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“You are too kind,”

Flip whispered as they emerged from the house.



Darcy?! She’d been rescued by Whatever-His-First-Name-Is Darcy? She’d taken his arm not only because he’d offered it but because this dreamworld, already tilting on the edge of total chaos, was starting literally to sway.

He was taller than she would have expected and far more capable. He helped her up the steps to the phaeton’s high bench and launched himself easily into the other side. As he adjusted the reins, footmen scuttled around the horses, snapping harnesses and clacking buckles. Flip wished desperately for a seat belt.

He sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m afraid Louisa and Caroline can be, well—”

“Complete and utter bitches?”

He bit back a smile. “The limpidity of your language, Philippa, is ever a delight.”

There was a realness to this man she had never found in the pages of Pride and Prejudice. The shadow of bristle dusted his cheeks, a scar marred the length of his neatly manicured hand, and his leg flexed against the boot box in a way that made her wish the silk on her bodice wasn’t so thin. How was it she’d known the era, the house and the butler, but didn’t recognize the most famous man in literature except maybe Hamlet? What sort of poorly planned dream was she producing?
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For Lester,

who has given me everything
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Chapter One



“Did you say Mr. Darcy’s pants?” Dinah asked, choking on her espresso.

Flip tucked a long strand of blond hair behind her ear, happy to shock her more upright friend. “Well, it’s more polite than the first thing that popped into my head.”

Eve grinned. “Which was?”

“Mr. Darcy’s pants and a breath mint.”

The women laughed loud enough to turn heads at the outdoor café.

“If I were Lizzy Bennet and the heroine of Pride and Prejudice,” Flip said in only a slightly lower voice, “and had just bagged Darcy, the hottest man in literature, forget the engagement gift. I’d want his pants, coat, shirt and—well, he could probably keep the boots—for a hardy screw in the hedgerow.” She considered the image forming in her head. “Oh, yeah. Definitely keep the boots.”

Dinah put on her fiery high school English teacher look, the look that transformed her from a happy, bisexual Julianne Moore look-alike to Magenta in The Rocky Horror Picture Show. “Lizzy Bennet is not that kind of girl,” she said hotly.

“And that, my dear Dinah,” Flip replied, “is the trouble with Pride and Prejudice. Not enough hedgerow.”

Eve, whose spiky black bob and sleek attorney suit gave her the look of an upscale punk rocker, considered the sandstorm of sugar she was stirring into her iced tea. “I think our friend Flip has a hedgerow fixation.”

“You know what they say about hedgerows,” Dinah said with a superior smile. “If you’re not careful, all you’ll end up with is pricks.”

“What is it about divorce that takes all the fun out of that word?” Flip tapped a dollop of cappuccino foam from the end of her stirrer. “But it doesn’t have to be a hedgerow. I’m just as happy with the deck of a sailboat, the parapet of a duke’s castle or the front steps of the New York Public Library. I just like my heroines to get their due.”

“Gee, I hope their due includes a pillow.” Eve emptied a fourth packet of sugar into the glass. “My ass hurts just thinking about it.”

“Gratuitous sex is the refuge of the uninspired writer,” Dinah said with the smugness only a few gate attendants or someone who majored in English Lit can muster. “With its figurative blank page on the matter, Pride and Prejudice allows a reader the ultimate flight of imagination.”

“Oh, is that what we’re calling it now?” Flip said. “I wondered why you were going through so many batteries at night.”

The women’s laughter filled the green space in which the café tables sat, but Eve’s, Flip noticed, was more infectious than that of all of them. Once you’ve faced breast cancer, Eve told her, you never pass up the chance to belly laugh. Flip smiled. It was a wonderful sound, and the first man Eve had agreed to see since her mastectomy, Adam—hold for the laugh—seemed to like it too. Eve had been teetering on the “should I/shouldn’t I” line for a month now.

The Columbia livia at Flip’s feet cooed and flapped happily, bobbing for crumbs. She threw down a bit of her biscotti, then let her gaze slide across the street to the gleaming forty-two-story tower known as the Cathedral of Learning that dwarfed everything else on the University of Pittsburgh campus. The topic of sex never failed to reduce her and her friends from thirty-plus-year-olds with more than a decade of bad relationships behind them to a slumber party’s worth of snickering teens. It was just what she needed after a long couple of weeks at the Aviary. She rubbed her aching neck.

“Tough day, sweetie?” Eve asked. Eve tended to mother.

“Ugh,” Flip agreed. “And it’s only half over. I’m supposed to be working on that damned presentation at the library, but Ninja’s got a nodule on his wing, so I swung by work this morning to take a look, and, well…let’s just say ‘Bird Density and Diversity in Clear-cut Oak Forests’ is not exactly writing itself.” Unsurprising, she considered, given that instead of writing when she’d returned from the Aviary, she’d spent an hour daydreaming about the book she was reading—specifically, a sink top sex scene in which, for once, the hero was the one who ended up with tile marks on his knees. Venice, she thought fondly. Who needed a gondola?

And now she’d have to tear herself away from what happened next to reread Pride and Prejudice for their book club on Thursday.

Not that she didn’t enjoy Darcy and Lizzy’s long, fitful submission into love. It was like waiting for two strongly repelling magnets to flip over and snap together with a bang. But given her own current state of carnal deprivation—two years, three months, one week and 2,437 laps in the YMCA pool, but who was counting?—what she really needed from her reading material was not a flight of imagination, but an intricately detailed charter excursion into cool sheets, silky boxers, and the snap of panty under insistent fingers. Darcy and Lizzy simply lacked sufficient detail.

Her Venice hero, sure to be literally spouting detail in the next scene, would have to wait, though Flip couldn’t help but wonder in what form his reward would come. She tipped the chair onto two legs and let the various options curl through her thoughts….

Stop! her industrious side commanded. Clear-cut forests. Winter migration. Biodiversity. These are the thoughts you should be thinking.

But nothing even faintly ornithological popped into her head. Instead the Cathedral of Learning transformed itself from a stolid skyscraper into what could only be described as the largest literary device ever conceived, with the gently swaying trees at its base pillowy curls of hair, and Forbes and Fifth, the wide boulevards that ran on either side, a pair of creamy, muscular thighs.

Flip dropped the chair back onto four legs and took a deep breath.

She assured herself these spells would be entirely natural in a woman who hadn’t experienced the real thing in over two years—six if one were inclined to charge her ex-husband Jed with heroic underachievement in the area, and, in this case, one certainly was. Entirely natural, she repeated. Why fight it? The tower pulsed with gleaming, pent-up—

“Don’t you agree, Flip?”

She jerked her attention back to the table, nearly toppling her cappuccino in the process.

“Hmm, what?”

A plain-faced young woman in a wrap skirt and a PANIC! AT THE DISCO T-shirt stood next to the table, smiling. Two mouse-colored pigtails snaked down the straps of her bright orange backpack, and she clutched an organic yogurt.

“I was saying the best stories appeal to our more noble desires,” Dinah repeated, smiling encouragingly.

“Oh, sure,” Flip agreed. “Like The Economist…or beets.”

The young woman chuckled. If she were a bird, she’d be a killdeer, Flip decided, spindle-legged and slightly nervous.

Dinah said, “Flip and Eve, this is my friend Beth Olinsky. She’s a senior in history at Pitt. We’re in the choir at church together. Beth this is Flip Allison, an ornithologist with the Aviary, and Eve Bloomberg, a lawyer at Pilgrim Pharmaceuticals.”

Beth gave everyone a lopsided grin. She bloomed when she smiled, Flip thought. Not quite a peacock. An oriole, perhaps.

“Flip?” Beth said. “That’s an unusual name.”

“Short for Philippa,” Flip admitted. “Blame it on my older brother, who couldn’t pronounce it. He also called elephants ‘elphiniums’ until he was about fifteen. You a Pride and Prejudice fan like your choir colleague here?”

Beth nodded, rubbing her nose vigorously. “I loved the book. My sister gave me the DVD for Christmas, but my boyfriend never wants to watch it.”

“Uh-oh. Time for a new boyfriend.”

“Yeah, well, I guess that’s what he thinks too.” She shifted her weight from one Teva sandal to the other. “We’re, um, breaking up.”

Flip shook her head. “Oh dear, idiocy starts early. Well, at least you can watch the miniseries now. Believe me, it’s a worthwhile trade. Say, would you be interested in coming to our book club Thursday? We’re discussing Pride and Prejudice.”

Beth brightened. “Sure.”

“We’re not as old and wizened as we look,” Eve assured her. “Some of us even text instead of having meaningful in-person relationships.”

“Hey,” Dinah said, “there’s nothing wrong with a little text sex, I always say.”

“Yeah.” Flip gave her friend a gentle poke. “Why should your first two fingers be the only digits getting any action?”

“Thursday would be perfect, actually,” Beth said. “My history paper’s due Thursday, and I hate doing things at the last minute. This’ll give me just the impetus I need to get it knocked off by Wednesday.”

“Clearly you need to give Flip some pointers,” Eve said. “She seems to be stalled on her particular assignment.”

“God, it’s true,” Flip said. “This part’s always the challenge for me. I like to be out in the field doing the stuff, you know, but writing about it?” She made a sour face. “I’ve been working on this presentation for two weeks now, shut up in that sterile library. I was also sidetracked by a fellowship application—not that that’s going to matter much now. So I’m—”

“Not matter?” Dinah interrupted. “Why?”

Flip tossed more crumbs from her biscotti to the ground and groaned. “Jed applied too.”

“That bastard,” Eve said. “I thought he was absolutely convinced the ivory-billed woodpecker no longer existed. I thought you’d nearly had a shouting match over it on your birthday a few years ago.”

Flip rolled her eyes. “We did, and he is. But that doesn’t stop him from trying to get in on the most important bird expedition of the century. And Cornell’s only looking for one more person on the search team, which means I’ve got no chance. You know his résumé is as long as my arm.”

“I know it’s the one thing of your ex-husband’s to which the adjective long could be applied,” Dinah said.

Beth laughed again, and Eve gestured for her to sit down.

“Don’t give up,” Eve said, patting Flip’s arm. “God only gives opportunities to tromp around in the mud and cold for weeks at a time to those who really deserve it. Isn’t Jed afraid he’ll get his hair dirty?”

The corner of Flip’s mouth rose. Jed bore a strong resemblance to Matthew McConaughey, from his tequila Texas accent to his athlete’s frame and golden Adonis–like waves. It was a resemblance Jed eagerly fostered, and without his blow dryer, he was unmanned. “Oh, no, didn’t I ever tell you? When he’s in the field he wears a beret.”

Dinah’s jaw dropped. “You’re joking. Military or French?”

“H&M. He’s very in touch with his inner urban hipster.”

Dinah put her chin in her hands and let out a long, satisfied sigh. “Darcy would never wear a beret.”

“I think we can all say our thanks for that.” Flip grinned. “Now if we could only get him into handcuffs and black cotton bikinis.”

The women chortled into their drinks.

“I’m sure Lizzy and Darcy have a very satisfying physical relationship after they marry,” Dinah said.

“Right,” Flip said, “because we all know that’s when the really hot stuff happens.”

Eve frowned. “C’mon, Flip, I thought you liked Pride and Prejudice.”

“I do, I do.” She held up her hands. “It’s just that…how do I say it? The book I’m reading now is filled with high-tension longing, just like Pride and Prejudice. But there’s also hot sex on the bathroom sink in Venice to pay it off. Darcy strives to be a better man for the love of a great woman. Catnip for a woman’s soul, right? But where does all that sublimated desire go?”

Eve lifted her cup. “Incredible hard-ons?”

“My point exactly,” said Flip. “Where’s the catnip for a woman’s nether regions?”

Eve stopped mid-sip. “Say, you don’t suppose that’s why the house where Darcy stays is called Netherfield, do you?”

“All I’m saying,” Flip continued, “is that Darcy is all about mannerly silence. I happen to like the bathroom sink better. Look at Gone with the Wind. Ashley Wilkes, mannerly silence. Rhett Butler, sink.”

“How about Casablanca?” Beth offered. “Victor Laszlo and Rick Blaine?”

“Thank you. We all know who we’d want to end up with.”

“Darcy,” Dinah said pointedly, “is no Ashley Wilkes.”

“No, better breeches to be sure.” Flip put down her stirrer. “But it isn’t just in books, either. I honestly believe real men fall into those two camps too. And you don’t even need to talk to them to figure it out.”

“No way,” Dinah said.

“You don’t think so? Okay, look at that guy over there, the one with the thighs.”

The women swiveled in unison to follow the easy stride of a shirtless fortysomething jogger in abbreviated yellow running shorts and abs so quilted they’d make a Chanel bag envious.

“Sink,” Flip said definitively. “There’s only one reason you develop thighs like that.”

“One-hundred-thirty-pound leg lifts?” Eve grinned.

“You got it, girl.”

Dinah tapped her finger on the table, unmoved. She lifted a thoughtful brow and tilted her head. “What about that guy?”

Flip turned her head. Two tables away, in a thin, black V-necked sweater and stone-colored trousers, was a dark-haired man in his midthirties. A scuffed backpack sat at his feet and a stack of journals lay on the table beside him. He removed the pair of Elvis Costello glasses he’d been wearing and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He had the body of a pass receiver, tall, with an easy agility to his movements, and fine-cut features that reminded her of the barn owl with its piercing, knowing eyes. But he was clearly all intellect and no action. He probably had a thesaurus next to his bed.

“Oh, please.” Flip waved away the challenge. “Definitely mannerly silence. He practically screams ‘underemployed graduate student.’ You know they’re not getting any.”

Beth laughed, then covered her mouth.

“Actually,” Dinah said, triumphant, “if he screams at all it’s at underemployed graduate students, and he’s actually getting a lot. He’s a visiting scholar in literature and the reputed Lothario of the Rare Book Room.”

Flip’s eyes cut back to the man in question, stunned. She’d passed the high-security Rare Book Room in the university library dozens of times without the faintest spark of carnal inspiration. Had she lost her touch? How had this, this…seeming academic, this man who had all the manner of a theorist to him, managed a record of action worthy of, well, her?

The man in question returned his glasses to his nose, flipped open the journal and sipped his drink. As she watched his large, steady hands shape the pages into pliable submission, an unexpected shiver shot up her spine.

“The Rare Book Room?” Flip repeated abstractedly, still lost in this astonishing reappraisal. “There’s no place to sit.”

Eve cleared her throat meaningfully.

“Oh, right.” Heat crept into Flip’s cheeks. Good God, she’d forgotten real people can actually live like they do in novels. After the last few years with Mr. Missionary, it was like she’d been neuralized.

“Yeah,” Dinah went on, “and the provost fought like hell to get him here too. He’s a genius in the world of literary criticism, apparently. I forget his name. Something Knightley.”

“Thrice?” Flip murmured. The women’s laughter filled the courtyard again, and the man’s commanding gaze immediately cut to her. She dropped her eyes in a flash, like a schoolgirl caught passing a note. Knightley? Kingly would be more appropriate. And forget the barn owl. This guy was an eagle.

“His name is Magnus Knightley,” Beth said, rising. “I heard him speak last semester. He’s an Austen scholar, actually.”

“I’ll be damned,” Flip said.

“Are you off, Beth?” Eve rose, too. “I’ve got to get back myself. I can only make a meeting with outside counsel last so long.” She winked.

Flip looked at the time on her phone and jumped to her feet. “Cripes! Me too. The library beckons. Hey, don’t worry about that,” she said to Beth, who had begun to pick up the cups. “I’ll take care of it. Garbage can’s on the way.”

“Don’t forget the book club Thursday,” Dinah added. “We’d really love to have you. I’ll give you the address at practice tonight.”

“Sure.” Beth smiled.

“Will Claudia be coming?” Eve asked Flip.

Claudia was the absent fourth musketeer. Flip nodded. “She’d better be. She asked me to pick up the book for her.”

“Pick it up? The book club’s three days from now. How’s she going to read it by then?”

Flip busied herself with the rumpled napkins. “That’s more than enough time—I mean, for some people.”

“And she is going to read it, right? Not just watch the movie like she did the last time. I mean, who thinks watching Shakespeare in Love is the same thing as reading Romeo and Juliet?”

“Gosh,” said Flip, who had watched it with Claudia, “no one I can think of.”

Beth lifted her backpack over her shoulder and paused. “You guys are really funny. It’s like watching an episode of Sex and the City.”

“Better,” Dinah declared. “They never discussed the classics.”

“Oh yeah,” Flip said. “We’re nothing if not erudite.”



Magnus sipped what passed for tea in the States. It would take a good deal longer than one term as visiting scholar here to learn to abide the overloud, underdiscriminating ways of Americans. But the university here had been willing to pay his salary—enormous, just the way Americans liked things—whilst he finished his book of criticism, and all he had to do in return was give a couple of lectures. A fair trade, he thought, given that his book was likely to put both him and the institution generous enough to underwrite him on the map.

A shriek of outrage cut through his solitude like a Howitzer, and the women at the table from which this annoyance arose dissolved into a cacophony of equally annoying giggles.

An odd lot, he considered as his eyes swept the group, with two dressed neatly and the third looking a bin woman of some sort in T-shirt, work trousers and scuffed trainers. She was an admittedly attractive bin woman, though, with high tight breasts and the blond hair of a Botticelli and whose unorthodox manner of screwing herself into a chair—could that be bird shit on her shoes?—gave her the look of a precocious and slightly naughty child.

He found the paragraph he’d been reading in The Cambridge Quarterly and returned to Macalister’s mildly misguided analysis of gender roles in nineteenth-century British novels.

A moment later another round of hoots blasted him from reading.

This time he distinctly heard the words “Lizzy Bennet.” His ears pricked up, and he caught “Darcy” followed by “Pride and Prejudice,” and, most curiously, “hedgerow.”

“‘Hedgerow?’” He was virtually certain the word did not appear in Pride and Prejudice. Perhaps he’d misheard. The women laughed again.

He bristled. What could be so amusing? Pride and Prejudice was the crown jewel of the last two hundred years of objective representationalism, not the latest episode of Blackadder. He tried to pick up where he’d left off in Macalister, but just as he’d found “…Wollstonecraft’s insistence on the female archetype as…,” the bin woman bent her long legs against the arm of the chair beside her and tilted her seat back. The movement was earthy and unself-conscious, and something twitched at the base of his brain. The journal slipped from his hand.

She cocked her head, looking into the distance, and he found himself following her gaze up the length of the Cathedral. Her face—an interesting confection of confidence and curiosity—dissolved into…what? He sat up straighter. He’d seen the look before, but never in the observation of architecture.

“Excuse me, young man,” a voice interrupted, “are you using that chair?”

“Pardon? Oh, yes, please. Help yourself.” Magnus made an accommodating gesture to the elderly man carrying a waxed bakery bag and returned his attention to the blonde, but a student had joined the party now, and the woman’s chair—and expression—had returned to earth.

He sighed and returned to the article.

He was deep in Wollstonecraft’s mechanics when the phrase “incredible hard-ons” rose above the conversational din. Well, there wasn’t much to misconstrue about that. He gave the group a preemptory look—wholly unnoticed—and redoubled his efforts at concentration, but when “nether regions” and “Darcy” followed in quick succession, his blood began to boil.

There were few things worse than the sophomoric lunacy of some women on the topic of Darcy. As far as he was concerned, the damned BBC should have had their license revoked for reducing a complex socioliterary masterpiece into a pantalooned version of When Darcy Met Lizzy.

He considered making his way to the table and saying a word on behalf of the nineteenth-century literature class he’d seen on the university’s adult ed schedule so these woman could begin to appreciate something farther north than Darcy’s breech buttons, but when four heads whipped on their axes like spinning tops to ogle a passing jogger, he’d had enough. He threw down the journal and pinched the bridge of his nose, fending off both a headache and an overwhelming urge to turn one or all of them over his knee.

One for certain.

After a moment of relative quiet, he growled and reopened the journal, determined to complete what he’d started. But the raucous laughter rose again. He looked up, and this time the blonde was staring right at him. Her open, unabashed appraisal surprised him, as did her stunning Nordic eyes, and he managed only the barebones version of his famously lethal lecturer’s glare.

Oh, yes, he thought. Definitely that one.

He realized his attempt to absorb Macalister here was going to be an utter wash. He unzipped his pack, stuffed the journals in and grabbed his unfinished tea, looking for the waste bin.



Cups and napkins in hand, Flip was headed for the garbage when a flapping flicker of white at the edge of her vision brought her to a complete stop.

No, she thought. Impossible. Instinctively she fell silent and turned slowly in a circle, letting her eyes trace the edges of the trees. At the same time her ears sorted through the different streams of input, easily filtering out the irrelevant urban soundscape and leaving only the critical notes for categorization: the dee-dee-dee of Parus atricapillus, the keedle-keedle of Cyanocitta cristata, and the familiar mocking caw of Corvus brachyrhynchos. It was everything one would expect in the middle of a city neighborhood, but nothing from a bird even marginally white.

She paused, catching the questioning eye of a gray-haired man several tables away. She realized she must look somewhat ridiculous, turning in circles, transfixed.

“I heard go-out go-out,” she called to him in explanation. “It sounded like Lagopus muta—er, a rock ptarmigan.”

He smiled blankly.

He has no idea what I’m talking about, she thought—and clearly neither do I, for one does not find an Arctic bird like a rock ptarmigan in the middle of southwestern Pennsylvania.

But whatever she’d seen or heard was gone, so she waved the old man a polite good-bye. She needed to get to work, and the laptop bag was making the crick in her neck sing with pain. She resettled it on her shoulder, which was not easy with her arms full of dirty cups, and swung back toward the garbage can, bumping hard into someone.

“Gosh, sorry!”

Oh God, it was Mr. Rare Book Room, and she’d spilled his drink all over his hand.

“Wow, throwing that out?” she said nervously. “You’ve hardly drunk it.” She dug the cleanest napkin from the mess in her hand and offered it to him. “Hey, I hear you’re an Austen expert, eh?”

He tossed the cup in the can and took the napkin with obvious reluctance. “Yes, I am.”

A Brit. Hmmm. Dinah hadn’t mentioned that. He sounded a bit like that guy on Blackadder. His eyes were the color of topaz, and he was a head taller than her, at least. What was it about that stare?

“You must pick up a lot of women with that.” God, she felt like an idiot, and now she sounded like one too. “Not the accent, I mean,” she said, speaking in the hurried tones of the criminally idiotic, “though I suppose that doesn’t hurt, but the Pride and Prejudice stuff. Go to dinner with the man who can channel Mr. Darcy, that sort of thing.” What blather! She dumped her garbage and rubbed the base of her skull. Say something intelligent, will you. “Hey, we’re actually discussing Pride and Prejudice at our book club this week. Any suggestions?”

“Only one.” The man’s gaze was unwavering. “If your interest in Austen rises only so far as—I do hope I’ve captured this correctly—Darcy’s ‘nether regions,’ I suggest you apply yourself to The Thorn Birds or Jackie Collins instead.”

He deposited the napkin in the can, gave her a brief bow and walked away.

For a long moment, Flip stood unmoving, feeling enough heat in her cheeks to steam her own cappuccino. Then, with growing fury, she decided if anyone was going to feel like they’d just been frothed into submission, it ought to be him.

“Trouble, young lady?” the elderly gentleman called.

She was confused until she realized her hand was still rubbing the base of her skull. “Yeah. A big, freakin’ pain in my neck.”







Chapter Two



The bastard.

Flip marched toward the Pitt library, furious.

The irritatingly smug, butler-voiced jackass of a British bastard. How dare he?

How dare he what? her inner voice asked. Overhear what you and your friends practically shouted at the café? Is that what you’re blaming him for?

She cringed. Had he heard the breath mint comment too? Oh God, and the one about hard-ons? She supposed she couldn’t really blame him for what he’d heard, but she certainly could for repeating it, especially in such an ungentlemanly manner.

She banged through the entryway, fuming while the chubby young man with the red beard and crew cut at the desk, who always vaguely reminded her of a tall, overfed cardinal, stopped his work to scan her ID. She was still mad as she strode across the floor and madder still when she jabbed the button for the elevator. It wasn’t until she lowered her finger that the volume in the nearby display case caught her eye.

She’d gazed at it, of course, dozens of times in the last few weeks. The leather cover was brown and cracked, and the paper yellow with age, but somehow the moment captured on those open pages struck her more forcefully today than ever: Darcy making his marriage proposal to Lizzy, and Lizzy, to his very great surprise and embarrassment, turning him down with hardly a moment’s consideration. She could almost hear Lizzy’s voice, choked with anger, as she read.

“‘Do you think that any consideration would tempt me to accept the man who has been the means of ruining, perhaps for ever, the happiness of a most beloved sister?…I have every reason in the world to think ill of you.’”

Go, Lizzy! Flip thought. Give that snake his due. Imperious, high-handed, stick-up-his-ass—

“Excuse me?” The clerk was standing next to her now, a stack of books in his hands.

Flip colored again. Had she been muttering out loud? Great. Maybe next she’d be pushing a cart of empty soda cans and shouting the theme song from Pimp My Ride. “No, sorry. Bad day.”

She only wished the page would turn, so she could witness the culmination of Darcy’s humiliation—his reduction from pompous blue blood to mere rejected man. But, alas, the case was locked.

“It’s a first edition,” the clerk said.

“Pardon?” Flip said absently, savoring the scene of satisfying retribution.

“The volume you’re looking at,” the clerk said. “It’s a first edition. Only fifteen hundred were printed, and far fewer have survived. Austen’s handwritten manuscript for Pride and Prejudice no longer exists, so that’s as close to original as it gets.”

“Hey, maybe I should borrow it,” she joked weakly.

He held up his arm across his chest like a Roman soldier. “Not on my watch, ma’am.”

Flip laughed, and her neck zinged her again. It was as if a small arc welder were pinpointing a spot just below her shoulder. She touched it gingerly, wincing, and rolled her head, but the pain only deepened.

“Hey, maybe you should take a look at this,” the clerk said. “I was just going to take it down.” He pointed to a paper pinned on the bulletin board next to the elevator. It was one of the photocopied ads with strips of phone numbers at the bottom one sees posted around campuses, though this one had only one strip left. The ad read: LOOKING GLASS MASSAGE THERAPY. IMAGINE YOURSELF IN YOUR FAVORITE BOOK. 138 CHESTERFIELD STREET. $45. NO APPOINTMENT NECESSARY.

Flip checked the time on her cell phone. Chesterfield was only a five-minute walk down Forbes Avenue. Ten minutes round-trip; thirty minutes for a massage. She could be back by two thirty and still get in a solid hour on the presentation. She headed to her locker on the fourth floor, dropped off her bag and headed out, certain this was the distraction that would allow her to return to her paper, totally focused.

Forbes, as usual, was crowded with students and hospital workers. She saw a woman in scrubs leading a toddler out of the Original Hot Dog Shop. The toddler held his arms up to be lifted, and the mother grabbed both hands and swung the boy in an exuberant circle. Both erupted in peals of laughter. Flip felt a pang. How could Jed not have wanted that?

Halfway down Forbes she heard the go-out, go-out again, and this time she saw the bird, too, darting from tree to tree in front of her, its distinctive white plumage and black tail fanned against the green. A rock ptarmigan, here in Pittsburgh, she thought. Strangest damn thing.

Her cell phone rang. She looked at the ID and brought it to her ear. “Don’t tell me you’re not coming to the book group.”

“What sort of greeting is that?” Claudia asked.

“The sort only your oldest friend can give you. I’ve already picked up a copy of the book for you.”

“Has anyone read it yet?”

“Everyone in the world’s read it, Claudia. Several times. It’s Pride and Prejudice. Jane Austen. You know?”

“Sounds familiar.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“As it stands, my Thursday has cleared up and—hold on for a second, Flip.” Then Flip heard her friend’s muffled voice say, “Would you be a doll and see if you can find this in a nice chocolate brown and the other in a bottle green?” Claudia’s voice returned full strength. “I’m back. My Thursday’s cleared up, and I can be there.”

Bottle green? “Claudia, where are you?”

“A place called—let me see—um, Designer Shoe Warehouse? Have you heard of it?”

“Yeah, it’s like Payless for rich people.”

“Payless?”

“Never mind.”

“No, no, more of a Belgian chocolate,” Claudia said, muffled again. “With just a hint of Amaretto. That’s it. You’ve got it. Sorry, Flip. I’m back.”

“Hang on. They don’t have personal service at DSW. Who are you getting to do your bidding?”

“My bidding. Flip, dear, you make me sound like a princess or something. Oh, yes, yes, that’s it,” she called. “I can almost taste the truffle insides.” Her voice lowered. “No personal service? Are you sure, Flip? Gosh, they’re absolutely great.”

Flip shook her head. Claudia was a person to whose will people automatically and happily bent. No wonder they loved her on the charity fund-raising circuit.

“So, this Pride and Prejudice,” Claudia went on. “It’s not another major Oprah downer, is it? I can’t take an abandoned child or quadriplegic. I’ve got Bikram that day.”

“Nope. A love story.”

“Excellent. Sex?”

“It was written in the nineteenth century,” Flip said.

“Oh, boy. I’m falling asleep already.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not exactly up my alley, either. But you’ll live. It’s romantic.”

“High points?”

Flip paused. “You are going to read it?”

“Oh, definitely. C’mon, Flip, be a bunny.”

Flip sighed. “Darcy, our hero—”

“Darcy?” Claudia interrupted. “That’s a girl’s name.”

“Er, it’s not his first name. His first name is…” Flip stopped. What was his first name? “Well, anyway, Darcy is a rich, proud man—exceptionally proud—who declines a dance with Lizzy Bennet, a spirited young woman, at their first meeting. The Bennet family is firmly middle-class, so a good distance below Darcy in rank. Lizzy overhears his dismissal of her as ‘not pretty enough to tempt me’ and takes an immediate dislike to him. No surprise there. Their mutual dislike, played out with wry barbs and teasing, captures Darcy’s heart for he is used to only reverence and flattery from the women in his life.”

“And you’re sure there’s no sex?” asked Claudia. “I think I read this last year. In fact, didn’t you lend it to me? The hero and heroine meet at a masked ball. He’s the bastard son of the Earl of Landsmere, she’s the talk of the ton, and they end up on a bumpy carriage ride to Bath with her straddling his—”

“Written in the nineteenth century,” Flip put in firmly. “Despite their difference in rank, Darcy swallows his pride to follow his heart—”

“Hoping the heroine will be swallowing something equally as large? Yes, I’m sure this was the same story.”

“No, honey,” Flip said. “Try to focus. Darcy asks Lizzy to marry him. She refuses instantly and is not shy about telling him why. Not only has he acted as if he’s chosen her against his better judgment, the prick, but he’s convinced his also-wealthy friend Bingley, who happens to have fallen in love with Lizzy’s sweet older sister, Jane, to abandon that relationship, leaving Jane with a broken heart. So Darcy’s back to square one, spending the second half of the book attempting to pull his head out his ass and actually earn Lizzy’s respect and love.”

“Wow, sounds like a total bastard.”

Flip frowned. “Oh, well, perhaps I’ve overstated it a bit—”

“And there’s no sex at all?” Claudia said.

“Offstage only, and not the hero and heroine. Lizzy’s intemperate youngest sister, Lydia, runs off with the book’s official rogue, Mr. Wickham. Wickham tempts Lydia with…” Flip finished in a cinematic tone of horror. “…the attractions of premarital carnality. Enormous social disgrace will befall Lizzy’s family if Wickham and Lydia aren’t found and made to marry immediately.”

“But they get together in the end, Darcy and Lizzy?”

“They do.”

“Great. Let’s see if I have this right. Lizzy has two sisters: a good one, Jane, and a wild one, Lydia. Darcy is rich; he insults Lizzy then falls in love with her—usually it’s in the opposite order, so he has a problem. At the same time he talks his rich friend Bingley out of marrying Lizzy’s good sister Jane because of class differences. Jane is heartbroken, and Lizzy turns down Darcy’s proposal because of it. The turn-down fuels Darcy’s desire even more—typical man—but he has to become a better man to win her. And, let me guess. The two couples end up happy in the end?”

“That’s it.”

“Great. That saved me about six hours.”

“Okay, you still have to read it.”

“I don’t know. Is the wedding night scene hot? Gosh, thanks,” Claudia added to what Flip presumed was the helpful DSW waitperson. “You were right. The black leather is better than the bottle green.”

“The wedding night is fabulous,” Flip said. “Darcy in nothing but boots. Lizzy in nothing but carriage floor burns on her knees. Sadly those chapters were lost. You’ll have to settle for a simple double wedding ceremony at the local church.”

“Carriage floor burns?” Claudia tsk-tsked. “My dear, you need to upgrade to a better class of husband. There are some too gentlemanly for that sort of thing.”

“Really? Jed treated me like a goddess the first year of our marriage, and I had all the nectar of the gods I could drink.”

Claudia laughed.

“World’s most effective birth control, after all,” Flip added, and immediately wished she hadn’t. The fact that she’d ended four years of marriage without a baby was an open wound that never seemed to heal, which in itself wouldn’t be so bad if her friends didn’t act like overprotective deer caught in the headlights whenever the topic of babies came up around her. Claudia fell into one of those awkward, sympathetic silences.

“Flip, honey—”

“Wasn’t exactly nectar, either,” Flip noted wryly, and was relieved to hear Claudia snicker. “Hey, speaking of black leather, is your ex still seeing that New Wave architect of his?”

“Yep. Now she’s dyed her hair blond and wearing baby-doll dresses. She’s channeling Sienna Miller.”

“Jeez,” Flip rolled her eyes. “Why would you want to channel someone whose only claim to fame is getting dumped by Jude Law?”

“Sienna acts too, dear.”

“Apparently you didn’t see Casanova.”

“As long as we’re doing the ex report card,” Claudia said, “anything new with Jed?”

Flip hung her head. “I found out he’s applying for the same fellowship as me. At Cornell.”

“I see,” Claudia said coolly, and Flip could feel her friend expand like some ancient Greek Fury. “It’s not enough to cheat on you, break your heart and ruin your marriage. He’s got to outgun you at work. Gee, maybe he could shoot Scruffy too.”

“Yeah, well…” Jed was Jed, Flip thought. The past didn’t really bother her anymore, but the Cornell thing was going to hurt. Her neck pinged.

“Honestly,” Claudia said, “I don’t know how you can do it. Bernie and I still have a decent relationship, but I’d rather have my eyelids nailed shut than work with him.”

“We mostly stay out of each other’s way.”

“He should have left,” Claudia said. “When you two broke up, he should have left the Aviary.”

“We’re both field researchers. We’re only there a little part of the year. We just happen to be overlapping right now.” Flip shrugged. “Anyway, he was there a long time before me.”

“Yes, and now he’s got a new, underage protégé. Pig. Oh, speaking of food, I’ll be stopping at Mad Mex before I drop by. Can I pick up something for you? They do a great wrap.”

“Mm. Wraps. The culinary equivalent of edible burlap. No thanks. How about some wings?”

Claudia sighed. “I don’t know how you do it. Eat wings and still have an ass someone could hammer silver on.”

“I just keep waiting for my Thor.”

“And it’s okay for me to drop by?”

“Yep. I’ll be home after five.”

Flip turned onto Chesterfield and stopped in front of the little row house at 138. It was a mock Tudor with a tiny front porch and one off-center window, in which a satisfied marmalade cat sat next to a hand-lettered sign that read: LOOKING GLASS MASSAGE THERAPY.

“Hey, Claudia,” Flip said, “what’s your favorite book?”

“I don’t know. Something with a bumpy carriage ride, I guess.”

“My thoughts exactly. I’ll see you later.”







Chapter Three



“Dees eez bad. Many toxins.”

Flip sat in a high-backed chair in the middle of the cozy waiting room listening to a softly playing concerto. The stout, gaudily dressed owner, who had introduced herself as Madame K, was now standing behind Flip, gauging the tension in her shoulders. Madame K looked nothing like the masseuses Flip had seen before. In fact, she looked nothing like anyone Flip had seen before. She wore a large Pucci-esque caftan trimmed with jingly foreign coins, and her makeup appeared to have been applied by Jackson Pollack.

The woman lifted Flip’s left arm and then her right, squeezing and rolling as she went. “You are in need of an adventure, ja?”

The light, roving pressure felt wonderful. Flip closed her eyes. “Actually yes.”

“At vurk and in bed, I think.”

“Well, I…” What kind of question was that?

“There eez a man.”

“No,” Flip said.

“Ja. A man who represents adventure.”

Ugh. Jed. “No.”

“Ja. A man who has recently made you consider reavakening to the world.”

Flip frowned. Darcy? No. The Venice hero in her book? Mmmm. Yes!

The woman bent Flip forward and checked her spine. “You vill bring him next time, ja?”

Along with her good friends Wallace, Grommet and Harry Potter. “Sure, whatever.” The woman was totally nuts but had fingers to die for.

“Vee are ready. Go into the therapy room, remove your clothes and wrap yourself in a towel. You vill let me know vhen I can enter.”

The therapy room was softly lit, and on a table in the corner a citrus-scented candle burned next to a folded towel, a bottle of water and an ornate round mirror—perhaps the “looking glass” of the establishment’s name? This at least looked like Flip expected it to. There were two massage tables in the room, each with a padded oval opening at one end to hold the patron’s face while the rest of her body was kneaded into submission like errant bread dough.

Flip picked up the bottle as she kicked off her Pumas. DRINK ME SPRING WATER the label read. “Cute.” She twisted off the cap and took a long draft. The water was cool and tinged with the faintest taste of grass. For some reason it made her think of bunnies and Easter.

“You like the vater?” Madame K called.

Flip frowned. The door was closed and there was no window in it. “Er, yeah.”

“Eez from my country. Many rabbits.”

Flip put the water down.

Slipping off her clothes, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Her breasts might be on the small side and her legs a tad knock-kneed, but she’d been blessed with the Allison musculature and her ass was a good one—high, tight and firm—and in her work cargoes, a perfect vision of two caramel lollipops. She tossed her T-shirt on the chair and dropped the khakis beside it. She stared for a second at the matching cobalt panties and bra. Alternately sheer and lacy, they were a bit like carrying the complete North American birding guide for a trip across the Kalahari Desert given her ascetic, man-free life, but Flip was nothing if not prepared. She dropped them on the khakis and picked up the towel.

It was toasty warm. She clutched it around her and called, “You can—”

The door opened.

“—come in.”

“You vill stretch out on the table, ja?” Madame K commanded. “And clear your head.”

But what Flip wanted to clear was her nose. The mellow orangey scent wafting from the candle was making her a little woozy. Madame K tucked her in on the table, covered her with a warm sheet and snapped off the towel like a magician doing the tablecloth trick.

She worked in small circles, from Flip’s shoulder blades to her hips, folding back the sheet as necessary to ensure every muscle got its proper workout. Flip felt like a tube of recalcitrant toothpaste.

“Vhere do you vurk?” the woman asked.

“At the Aviary.”

“Ah. You like?”

“Usually it’s great, but today—ugh. Don’t ask.”

The woman made a sympathetic clucking noise and continued her Nobel Prize–worthy kneading. Flip felt the tension begin to trickle out her fingers and toes.

“Are you clearing your head?” Madame K asked.

“Mmmm-hmmm.”

Flip considered the flowered carpet visible through the table’s porthole, and watched the suede tassels of Madame K’s odd little booties flop around as she worked. But then her eyes grew heavier and her lids began to flutter. Clearing her head was not easy. Whatever Madame K was releasing in her back seemed to come pouring up her neck into her brain in a soft-focus, home-movie sort of way: her girlfriends and their over-the-top fascination with Darcy, Pride and Prejudice and that whole weird historical romance thing; Jed jogging up the stairs of the Cornell ornithology building like Rocky; a black and white ivory-bill woodpecker soaring through the forest top; the things she’d wanted during her marriage that Jed hadn’t; that asshole Brit from the café with the interesting topaz eyes; that asshole Brit from the café in a pair of ivory breeches and an open linen shirt, turning her over his knee—

What?? Flip started. No.

Darcy in a pair of ivory breeches and an open linen shirt, tugging the laces of her chemise. There we go. Or better yet, the handsome Venice bathroom hero, who’d been only too happy to serve his heroine on his knees, his shiny dark head of curls bobbing up and down between her—

“Hey.” Flip, who had gone two years without any head bobbing, shiny, dark or otherwise, lifted herself on an elbow. “What about the imagining-yourself-in-your-favorite-book part? That’s part of your advertisement for the massage, right?”

Madame K gave her a fish-eye. “Indeed it is. Have you cleared your head?”

“Oh, yeah, absolutely.”

“Very vell. There are two very important rules. You cannot imagine something that vould not naturally happen in the book. King Lear, for example, cannot fly a plane.”

King Lear. Flip snorted. Like that’s what she’d be imagining. “And?”

“And you cannot imagine the same book twice. Both rules observed or big trouble.”

Flip waited. “That’s it? That’s the value-added favorite book service? You don’t hypnotize me, or play the book on tape, or give me a crown and princess dress or anything?”

The woman slitted a frosted blue lid. “Our clients are very happy.”

Well, I could’ve done that in my own bed, Flip thought, and the only rule there would have been D cells give out in about thirty minutes. “Okay. Sure.” She rested her head again.

The palms maintained their tireless efforts, bringing warm, healing heat to Flip’s shoulders and neck. Her thoughts tried to drift to the sexy scene atop the bathroom vanity, but the tile marks, the steam, even the cool, hard marble under the hips of the heroine kept slipping away from her mind’s eye, like sand through open fingers. She wondered for a long moment if Darcy had topaz eyes, too, then she was gone.

An instant later—had she fallen asleep?—the scent had changed, from citrus to a heavy floral, roses or honeysuckle. Yes, honeysuckle, that was it. Like my Grandma Thompson’s powder room. God-awful.

Flip drew her eyes open, a momentous effort, to say as much to Madame K, and stopped, shocked.

The massage tables were gone. The room was gone. At least that room was gone. The room Flip found herself sitting alone in was easily eight times its size. And the quaint furniture of the massage studio was now enormous, expensive Georgian furniture. Brocade sofas as long as an Airstream. Curlicue table legs. Impediment-topped sideboards, and silk-tasseled drawer pulls. She was resting on a chaise, her head inclined.

Oh, I get it. I’m dreaming. This must be the lobby of the hotel in the romance novel. Very Room with a View. Flip smiled. At the point she’d reached in the book, there hadn’t been any scenes in the lobby, but, hey, she thought, one’s sexual escapades had to start somewhere. But if this was Venice, and Mr. Iron Knees was about to whisk her up to the bathroom, why was she feeling a strange niggle of unease?

She looked down, eager to see what sort of slinky outfit she’d provided herself for this dreamy adventure, only to discover her skirt covered her knees. In fact, her skirt reached to the floor. In fact, her skirt reached to the floor, and the bra she was wearing was so uncomfortable, she felt like she was wrapped in a picket fence.

I sure hope the hotel honor bar has wire cutters, she thought.

She grabbed an armload of the voluminous violet fabric and pulled it up before her eyes, examining the stiff satin and heavily beaded hem.

Cripes, no wonder I’m uneasy. I’m a freakin’ bridesmaid!

She dropped the skirt and found herself looking straight into the embarrassed gaze of a bald servant in tails. Definitely not her Venice hero. Too curl challenged.

He cleared his throat. “Lady Quillan?”

“Yes?” Flip answered.

Isn’t it strange, she thought, how you automatically accept what happens in a dream: you’re a one-legged avocado designer from Tunisia; the sky turns plaid at sunset; an English butler addresses you as Lady Quillan, and, boom, you’re Lady Quillan. Weird.

“There’s news.” He tilted his head toward the hall. A long, sad note from a violin quavered, then fell away.

She felt the shiver of the minor key. “What was that?”

Mild confusion rose on the man’s face. “M’um?”

“The music. Is there someone here who plays?”

The servant’s forehead creased. He looked left, then right, then back at her. “No.”

“But there is a violin.”

“No, m’um. A messenger has arrived.”

The words hit her like a bucket of ice. There was something in his tone, or perhaps it was the uncomfortable look on his face, that made all hope of an evening rendezvous disappear.

“He’s been instructed to give the note to you directly.”

“Thank you.” Flip stood, feeling like a heavy weight had been dropped on her shoulders. Whoever she was, Lady Quillan was not looking forward to this message.

“You look unwell,” the man said. “May I call for something?”

“A bathroom vanity?”

His forehead creased. “Bathroom?”

And then Flip saw it. Outside the room’s intricately paned window. A carriage and horses at the top of a long treed drive.

Oh, hell. There wasn’t a bathroom vanity in the house because there wasn’t even a damned bathroom. It was freakin’ England, before freakin’ plumbing! She was absolutely not paying anything extra for this massage.

“Nothing, Samuel.”

Samuel, is it? Another plaintive violin note filled the room. She looked around the room and again saw nothing. Things were coming to her but in bits and pieces—and the oddest bits and pieces. She knew Samuel’s name just as she knew her right slipper was missing its second button, just as she knew this wasn’t her house, just as she knew her hostess and her hostess’s sister were in the room next door. But why this yet unseen letter was making her feel like she’d taken a belly punch, she didn’t know.

Samuel bowed and gestured toward the door. Flip stepped tentatively into the cavernous hall. Tall and square and built to showcase the looming double-doored entrance, the hall housed a staircase that curved elegantly to the upper floor, a massive silver chandelier and doors leading in every direction.

“There you are, Philippa,” a concerned voice said as she rounded the corner.

The man who had spoken was tall and expensively dressed, in a midnight blue coat, cream waistcoat and breeches, and gleaming black boots. Philippa, was she? Despite a disappointing lack of curls, the man’s striking brown eyes, dark hair and strong patrician profile were oddly familiar. A footman stood next to him holding a top hat and pair of riding gloves. Was the blue-coated man the owner of the carriage? The man accepted the items, but his eyes stayed on her.

“Has Jared arrived at last?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “A messenger, it seems.” Embarrassment throbbed in her like a fresh bruise. But why?

Samuel called, and a dusty-faced youth fiddling with a pouch emerged from a doorway. He scratched his nose unself-consciously and extended the note. Flip accepted it with unsteady fingers.

The note was written in a neat, masculine hand. The violin began again, this time in a flood of notes, forbidding and dark, that repeated over and over. Like Samuel, this man seemed deaf to the music as well.

She bent her head to read.


Clearly I have not made the supper. Nonetheless, I had thought I would be able to arrive in time to accompany you to Abbott House, but I find my business keeps me longer than I expected. Secure an invitation for the night from Louisa. I feel certain she would be pleased to keep you. I shall fetch you in the morning, and we can arrive at Abbott House as our servants do, which shall be more convenient in any case.

—Q



Flip felt a black stone settle in her gut.

“Bad news?” the gentleman asked, oblivious to the footman who stood poised, waiting for the signal that would prompt him to open the double doors.

“No,” she said. “Not at all.”

Across from them, beyond another door, the sound of quiet female talk had been apparent for the past moments, but now, from the indistinct hum, a clear snippet rose. “Business, my foot,” came a bemused woman’s voice. “Quillan’s with his whore in Stourton.” Another woman tittered. “Ah, the poor, oblivious girl. Do you suppose she even knows?”

Flip stood rigid, drowning in the all-too-familiar waves of shame and humiliation. Husbands hadn’t changed much in two hundred years.

The youth was the first to break the uncomfortable silence. “Is there a reply, m’um?”

“No.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

The gentleman pulled a coin from his pocket and placed it in the hand of the boy, who immediately trotted to the back of the house.

Interpreting this as closure, the footman placed his hand on the knob.

“Sir, your phaeton is—” Samuel began, but received an unspoken signal from the phaeton’s owner and stopped.

The hall was silent now, save the pounding in Flip’s ears.

“Has Jared been held up?” The gentleman held his tone even, as if he hadn’t heard the women, giving Flip every opportunity to collect herself, though it was clear from the mild disgust in his eyes the women were not people whose claim on him was strong.

Flip heard the violins ease and, as often occurs in a dream, conceived instantly the meaning of the words in the note and the part she was to play, though it hardly seemed like playing when the feelings struck so close to home.

“Yes.” Flip folded the note. “My husband will not be arriving until tomorrow. I-I must ask Louisa if I might stay. I am a bit of trouble,” she added with forced laugh. “I’m sure Louisa didn’t expect a simple supper invitation to stretch into an overnight stay.”

“Is there anyone else in Wiltshire to whom you owe a visit?” the man asked carefully. “A cousin, perhaps? You have so many. I should be happy to drive you anywhere you’d like to go.”

The footman waited, motionless.

“No,” she said. “No one.” Wiltshire felt like a vast, lonely place.

The man nodded, understanding. There was no more to be said. He placed his top hat on his head and bowed a regretful good-bye. The footman clicked his heels and opened the door.

Flip gathered her skirts, full of dread. Sadly it looked as if the only person on his knees tonight would be her, deep in humiliation, asking the Wicked Witch of the Wiltshire for an extra bed.

She took a deep breath, entered the room and found the women seated at a table playing cards. The first was reed thin and brunette, too recessive to be the owner of this home. The other was horsey, plump and blond. That one, Flip knew, was Louisa. Though her face bore the mask of polite concern, Louisa’s eyes were lit with the spark of recently shared amusement.

“Oh, Lady Quillan, you look hardly more rested than when you lay down. Pray, do not fear. I was just saying to Caroline I’m sure your husband is merely detained and—”

“I have heard from my husband,” Flip said. “And I shall have to beg your indulgence. It seems—”

“It seems,” interrupted the blue-coated gentleman who had appeared unnoticed at Flip’s side, “my phaeton shall require an extra cushion, Louisa. My old friend Lord Quillan sent his man just now to ask me to give her ladyship a ride to Abbott House.”

The man pressed his elbow very lightly against Flip’s, a gesture invisible to their hosts.

“Abbott House,” he went on, “is quite close to my destination, after all, and Quillan has arrived in Wiltshire more tired than he expected.”

“Quillan is in Wiltshire?” Louisa repeated, unbelieving. “At Abbott House?”

The gentleman’s eyes flashed cold, hard iron. “At Abbott House.”

For a moment, the women sat silent under his chilly gaze, then Caroline broke into a coquettish giggle. “Oh, Darcy, will you be always the knight who rescues the fair maiden?”

Darcy?! Flip’s gaze shot to her savior, and her knees began to buckle.
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