courtyard. “Was it terribly hard?”


The question planted Kay’s smile back in place. “Why should it have been?”


“Well,” Jo began, but Kay forestalled her.


“Naturally, it was a bit of a shock, seeing him again after so many years. And meeting her, too, of course.” Kay paused as the driver opened the door. “But I got over all of that almost at once.”


“So you’re all right, then?”


All right? The question caught her off guard, and she nearly stumbled as she stepped into the carriage, but when she answered, her voice was firm. “I’m quite all right.”


Jo didn’t seem convinced. “Are you sure?” she asked as she followed Kay into the cab. “The fact that he’s engaged to be married doesn’t bother you? Not even a little?” she added as Kay shook her head.


“After fourteen years? Don’t be silly.” Kay bent down, hiding her face from her sister’s disbelieving stare, buying time as she settled her skirts around her feet. “Why should it bother me after all this time?”


“I can think of heaps of reasons,” Jo muttered. “Abandoning you so abominably, for one thing. Telling people about your elopement nearly three years after it happened, spreading malicious rumors from thousands of miles away. And why? Out of spite and jealousy, that’s why. He heard you were going to marry Giles, and he wanted to pay you out.”


Kay couldn’t disagree, for what else was there to believe? But it served no purpose to rehash it all now, especially with her young, impressionable sister. “Perhaps, but—”


“The horrible part is that it worked,” Jo went on before Kay could redirect the conversation. “Giles broke the engagement when the scandal broke. Oh, I know Sharpe publicly denied the elopement had taken place,” she added as Kay opened her mouth to reply. “But it’s obvious that was just a belated, lame attempt to exonerate himself from being the cause of all your troubles. And his own father disowned him right after, didn’t he? I’ll wager Sharpe hadn’t expected that to happen.”


Kay frowned. “How do you know all this? You were only six when I eloped and nine when the whole mess became public knowledge. You shouldn’t know all these sordid details. Who’s been talking?”


“No one. But I can read, can’t I? The scandal sheets still write about it even now, as we both saw only this morning.”


“Josephine, really!” As the elder sister by a substantial margin, Kay felt obliged to issue a reprimand. “You know that Mama has forbidden you to read the gossip rags on your own.”


Josephine made a sound of derision between her lips, showing what little effect their mother’s rules had on her. “No one believed his denials about the elopement, of course,” she resumed. “And why would they? He didn’t even bother to come home to deny it all in person. He just sent that Delilah Dawlish a statement for her nasty little paper by letter, and that was all he did. The scoundrel.”


That was, no doubt, an accurate assessment of Devlin Sharpe’s character, but again, her responsibility as the elder sister held sway. The fact that she’d been so reckless and foolish at Jo’s age obligated her all the more to be a good influence on her young sibling now. “That was a long time ago, dearest. It’s all water under the bridge. We’ve both gone on with our lives. And if he and Lady Pamela are happy, I’m happy for them.”


Even as she spoke, she could hear the chirpy brightness of her voice and the sickening sweetness of her words.


Jo evidently heard it, too. “And everything in the garden is lovely?” she asked skeptically.


“Well, it is!” Kay insisted. “Because I’m quite happy, too. But,” she added, smiling as Jo continued to eye her with concern, “I do confess, I enjoyed it thoroughly when you pointed out that Lady Pamela wasn’t the only one getting married.”


Jo grinned back at her, appeased. “That was good, wasn’t it?”


“Rather. Are you really friends with her?”


“With Pamela? Who says so?”


“She did.”


“Did she?” Jo seemed vastly amused. “We weren’t what I’d ever call friends. We were in a few classes, of course, and we were on the fencing team together. That was about all. She could parry all right, but she couldn’t lunge for toffee.”


To Josephine, who was mad about fencing, the inability to lunge was a grievous sin indeed, but the girl’s fencing ability wasn’t what Kay wanted to know about.


“And what…” Kay paused, gave a cough, and then said diffidently, “What’s your opinion of her?”


“Of Pamela? Oh, she’s all right, I suppose. She can’t help being a perfect fool.”


Kay laughed merrily at that description.


“And if you really mean it that everything’s all right, then I’m glad,” Jo went on. “Even though it shows you’re a far nicer person than I am.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t say that.” Kay gave her sister a rueful look, wrinkling up her nose. “For a second or two when I first saw him, I admit I was sorely tempted to slap him across the face or bash a bunch of carnations over his head.”


Jo laughed cheerfully at the prospect. “Either of those would have been something I’d have loved to see.”


“I resisted the impulse,” she said sternly.


“What a shame.”


“On the contrary, it’s a very good thing. We’re bound to run into Devlin and Lady Pamela again and again during the course of the season, so it’s best to be polite. Especially since in the eyes of the world, we have no reason not to be.”


As she spoke, her resentment and rage flickered up again, just as they had when she’d first seen the mockery in his face, and she wondered how she could keep up pretenses when everything in her wanted nothing but to heap on him the contempt and scorn he deserved.


“I don’t see how that’s possible,” Jo said, breaking the sudden silence, reflecting her own thoughts. “Especially for Mama. She adores making scenes.”


At the mention of their overly dramatic mother, Kay once again snuffed out the old anger. It served no purpose to indulge it.


“Mama will have to restrain herself,” she said firmly. “And she will. She knows what’s at stake. The scandal rags still watch me like circling vultures, and I have no intention of giving them any meat to feed on. All Mama’s machinations with Talk of the Town notwithstanding, my scandal won’t truly be over until I’m safely married to Wilson. And with you coming out a month before that, we can’t afford to put a foot wrong.”


“I know, I know,” Josephine conceded, giving in with a sigh. “It’s best all around if we can all be civil. Won’t be easy, though.”


“No,” Kay agreed with a sigh. “But this is how it has to be. We’ve no choice.”


Josephine eyed her with sympathy. “Maybe it will get easier as time goes on.”


“It will,” Kay replied, hoping that was true. “Now that the initial shock is over.”


“And who knows what might happen?” Jo said, settling back beside Kay as the cab jerked into motion, circled the fountain, and made its way out of the Savoy courtyard and onto the Strand. “You and Sharpe might even be able to bury the hatchet before it’s all over.”


“I’ll never be that nice,” Kay countered at once, giving a sniff as she settled back beside her sister. “I’ll be civil, because I must. I’ll be polite. But the only way I’ll ever truly bury the hatchet with Devlin Sharpe is if I can put the blade right into his despicable, deceitful heart.”
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