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      “GOOD NIGHT, SAM.”


      She turned to the door, but Sam got to the doorknob first.


      He shut the door with a sickening click.


      Ally’s heart sank. “You cad.”


      “Rogue.”


      “I can go down to the front desk and get another key.”


      “Not if I don’t let you.” He stepped in front of her, blocking her path.


      “Now see here, Sam—”


      He grabbed her and kissed her, stopping the flow of words. His lips were warm and insistent against hers. She tried to pull

         away. “Sam!”

      


      ONLY WHEN HE WAS THOROUGHLY DONE KISSING HER DID HE MUMBLE INTO HER NECK, “WHY DO YOU KEEP CALLING ME SAM? I AM THE DUKE.”

            HER HANDS WERE TRAPPED BETWEEN THEIR BODIES AND ALL SHE COULD MANAGE WAS A FEEBLE STRUGGLE, WHICH FELT SO ENORMOUSLY SEXY,

            SHE STRUGGLED AGAIN JUST TO FEEL HIM DENY HER.

      


      THEN, ALL AT ONCE, HE SWEPT HER OFF HER FEET AND INTO HIS ARMS.

      


      “YOU’RE COMING WITH ME, PRINCESS, WHETHER YOU LIKE IT OR NOT.” HIS VOICE WAS GRUFF AND DOMINATING AND NOT AT ALL LIKE THE PLAYFUL

            SAM SHE KNEW…
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      Praise for Diana Holquist


      HUNGRY FOR MORE


      “Fascinating and very sexy. Holquist shows us food isn’t just love, it’s magic!”


      —Susan Mallery, New York Times bestselling author


      “4 Stars! The main characters are appealing, and the secondary ones add depth to the tale with intriguing stories of their

         own. A bit of psychic phenomena adds a delightful thread to this entertaining read.”

      


      —Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine


      “Hungry for More will keep you grinning throughout the whole novel. [It] is a light read that’ll lift your spirits and make you…well…hungry

         for more from author Diana Holquist. The unique characters are loads of fun.”

      


      —

            NightsandWeekends.com


      “An intense, sexy, funny, wonderful redemption story…Feed me, Baby.”


      —

            AllAboutRomance.com


      “Hungry for More is everything that I expected from a Diana Holquist romance. The author’s talent for creating personalities with charm, passion,

         and humor reels readers in right from the beginning. If you have not read the One True Love trilogy you are missing out on

         a fantastic series.”

      


      —

            BookLoons.com


      “Wonderfully witty, filled with so much heart and soul and fun dialogue it kept me grinning. Diana Holquist has a fresh, lighthearted

         style of storytelling that is both appealing and entertaining…I enjoyed it enough that I wanted it to go on and on!”

      


      —

            RomanceReaderatHeart.com


      “An engaging contemporary romance with a whimsical thread of fantasy…Holquist continues her fabulously jocular spin on the

         twisted paths of true love.”

      


      —

            HarrietKlausner.wwwi.com
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      SEXIEST MAN ALIVE


      “A humorous tale with lovable characters enhanced by the paranormal.”


      —Midwest Book Review


      “4 Stars! This sequel to Make Me a Match is a quite entertaining and enjoyable read. The bit of paranormal…adds an intriguing twist to this romantic tale.”

      


      —Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine


      “A funny, sweet, and tender contemporary romance.”


      —

            DearAuthor.com


      “A quirky, humorous, yet thoughtful read.”


      —

            RomanceReaderatHeart.com


      “Diana Holquist has another hit on her hands! Sexiest Man Alive is tender, amusing, and purely fantastic!”

      


      —

            ARomanceReview.com


      “By far the wittiest, smartest, and hottest book I’ve read all year. This book fairly sizzles!”


      —

            ArmchairInterviews.com


      “An easy, fast-paced romance that proves to be a good escape from reality. Everyone’s search for their One True Love should

         be so much fun!”

      


      —

            FreshFiction.com


      “A fun romance combining the girl-next-door with movie stars and a hint of magic, this is the feel-good book that is as sweet

         as hot chocolate on a cool fall night.”

      


      —Parkersburg News and Sentinel
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      MAKE ME A MATCH


      “4½ Stars! Peopled with charming characters and containing a fascinating, almost believable, paranormal element.”


      —Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine


      “Diana Holquist has a knack for pulling together a great story with romance, humor, and a touch of the paranormal—a story

         that keeps readers turning pages as fast as possible.”

      


      —

            BookLoons.com


      “Sparkles with humor and heart.”


      —

            RomanceReaderatHeart.com


      “Clever and engaging, the story line is unique and fun.”


      —

      	OnceUponaRomance.net


      “Diana Holquist explodes onto the romance market with this ingenious tale…a fun frolic through love’s twisty maze, with just

         enough of life’s hard knocks to keep it real.”

      


      —

            NightsandWeekends.com


      “Five cups! This was the most heartwarming story I have read in a long time…I devoured this book and wanted to beg for more.

         Ms. Holquist is a gifted storyteller who makes you laugh, cry, and cheer.”

      


      —

            CoffeetimeRomance.com


      “Humorous and entertaining…Ms. Holquist does a great job showing the great leaps people will take for love.”


      —

            TheRomanceReadersConnection.com


      “A unique romantic comedy that has a heart that will keep you laughing, crying, and sighing until the last page. Holquist

         has brought readers a great new concept…who doesn’t want to know the name of their One True Love?”

      


      —

            ContemporaryRomanceWriters.com


      “A funny, lighthearted tale of a match made in the stars.”


      —

            RomRevToday.com


      “A laugh-out-loud book that looks at the wild and wacky ways in which we screw up our lives…the fast-paced, emotion-grabbing

         Make Me a Match is one story I truly enjoyed.”

      


      —

            FallenAngelsReviews.com


      “If you enjoy stories where character development is right on par with sizzling romance, Make Me a Match will be the perfect match for you!”

      


      —

            ARomanceReview.com


   

      Also by Diana Holquist


      Make Me a Match


      Sexiest Man Alive


      Hungry for More


   

      Step One:


      Every rogue has a weakness. Find it.


   

      The duke made his way out of Hyde Park with his usual loose-limbed, easy gait. The evening was excellent for walking despite

            the heat of early-summer London. Ahead waited his luxuriously appointed town house, a snifter of brandy, and not a woman in

            sight to scold him. In a word, perfection.


      —From The Dulcet Duke


      Chapter 1


      Manhattan; June 24, 2009


      Sam Carson strolled out of Central Park, a long blade of grass between his teeth. What a rush that meeting had been, selling

         the client on his riskiest campaign, then dinner at Daniel with champagne corks flying and the ad agency brass begging him

         to sign on for the long haul. As if he would ever commit to an agency when his day rate was so bloody—

      


      Veronica.

      


      He pulled the grass from his teeth and stuffed it into his pocket. The spirited version of “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow”

         he had been humming petered out into a single flat note of dread.

      


      Across the street, Veronica paced in front of his building, looking pissed enough to vault the six lanes of streaming traffic

         in a ferocious leap, plant one of her red stiletto heels in his chest, and then fling him under the tires of the nearest SUV,

         after first, naturally, retrieving her Jimmy Choo.

      


      Did he deserve punishment? He had told her from day one he wasn’t the marrying kind. A pang of something that might have been pain sprang up, but he shook

         it off. I told her not to expect more of me than good times and fun. Maybe a really nice birthday gift if the timing was right.


      He scowled. It had been up until now such a successful, lovely summer’s evening.


      He considered his options. Talking to her. Again. About how it was over. Again.


      SUV tires crushing his skull sounded more appealing. Veronica was a lot of things. A subdued, rational conversationalist wasn’t

         one of them.

      


      On to plan B: Retire to Boule’s Pub to argue about Premier League soccer with Angelo, the Italian bartender, until the danger

         had passed. With a pint of warm Guinness. Or two. Because Veronica notwithstanding, he’d had a very top-notch, lucrative day.

      


      He looked around. Every cab was taken. There wasn’t a bus in sight. He had ten more seconds at most before Veronica spotted

         him.

      


      Nine, eight, seven…


      On six, a horse and carriage trotted smartly out of Central Park, turned onto Central Park West, and stopped in front of him

         for a red light. A wrinkled, gray-haired speck of a woman in an elaborate gown in the back of the open carriage cried down

         to him, “A marquis walking! How charmingly odd!”

      


      Not as charmingly odd as a costumed grandma in a carriage on a sweltering June evening at West Seventy-second and the park,

         but this was no time to quibble. Sam’s life had always been a precarious balance of creativity, luck, and strange circumstance,

         and he recognized this hatter-mad and/or drunk doddering woman for what she was at once: plan C.

      


      He bowed deeply to the dowager and said, “Marquis? You are mistaken, madam. I am a duke. Duke Whatthe-hell.” Then he added

         for good measure, “The third.”

      


      The opposing light turned yellow. He couldn’t see Veronica, but he was sure her heels were clicking his death march on the

         opposite sidewalk.

      


      “Ah! A duke!” The old woman gazed down at him adoringly. “But a duke walking? Do climb in! I’m on my way to see my granddaughter.” Her accent was British, but just muddled enough for Sam to guess it

         was part of the act.

      


      The opposing light clicked red.


      Sam vaulted into the rig just as his light turned green. The horse pulled forward, incongruous and regal in the stream of

         yellow taxis and commuters. It was messy business, leaving a woman who, somehow, despite his up-front declarations of perpetual

         bachelorhood, had gotten the wrong idea.

      


      He ought to be better at it by now.


      He glanced back. Veronica stared down the avenue in the wrong direction. His doorman, Clive, however, had seen the whole affair

         and shot Sam a crisp salute.

      


      Sam leaned back against the leather seat, bathed in triumph, even though he knew his escape was temporary. He found the blade

         of grass in his pocket and planted it back between his teeth. “To whom do I owe the pleasure?” he asked the costumed woman

         beside him. She was delicate, practically see-through, with soft, unfocused pale blue eyes. Her pink lace gown was high-waisted

         with puff sleeves, spot-on for the dresses in the endless Jane Austen movies he’d been dragged to by excited, weeping dates

         whose names he had long forgotten, if he’d even bothered to learn their names in the first place. Gad, those movies. Besides

         the torture of having to see his native England on-screen (he shuddered just to think about it), the movies were too close

         to his own life for comfort. He preferred The Terminator.


      “I am Lady Donatella,” the old woman said, her voice clear and steady. “But since you will marry my granddaughter, you can

         call me Granny Donny.”

      


      Marry? Bollocks. The word chilled his heart.

      


      He had almost been looking forward to finding out Lady Donatella’s story. Now he’d have to jump out at the first red light

         and bid the sweet, unhinged woman a hasty farewell.

      


      Except that the blue of the old woman’s eyes was so pure, her lips so well drawn. That she was a gentlewoman and as such required

         the escort of a duke was obvious, and he rose to the occasion with a sense of duty his up-bringing demanded, despite the sense

         of foreboding that was spreading from his frozen heart to ice his veins.

      


      Ally Giordano was leaving New York City. She had waited exactly as long as she had promised herself she’d wait—ten years.

         Time was up. Her parents hadn’t come back, and now it was time to move on.

      


      In the last two weeks, she had sold her parents’ left-behind possessions, from her father’s dusty brown over-coat still hanging

         in the front closet to her mother’s three jewelry boxes that had been crammed under the bed. What she couldn’t sell, she’d

         given away.

      


      The bittersweet, empty feeling of all this discarding was offset by the stunning success she’d had in planning her move, as

         if it was meant to be. She had found a ridiculously sunny, cheap studio in the Noe Valley section of San Francisco. A miracle,

         she was told. Then, to her utter surprise, another miracle. She’d gotten her dream job as a tenth-grade English teacher at

         the Ludington Charter School. It was the chance of a lifetime to teach at one of the most progressive, successful high schools

         in the country.

      


      There was nothing to tie her to New York now but her beloved grandmother, who luckily was still ferocious and tenacious at

         eighty-four, perfectly capable of fending for herself and perfectly rich enough to jump on a plane to the coast to visit Ally

         whenever she pleased. In fact, Granny Donny had urged Ally to get out while the getting was good. She knew better than anyone

         how badly Ally needed to leave the past behind. “Go. Have fun. Get laid,” Granny Donny had said when the move to San Francisco

         was set. She had patted Ally’s hand, not taking her eyes from the mah-jongg table in her stately living room at the Plaza

         Hotel where she kept an elaborate apartment. The gray- and blue-haired mah-jongg ladies had nodded their agreement, Mrs. Ludith

         using the opportunity to slip a tile into the sleeve of her green cashmere cardigan.

      


      That was two weeks ago. Ally had been so busy getting ready to go, she hadn’t seen her grandmother since. She knew she was

         avoiding saying good-bye. She hated goodbyes. She’d do it tomorrow. And she wouldn’t cry.

      


      As Ally sealed the last box with packing tape, her apartment mate, June, glided into Ally’s bedroom. June had just come home

         from her three-hour afternoon work-out with her dance company and was eating a mouse-size dinner of rice and greens, if pecking

         at a bowl with chop-sticks could be considered eating.

      


      June was gorgeous, smart, and happy. Her fiancé, William Cho, was moving in as soon as Ally moved out in three days.

      


      Ally wasn’t wild about Will. She thought he was a little on the cold side. It was June’s enormous, extended family just over

         the bridge in Nutley, New Jersey, that made Ally jealous with longing. Just seeing the leftover dumplings from their family

         feasts in the fridge sometimes brought tears to Ally’s eyes.

      


      June flopped down onto a ratty red armchair Ally was leaving behind. Her muscular legs swung rhythmically over the armrest.

         She sniffed suspiciously at the grains of rice. Maybe she could smell which ones contained an extra fraction of a calorie.

      


      June was edgier than usual this month because her dance troupe, the Mephistopheles Project, was deciding which ten dancers would go on tour to Europe this summer and which ten would be left behind. June was never

         the stay-at-home one, so Ally couldn’t take her roomie’s nerves seriously. Everything always worked out for June. She was

         that kind of person. But Ally liked her anyway.

      


      “See you didn’t manage to get dressed today,” June said, motioning to Ally’s pajamas. “How’s the head?”


      “Is it still there? It feels like I packed it by mistake.” Being a Person Who Didn’t Drink, Ally was still suffering from

         drinking three beers at her good-bye/birthday party the night before. She had never been a partier.

      


      Or a smoker.


      Or a drug user. Or a gambler. Or a sex kitten…


      Hell, she wasn’t even a jaywalker, which in New York City meant her ethical standards were just a smidge higher than, say,

         cloistered nuns circa 1602. Ally had never met a rule she didn’t follow.

      


      “Cutting loose before you move from an apartment you’ve lived in your whole life is allowed, you know.” June chewed each grain

         of rice like it was a mouthful. Ally was going to miss the way her roommate ate, or rather, didn’t eat. She was going to miss

         a lot about her. But Will’s clothes were already in the drawers; his Mets poster was newly hung on the kitchen wall where

         Ally’s Monet print had been. They were all ready to move on.

      


      A rap at the front door startled both women out of their individual reveries. They lived in what their landlord Tony called

         a “garden” apartment, despite the lack of anything even remotely resembling a garden. What it really meant was that their

         door, shadowed under the grand stairs that led to the three aboveground apartments in their converted brownstone, opened directly

         onto 113th Street, and any nut who wanted to knock on it could.

      


      But it wasn’t the nuts that frightened Ally.


      She braced herself for the dreaded hope that rose within her whenever there was an unexpected knock: They came back for me.


      June’s face got serious. “Hey, it’s Ma and Pa,” June said, just like she always said when someone knocked unexpectedly or

         the phone rang in the middle of the night or Ally just got that look on her face for no reason beyond a sense that her parents were near.

      


      “Think they bought me a lousy T-shirt?” Ally asked. My parents got wicked into debt from their gambling problem, then went on the run, and all I got was this lousy T-shirt.


      June had been through this a million times with Ally. The two of them said the exact same thing every single time, and every

         single time, those few dumb words grounded Ally. My fantasy about my parents returning is ridiculous. I am twenty-four years old. Twenty-five at 8:42 p.m. tomorrow. I don’t

            need them and I don’t care. Especially now. I am leaving.


      Ally could hug her friend for understanding how much it helped to state her ridiculous fantasies out loud so that she could

         hear how idiotic they were. “Why am I leaving you again?” Ally asked.

      


      “So Will and I can have loud, wild sex without worrying about the schoolteacher in the next room.” June softened her voice.

         “You okay?”

      


      “Not a twinge of hope for the impossible,” Ally lied. There was a twinge of hope. But just that. Totally manageable. “Let

         the wild sex begin.” Another knock at the door, this time harder. “If that’s Will, I’ll go out and see a movie.”

      


      “Please. I’m much too tired to let the wild sex begin tonight. Plus, you and me only have three more nights together, so if

         it’s Will, I’m kicking him out. He can cope for a few nights without me. That’s what Internet porn is for.” June floated to

         the living room.

      


      Last chance, Mom and Dad. After I turn twenty-five tomorrow, I’m gone for you forever. It had been an arbitrary date—ten years since their running off and leaving Ally with her grandmother—but Ally was determined

         to stand by it. It was a childish test, she knew, but still, they had failed. Of course, Ally had been a ball of ridiculous,

         irrational emotion these last few days, wondering if they’d come through and show up at the last minute, as if they could

         sense her made-up time limit from wherever they were—a cosmic pull, an invisible thread that connected parents to daughter.

         She’d read about things like that. Like most things she read about families, though, it seemed to be bull.

      


      June rose onto her toes to peer through the peephole. “Granny Donny!” she cried. She threw open the door, and in bustled Ally’s

         granny Donatella. “What a lovely surprise.”

      


      Granny Donny launched herself into June’s arms. For an instant, Ally thought she had seen a horse out on the street, but it

         was hard to tell, as the space over her grandmother’s shoulder became filled with a tall man who entered the apartment behind

         her.

      


      Tall beautiful man. He had a long piece of grass gone to seed sticking out of his mouth. He was beautifully and expensively dressed, yet somehow,

         remarkably askew.

      


      Ally tried not to stare.


      Which, despite the man’s stunning beauty, wasn’t hard, as Ally had just fully registered that Granny Donny was wearing a ball

         gown.

      


      Of another century.


      And it was pink.


      “Granny Donny, how are you?” Ally asked her eccentric grandmother, not at all sure that she wanted to know.


   

      Rakes, rogues, ne’er-do-wells—Princess Alexandra despised them all. Unfortunately, the only thing more insufferable than a

            man of low morals was a man of high morals. This was why she spent inordinate amounts of time with her horse, a mare.


      —From The Dulcet Duke


      Chapter 2


      Ally, dear, may I present to you the Duke of—” Granny Donny paused, confusion clouding her usually radiant face.

      


      The man bowed. “I am the Duke of Midfield. Duke Whatthehell,” he said. “At your service.”


      Ally’s stomach lurched. The man, her grandmother’s ball gown, and the confused look on her grandmother’s face all signified

         the same thing: trouble. Ally tried to still the panic building inside her. What was going on here? Eccentric as her grandmother

         usually was, this felt different. It felt serious.

      


      It felt sickening.


      The man rose from his bow and Ally exhaled the breath that had caught in her throat. His black hair was a disheveled mess,

         sticking up in points here and there, as if a personal wind had been blowing it around unmercifully all afternoon. His black

         suit was ridiculously well cut, but cockeyed and open. His yellow silk tie was loose and half undone. The wind again. The

         guy was a walking tornado of invisible forces.

      


      Hormones. Ally knew the type well from teaching high school. Only usually the type wasn’t a grown-up.

      


      But this was no time to be mesmerized by a beautiful man. She focused on her grandmother.


      Oh, hell.


      Granny Donny leaned in to kiss Ally’s cheek. She smelled old-fashioned, like lavender water. Ally had been hoping she would

         smell of rum, and that this was just a drunken escapade. No such luck. “I’ve brought you a husband,” she whispered.

      


      Ally looked at the stunning man. His eyes were riveted on June’s chest. “Not such a good one,” she whispered back.


      “It’s your job to fix that, dear.” Granny Donny gave her a shove toward the man.

      


      Ally stumbled into him. He caught and righted her with an ease that said, No worries. I’m used to women careening into me, willy-nilly, all day long. She didn’t make a dent in his concentration on June, who was leading a shaky Granny Donny to the couch.

      


      Whatever was going on, the timing was lousy. Not now, Grandma. I’m leaving. I can’t stay. Remember my deadline? But no matter how hard she thought it, she knew her plans were about to get thrown out the window. There was no one else

         to take care of her grandmother if something went wrong. And from the looks of things, something was clearly going very, very

         wrong.

      


      She gathered her energy, determined to address the man with a sternness she usually reserved for her worst students. Mr. Wonderful

         had the smoothness, coldness, and assurance of the con men she’d watched prey on her parents while she was growing up. She

         had to be sure he knew something stood between Granny Donny’s money and him. “I’m Ally Giordano. Mrs. Giordano’s granddaughter.”

      


      “I am Duke—”


      “How do you know my grandmother?” She cut him off before he could begin. No one survived teaching at PS 142 without becoming

         an expert in dealing with wiseasses.

      


      “Oh. We go back bloody far. Generations of nasty inbreeding. You know how noble families are. I believe your great-uncle,

         the Earl of Flatulence, was the bastard twin of my father, the Marquis of Nosehair, who was also your grandmother’s brother.

         And father.” He paused. “Once removed.”

      


      The grass was gone from his mouth. Ally wondered if he had eaten it.


      He cocked his head. “Oh, don’t look at me like I just spiked the punch at the grand ball. Me and your granny, we go back”—he

         paused—“forty-one blocks.” An upward twitch of one corner of his finely drawn mouth almost stirred Ally to swoon, but she

         sternly reminded herself that she was not the swooning type. He smelled like champagne. And money. And grass gone to seed.

         “Your grandmother rescued me, actually. I owe her my life.”

      


      “Careful, we might just hold you to that,” June said.


      “A duke never goes back on his word.”


      Was he faking the upper-class British accent? No, he was too well dressed to be an American male unless he was gay. Judging

         by the intensity he was now focusing on June’s ass as she bent over the couch to tend to her grandmother, he wasn’t gay.

      


      Ally smiled, but she didn’t mean it. Her grandmother’s money attracted the worst kinds of hangers-on, and this one seemed

         shameless. Usually, her grandmother could handle them: can’t con a con woman. Her grandmother hadn’t made her fantastic wealth

         selling Girl Scout cookies, after all. She and Ally’s grandfather had gotten in early on the Cuban tobacco and rum trade before

         Castro cut it off in 1959, then taken the profits and invested heavily in Hollywood. Granny Donny had even starred in two

         fairly successful movies, back in her day.

      


      Now her grandmother spared no expense in living her life. She wore only her signature Dior black silk suits. In winter, she

         topped them with a fox stole and in the summer sometimes accessorized with a floral silk scarf. But pink? Taffeta? A duke?

         Who was this woman, and what had she done with Donatella Regina Arabella Giordano? Whatever was going on in her grandmother’s

         head now, it seemed to involve satin slippers and matchmaking and this phony duke, who had to be dispensed with immediately

         so she could figure out the whys and what-the-hells of the new wardrobe.

      


      Ally followed his eyes to the slit of June’s bare stomach peeking out above her yoga pants. “She’s engaged,” she informed

         him.

      


      His eyes swept from June to Ally with rakish charm. His right shoulder quirked up, then down. A sinful smile spread across

         his lips. “To a duke?” he asked.

      


      Ally was tempted to sucker punch the duke. “Duke Whatajerk, was it?”


      “Whatthehell.”


      “My thoughts exactly.”


      They locked eyes. Ally had never seen a grown-up with such dancing eyes. No, wait, she had. They were the eyes of a gambler

         on a winning streak, a man who thought his luck would never run out.

      


      Your luck stops here, buddy.


      Granny Donny had finally settled her dainty dress on the couch to her satisfaction. “Tea. With biscuits. And cakes. Thank

         you, dear,” Granny Donny said to June. She smiled sweetly up at the duke, patting the pillow next to her.

      


      “And you, er, duke?” June asked.


      “Whiskey. Straight.” Duke Whatshisname sank beside Granny Donny, loose-limbed and easy. He watched June’s ass openly and with

         deep admiration as she retreated to the kitchen for the tea and whiskey. Ally wouldn’t have been the least surprised if he’d

         let loose a long, soft whistle.

      


      “Excuse me.” Ally maneuvered herself between the man and her grandmother, hip-checking him aside. Images of her grandmother

         in her pink dress on the streets of Manhattan picking up strangers made Ally rigid with apprehension and boldness.

      


      They sat in steely silence until June returned with a bag of rice cakes and a glass that stank of cheap whiskey. “Tea’ll be

         ready in a minute. This is the best I could do for cakes,” June said to Granny Donny, covering the old woman’s hand with her

         own. Her brown, smooth hand on Granny’s blue-tinged, gnarled one gave the effect of a real hand resting on a crumbling marble

         statue.

      


      Granny Donny didn’t seem to hear June. She picked up the duke’s glass and sipped, her pinky extended. Her face lit up with

         pleasure, a spot of color rising to her cheeks, and for an instant, Ally thought, There’s the Granny I know. Let’s go sit in the Rose Club, and you can have your signature vodka martini and flirt with the

            twenty-something bartenders.

      


      Then Granny Donny took a bite of the rice cake and grimaced. She bent toward Ally and whispered loudly, “You really should

         look into procuring quality help. Orientals make lovely tea, but very dry cakes.”

      


      June’s eyes met Ally’s. Ally let out a soft whistle.


      “Do you know where you are?” Ally asked her grandmother. This was the first question she always heard those TV doctors ask

         to see if people were nuts or not.

      


      “Why, we’re in London, of course, dear. Please, don’t tell me you’re going dotty on me, child.” She had inhaled the entire

         double shot of whiskey. Hiccuping softly, she put the glass down carefully, as if unsure why the table was moving so erratically.

      


      “What year is it?” Ally asked.


      “Eighteen twelve, dear. What’s the matter with you?”


      “Who am I?”


      “Why, you’re my granddaughter, Princess Alexandra.”


      Oh, dear.


      “And now that you’ve turned sixteen,” Granny Donny continued, “it’s high time we found you a husband!”


      Ally’s stomach hit bottom. “Grandma Donny, I’m twenty-four. Twenty-five tomorrow.”


      “Oh, don’t be ridiculous, darling. You’re not that old! Out to pasture! On the shelf! Certainly not!” Granny Donny put her hands to her heart and rolled her eyes, then hiccuped

         again.

      


      Ally turned to the duke, trying to pack her words with as much menace as possible, as if to say, Mess with my granny, and I’ll slit your throat. What she actually said was, “I think you should go. Thank you for bringing her here safely.”

      


      The duke didn’t move. Or rather, he stayed in one place while he practically vibrated with energy. He studied her intently,

         and Ally had to hold on to the couch cushions to avoid spiraling into his orbit. Dark stubble shaded his face to sinister

         perfection, and between that and his steel eyes and his bow-shaped lips, she feared for the safety of all women within a ten-mile

         radius.

      


      “Oh, I didn’t bring her,” he said finally. “Her coachman did. I was just along for the ride.”


      “Coachman?” Ally felt her world unhinge. There was a horse outside.

      


      Granny Donny rose, slow and unsteady, the whiskey having taken hold. “I must be getting home for supper. I only wanted you

         to meet the duke so that you would see how lovely it will be when all of us retreat to my country estate, Carleton House,

         for the rest of the summer. London is no place for a girl of the ton after the season. Especially one in need of a husband.

         We’ll have a house party and a ball and we’ll see to your future, Alexandra! Before it’s too late.” She hiccuped and then

         smiled shyly from behind her hand. “After all, you must bear a male heir if you’re to inherit my fortune!”

      


      “Oh my God,” June said under her breath. “Carleton House. Princess Alexandra. A dissolute duke. I read this book.”


      Ally looked at her friend but couldn’t find the words to reply.


      The duke raised his eyes to June’s face, the first time he’d gotten his gaze that high.


      “It’s The Dulcet Duke, by Genevieve Lancet,” June explained. “I must have read it fifty times. It’s been on my keeper shelf for years!”

      


      “Grandma,” Ally said, her voice cracking. She cleared her throat. “Have you been reading a book called The Dulcet Duke?” Granny Donny loved historical romance novels almost as much as June. They both inhaled them like air, trading them back

         and forth like blissed-out junkies. You got the new Puffington in hard cover? Oh, baby, I’ve got to have it. Now.


      “I have no idea what you’re gabbering about, dear.”


      “Gabbering. That’s pure Lancet,” June said. She covered her mouth with one hand and pointed at the duke with the other. “Which

         means he’s Duke Blackmoore. Yeah, he looks just like him. Tall and dark and dissolute.” June caught herself. “Not that you’re

         dissolute, I mean. I’m sorry, I don’t even know you.”

      


      “Of course I am,” the duke assured her. “Horridly dissolute.”


      “Even the messy hair fits. And those burgundy lips…” She trailed off, lost for a moment in her memories of Duke Blackmoore

         and his lips. She shook herself, her dancer’s control making the action startlingly erotic. “He’s trouble. The ones with burgundy lips are always trouble.”

      


      The duke straightened proudly. “Am I? Sounds devilish and fun. What do I get to do?”


      “Wenching. Gambling. Drinking. Dueling. The usual.”


      “I don’t duel. But I could start.”


      Did Granny Donny think she was living in a Regencyera romance novel? Where a normal person might lapse into confusion, self-doubt,

         and depression, had something terrible happened to Granny Donny, and she gripped her lack of clarity with gusto, forming it

         into a world that pleased her? Had she, by the sheer force of her ferocious personality, taken even sickness—or whatever this

         was— and made it into something original, exciting, and fun?

      


      Well, fun for her, at least.


      Ally felt herself tumbling into an abyss of doctors and caretakers and possibly even an old-age home for her grandmother.

         No, she couldn’t. Not that. Never. She’d take Granny Donny with her to San Francisco. How do you get a woman in a ball gown,

         plus her horse and coachman, on a plane? There had to be a way. But at the moment, Ally couldn’t imagine it. It wasn’t that

         they’d never discussed what they would do as Granny Donny aged, but the time had seemed so far off. Ally assumed she’d settle

         in San Francisco, marry, buy a big rambling house, fill it with kids, and only then would her grandmother move in after endless

         cajoling. She’d set up her mah-jongg game in the parlor, cheating the local blue hairs discreetly while she showed off her

         perfect great-grandkids.

      


      June was still talking. “Which makes you, Ally—I mean, Princess Alexandra—the good woman who has to reform the duke. Oh, it’s such a romantic, lovely story!” June hugged her body close.

      


      “But why would a good woman want anything to do with a man as irresponsible and childish as Duke Black-moore? He sounds like

         a jerk,” Ally said, looking straight at the duke. If this duke thought he was getting anything out of her grandmother just because she temporarily (it just had to be temporary…) believed

         she was a bit player in a historical romance novel, he was sorely mistaken.

      


      “Because he’s very, very hot,” June said.


      The duke smiled. “Merci, mademoiselle.”


      June blushed. “Er. Not you. I mean, Duke Blackmoore.”


      “If the princess wants the duke because he’s very, very hot, she must be very, very dumb,” Ally said, her eyes meeting the

         duke’s with what she hoped was steely menace. She tried not to notice that his dark hair against his white skin was crushingly

         beautiful.

      


      “No. She’s smart as a whip. See, she has to marry him to inherit the cash to support her oodles of siblings, and he has to

         marry her to get the wannabe Mrs. Dukes off his back.”

      


      “I don’t have any siblings,” Ally pointed out, inexplicably relieved.


      “I don’t have any wannabe…Wait…Oh. Bloody hell, I am the duke. But reformed? That’s not a romance; that’s a tragedy.”


      Ally hadn’t read a romance in ages; there were too many high school classics to be reread with her students. But the romance

         novels she remembered involved very badly behaved men whom she had loved anyway, because of their rippling thighs and masterful

         ways that made her want to put the book down and just lie back and close her eyes and—

      


      Ally realized with a start that she was staring at the duke’s thighs.


      So much for steely menace.


      She yanked her gaze away, only to meet his dancing gray eyes. She felt herself blush. This was the dilemma, wasn’t it? No

         matter how wickedly bad they were, the bad boys made the good girls swoon. But the truth was, you couldn’t reform a person.

         People were what they were. Ally’s life had confirmed that a million times over. She would never fall for a rogue the way

         her mother had fallen for her gambling-poisoned father, the world’s number one toxic charmer. Never.

      


      But the duke was hardly the point. Ally had bigger problems. She needed a plan. One: Lose the duke. Two: Get Granny Donny to the doctor and find out what was going on. Three: Postpone her move until she figured out what to do next. Self-pity caught in her throat, but she forced it down. She was

         her grandmother’s only relative, unless her parents magically showed up. And that didn’t seem to be happening anytime soon.

      


      “Granny Donny, I’ll take you home and stay with you tonight. I’ll send your, er, your coachman home, and we’ll catch a cab

         back to your place and put you to bed.” Peering out the peephole, Ally got a fish-eye view of a thin man in a black top hat

         leaning against a carriage, reading a newspaper. The trouble with having too much money was the abundance of people who were

         willing to make any fantasy come true for a price. She wondered what she’d find at her grandmother’s apartment. A matching

         set of eight liveried footmen? A pig roasting over an open fire?

      


      Peasants?


      She had to sit down.


      “I’ll escort your grandmother home,” the duke assured Ally. “Isn’t that the sort of thing I’d do? Being rich and idle, yet

         on my way to reform under your good-hearted, stern guidance? I won’t even stop to duel on the way.”

      


      Ally considered telling the duke to beat it, but something about his accent and Granny Donny’s dress and the coachmen waiting

         outside made her say, polite as could be, “You’ve done enough. Thank you.” Sheesh, she sounded like she was reading for the

         role of Elizabeth Bennet.

      


      Disgusted with herself, Ally stuck her bare feet into her slippers, pulled on her pink robe, and went to the sidewalk to settle

         matters with Granny Donny’s coachman.

      


   

      It was scandalous to go out with only her coachman; but it was possible, so Princess Alexandra did, daring the world to contradict

            her. Luckily, being considered good occasionally had its advantages. Just yesterday she overheard Lady Southerland assert,

            rather too loudly, “When one looks as plain and serious as Princess Alexandra, sadly there is little chance of her attracting

            trouble of the masculine kind for which she’d need a more suitable escort.”


      —From The Dulcet Duke


      Chapter 3


      It was not love at first sight. Not even lust.

      


      Not even close.


      His duty done, Sam saw his chance to beat a hasty retreat. He bid the dear old lady and the nubile, engaged roommate a fond

         farewell and followed the rather plain and irritated woman named Ally out the door to the coachman.

      


      The granddaughter had been thoroughly disappointing after the delightful grandmother. That Ally was in pajamas at eight in

         the evening, obviously still suffering a hangover from the previous night, had been initially promising, true. But this woman’s

         pajamas were just that: pajamas. Men’s pajamas. Vintage, green striped, silk lounging wear circa 1957. Clearly, she wore them

         for sleeping.

      


      Time to move on.


      The coachman looked up from his New York Post. The headline screamed, “yankees whankees.” Sam didn’t get baseball any more than he got American football. English football,

         that is, soccer, was his game. He was an amateur midfielder; speedy, dirty, and agile. Baseball was one of those curious American

         afflictions that made no sense at all to him. Slow, plodding, and thick, without any of the grace of cricket.

      


      He turned to Ally. “Well then. Pleasure to have met you. Good luck with your upcoming nuptials. I do hope you find, reform,

         and marry your naughty duke.” He bowed low, then turned away.

      


      She didn’t acknowledge his departure. “I hope my grandmother hasn’t caused you any trouble,” Ally said to the coachman, as

         if she had just been shaken from the pages of a Jane Austen novel. “If she owes you money, I’ll settle.”

      


      Sam was three steps toward home, but the idea of Ally paying seemed unchivalrous. He spun on his heel, cursing under his breath.

         The old woman had given him a hand, after all. “You’ll do no such thing, Princess,” Sam interrupted. Despite her grandmother’s

         obvious wealth, it was clear from Ally’s almost empty, dark, too-far-uptown home that Ally didn’t have enough money for a

         decent life in Manhattan, much less a few spare twenties for a horse and carriage. He wondered at the disparity between the

         two generations of Giordanos. “I’ll settle anything that needs settling.”

      


      He studied her as she refused his money with a lecture about god-knew-what. Her eyes were pretty enough, but it was hard to

         appreciate them, as they were separated from the world by black granny glasses. The light brown of her eyes was a slight improvement

         over the dark brown of her dull hair, which was pulled back in a messy bun. A few straight strands escaping around the edges

         made the effect of dowdy school marm so complete, he realized with considerable alarm, that her old-lady, man’s jams, vintage

         look was by design.

      


      She is a schoolteacher. He shuddered. He’d been thrown out of enough boarding schools to recognize a schoolteacher when he saw one. No wonder she

         was into lectures and obscure facts. He had a theory about spinster schoolteachers: They were surrounded by so many nubile

         adolescents, they had to shut down their own libidos just to make it to lunch. She had moved on to a soliloquy about her grandmother

         to the coachman that somehow segued into horse husbandry. He listened in silent horror.
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