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If you struggle with alcoholism or addiction, this book is dedicated to you. You are not alone. You are worthy of living, of loving, and of being loved. Don't give up.

 


Chapter One

December 1817, London

In every crisis, there is a moment when catastrophe can be averted, a moment when it cannot be, and an indiscernible filament separating the two. The Honorable Mr. Norman Wynford-Scott, of Gray’s Inn, feared the Christmas revels had tripped beyond that ineffable point of no return when he observed that the punch was on fire. This development was brought to his attention by the cries of fright issuing from the throat of a first-term Fellow, whose festive medieval costume of hose, doublet, et cetera, was somewhat spoiled by the flames crackling merrily in the plumes of his velvet hat.

Whether the conflagration began in the punch or on the young man’s head, Norman could never say with certainty, for at the moment when spark met alcohol (or ostrich feather), he’d been occupied elsewhere in the hall, coaxing a stupendously inebriated Lady Fay down from where she danced atop one of the bench tables gifted to the Venerable Society of Gray’s Inn by Queen Elizabeth.

“Elsa,” he hissed as she shimmied her shoulders and hips in time to the musicians bleating a merry, seasonal tune, “come down from there at once!” He made a grab for her hand, but jerked back when she spun and kicked up her heel, flashing the flounce of a black petticoat beneath her rose-red satin gown as she nearly sheared the nose from his face.

She might be forgiven for not hearing him, as the normally staid hall was this evening bursting with the sounds of feasting and music and laughter, but her beguiling indigo eyes cut to his, communicating defiance—and something dark—in the instant before she spun away. From the neighboring table came the sonorous drone of Mr. Yelverton, the aged Serjeant-at-law who, for the last several decades, could be found in his customary seat pontificating upon various points of legality to his nightly bottle of port and whichever wide-eyed first-termers happened to be caught within earshot. Obviously, he was not about to be put off his routine by anything as trifling as Christmas revels.

“Consult the Book!” Yelverton declared now, jabbing a gnarled finger against the table. “We abandoned these absurd revels nigh on a century ago, and for good reason. This buffoonery diminishes the dignity of this institution. You’ll not find the Fellows of Lincoln’s countenancing a strumpet like that in their midst.” Even as his condemning words were hurled in Elsa’s direction, his gaze tracked her sinuous motions, like a snake entranced by its charmer.

The venerable elder was not the only gentleman who had noticed Elsa’s display. Two barristers and a former Solicitor General gathered around, eagerly watching as the raven-haired beauty in red tossed back her head and slowly lifted her skirts.

“Elsa, stop this,” Norman demanded as her ankles appeared.

“I say, isn’t that our hostess?” asked one of the men who had joined the burgeoning throng.

“Yes, that’s Lady Fay. Used to be quite the political hostess for her late husband. No wonder her invitations were coveted.” Someone landed a friendly jab in Norman’s ribs. “Good show, sir. The old man knew what he was about, naming you master of revels.”

More than having been named magister jocorum, revellorum, et mascarum, resurrecting the Christmas revels had been Norman’s bloody stupid idea to begin with. Somehow he’d gotten it into his head he could leave his mark on this grand and ancient school of law not just by excelling in his studies, but by livening the place up a bit with a call to bring back some of the old traditions. He was responsible for it all, for the invitations issued to every member of the Inn and distinguished guests. For the decorations and music and food. For choosing the lady who served as hostess.

Like a curtain rising on a bawdy spectacle, red satin and black muslin inched past that same hostess’s shapely calves encased in sheer silk and revealed two pretty, dimpled knees. Appreciative whistles and hoots of encouragement accompanied every inch of progress, while appalled ladies formed a tight knot across the room, silk fans kicking up a wind of umbrage. Elsa tipped back her raven-haired head and laughed, sinful and loud.

This was hell. Like the men around him, Norman couldn’t help but respond to the slow uncovering of the luscious woman on the table. But even as his heart pumped desire-thickened blood through his body, his mind went cold with panic. Not only was this a scandal for all of Gray’s Inn, Elsa was not in her right mind, drunk beyond sensibility. She was his responsibility; he had to get her out of there.

“Lady Fay,” he said in a commanding tone, “you will stop dancing at once.”

Wonder of wonders, she did. Her skirts dropped back into place, and she lifted her head, confusion crinkling her brow. Norman’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. Now then, if he could quickly escort her from the hall, perhaps the evening could be salvaged.

That’s when the cry went up behind him, pulling Norman’s attention from Elsa to the bowl of flaming punch and equally blazing gentleman. Additional shouts of alarm joined that of the human torch.

“Oh, good lord,” he blurted. There would be no salvaging the evening now. Discarding his typical, careful manner when stepping through a crowd, Norman set his broad shoulders at an angle and plowed through revelers. The man’s companions seemed more amused than concerned, clutching their middles and guffawing at their beleaguered comrade.

Snatching a banner festooning the beverage table, displaying the Inn’s golden griffin device, Norman tossed it over the head of the avocat brûlée, smothering the flames. He plucked the cloth—and the burning hat along with it—off the man, threw it to the ground, and stomped his large feet upon it for good measure. The costumed man was a little crisp around the edges, but no lasting harm done.

Beside Norman, heat radiated from the still-burning champagne punch. How the hell had such an innocuous libation caught fire? Like a witch’s cauldron, blue and orange flames undulated across the liquid’s surface and set the crystal bowl aglow with eerie light. The scent of caramelizing sugar filled the air.

Curious onlookers gathered around and murmured excitedly. Many seemed to think the punch was another of the revel’s entertainments, like the dancing dogs that had performed earlier, or like Elsa’s erotic display.

Half turning, he easily looked over the heads of the crowd to where he’d last spotted her. She was no longer on the table. He’d not believed things could get worse, but now she was sandwiched between a barrister and the former Solicitor General. One of her discarded long, black satin gloves was cast around the neck of one of the men like a scarf. Elsa clasped the ends, holding herself tight to the man’s chest. His hands were upon her waist, while the other man stood behind her, trailing a finger down the side of her neck, his other resting proprietorially upon her hip.

Norman’s heart dropped. Elsa was in a mood for trouble, but in no state to engage in what those two so obviously intended. “Elsa,” he called, but his voice was swallowed by the roar of the assembly and the frenetic music still blaring from the little band in the corner.

He took two brisk steps toward Lady Fay. A hand gripped his sleeve. He wheeled around to find himself face-to-face with Mr. Turton, one of the Master Benchers of Gray’s Inn, and one of the most vocal opponents to Norman resurrecting the Christmas revels. Defying his wishes had been a calculated risk on Norman’s part, one he thought would pay off when the party’s success gave Gray’s an edge of prestige above the other Inns of Court.

“What the blazes is going on here?” Turton demanded, without a hint of irony even as the flickering punch fire reflected in his pale eyes. “I knew this was a terrible idea! You’ve turned this hall into a pagan bordello.”

There was a blast of cold air, which Norman attributed to Turton’s icy disdain whipping around the room.

“I’m sorry, sir.” Norman extended his hands in a placating fashion. He towered a foot above the Master Bencher, but Norman was intimidated by the man, nevertheless. Turton could scuttle his career as a barrister before it even began. “This wasn’t meant to happen,” he nodded to the bowl, which issued an ominous groan. He bent to pick up the banner with which he had smothered the fire on the first-termer. Turton’s eyes widened at the abused coat of arms, then narrowed dangerously as Norman assured him, “I’ll get this extinguished straightaway.”

As he moved to smother the punch, he heard a feminine battle cry. He turned just in time to see Elsa hurtling his way, clutching a bucket. He hooked an arm across her waist before she fell headlong into the fire. Her arms extended. Icy water doused the table.

The tortured punch bowl shattered; its burning contents spilled across the table and onto the floor. Greedy flames met airy buntings and lace doilies and quickly found the table’s legs. Faster than Norman could have believed possible, the entire table was engulfed in fire. The burgeoning conflagration took hold on the ancient wooden floor in several places.

Instinctively, he hauled Elsa back from the fire. “Everyone out!” he bellowed, herding panicking Fellows and their guests toward the door without taking his hands off of Elsa.

Someone else shouted for the men to form a bucket line. “Save the hall!” went up the cry.

Still sitting at his regular bench table, old Mr. Yelverton’s chin trembled, and the silvery tracks of tears stained his lined cheeks. The fire was heading right toward him.

Biting back a curse, Norman set Elsa on her feet and pointed her in the direction of the door through which she’d come with her bucket. “Go outside. I’ll meet you at the Field Court, by the garden entrance.”

She blinked glassy eyes, swayed on her feet, and swatted off Norman’s steadying hand. “Let off. ’m fine,” she scolded, taking tottering steps toward the door.

“Wait for me,” he called after her. “Field Court, in front of the garden.”

She waved a negligent hand and was swallowed up in the stream of evacuees.

Norman quickly crossed to where Mr. Yelverton sat and stared, stricken, at the fire consuming his beloved hall. His gnarled fingers clasped tightly in front of him on the dark, aged table, his bottle of port still resting at his elbow.

“Mr. Yelverton, we must leave.” Norman took the man’s arms.

“Where will I go?” the old man wailed. “This is my home!”

“It will still be your home,” Norman assured him, struggling to maintain equanimity while the fire licked steadily closer, “but we must get out of the way of the bucket line so they can do their work.”

Rheumy eyes twitched from side to side. “A captain goes down with his ship,” he said, voice tremulous with indecision.

Growling, Norman restrained himself from pointing out that this was not a ship, and Mr. Yelverton was in no way a captain. “We can always rebuild, but what would Gray’s Inn be without you, sir?”

As though insensible of the smoke curling tendrils into the air, the old Serjeant-at-law lifted his eyes to the soaring, Gothic beams spanning the hall, his gaze coming to rest on Cromwell’s coat of arms. “Rebuild?”

“Of course, Mr. Yelverton. Now, if you’ll permit me—” Norman scooped the man up into his arms, the fire leaving no time to preserve Yelverton’s dignity. Bombastic the old buzzard might be, but there was little left of his wizened form. He weighed no more than a slip of a maiden. Norman, being larger than most everyone else in existence, had no trouble carrying the old man out into the fresh night air.

Depositing Yelverton on a stone bench a safe distance from the fire, Norman returned to the hall to aid in the evacuation, plucking from the fray a lady with a snapped slipper ribbon, assisting a gentleman suffering from exposure to the smoke, and then rescuing a musician pinned beneath a table upended in the chaos.

By the time the hall was fully evacuated, the fire was out, the bucket line having efficiently put a stop to the threat.

Norman stared at the sad, soggy ruin of his Christmas revels. The hall was a mess of smoke-stained wood and charred fabrics, many of them laying in wet heaps on the floor and bearing the imprints of the feet that trod upon them in panic. There was a surprising quantity of mud, a combination, Norman supposed, of dirt tracked in by the bucket line and soot churned with the water.

Mercifully, Queen Elizabeth’s bench tables had been spared, and none of the portraits, coats of arms, or stained glass windows on the room’s perimeter had been harmed. Cleaning this mess would take some effort, but the damage wasn’t too extensive. A good scrubbing and a few new floor planks would set most of the disorder to rights. Fully cognizant that he was ultimately responsible for the fiasco, Norman was musing over where he could obtain scrub brushes and lye first thing tomorrow morning when he sensed an ominous presence at his shoulder.

“Mr. Turton,” he said to the Senior Bencher, “I was just thinking over what should be done. I think the hall is still usable—once it’s had a good airing and sweeping—so there shouldn’t be much disruption to daily life here while repairs are made. I will personally oversee the recovery.”

“You’ll do nothing of the sort.”

Norman shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I beg your pardon, sir?”

“You have overseen your first and last undertaking at Gray’s Inn, Mr. Wynford-Scott.”

Two more Senior Benchers appeared, flanking Turton, making it clear he spoke for them, as well.

Norman licked his lips, found them dry and cracked. “I quite understand, gentlemen.” He bowed his head. “I beg you’ll accept my sincere apology for what has transpired here tonight and allow me the opportunity to assist in making it right again. I’m capable with a broom and a hammer and have no qualms about dirtying my hands with honest labor, if it means—”

“We insist you depart the premises of Gray’s Inn,” cut in Mr. Turton. “You will be summoned when we have decided what’s to be done with you.”

“But my rooms,” Norman protested. He’d lived at 23 Gray’s Inn Place for the past seven years. This wasn’t just the institution where he learned the King’s law and assisted barristers with their cases and debated with his fellow Fellows—Gray’s Inn was his home. Without it, he would be just as lost and adrift as Mr. Yelverton feared he would be.

“Leave an address where you may be reached.” Mr. Turton was merciless. “I expect your father has room for you. A cot in the nursery, perhaps?”

Norman’s face heated. His long-widowed father, Mr. William Wynford-Scott, third son of the Earl of Littleton, had instigated something of a scandal when he took a dairymaid for his second wife, shortly after his only child had departed for university. As if their marriage wasn’t shocking enough, the couple was persistently, almost distastefully, in love. For the past decade, Norman’s father had added to his second family with alarming regularity. After growing up an only child, Norman now had six younger half siblings.

“As you say, sir.” Norman bowed stiffly. “I expect you will be able to reach me at my father’s house. Good evening, gentlemen.”

Outside, Norman was suddenly struck with a wave of dizziness and exhaustion. Bracing hands on his knees, he coughed, back heaving, eventually bringing up thick, gray phlegm. His temples throbbed, and his eyes were gritty. It was like the worst morning-after head he’d ever experienced, without the consolation of at least having enjoyed a night of carousing.

Speaking of drunken nights, he must meet Elsa and see her home. Straightening, Norman took a deep breath of the cold night air and winced at an ache in his lung. Clutching a hand to his ribs, he slowly made his way through Field Court. Most of the evening’s guests had departed, but a few stragglers and many students still milled about.

“Excuse me,” Norman said, gently pushing past bodies blocking his way, careful not to tread upon toes with his oversized feet. “May I get by, please? I beg your pardon.” He stopped only once, when he was waved down by the old Serjeant-at-law. “Yes, Mr. Yelverton, the fire has been extinguished. The hall survives. Oh, don’t weep, sir. There, there. Keep it, please; I’ve other handkerchiefs.”

At last, he reached the entrance of Gray’s Inn Gardens. Elsa was nowhere to be seen. Exhaling wearily, Norman craned his neck, peering into the dark garden. The mid-December night was cold; surely she hadn’t wandered in there? Perhaps she’d grown tired of waiting and had summoned her carriage.

But no, that was preposterous. When last Norman had seen Elsa, she was swaying on her feet, her words beginning to slur. She was wickedly drunk. Besides drinking who-knew-how-much of the devil’s brew in the punch bowl, Elsa kept a flask about her person at all times and, usually, a reserve in her reticule. If she’d consumed any more liquor after leaving the hall, she’d likely lost consciousness somewhere. She might be behind a hedge, being nibbled upon by an opportunistic fox. She might be drowning facedown in a puddle. She might be in the garden after all, he mused, insensible of the temperature and at risk of death from exposure.

Norman’s weariness slid away. He turned in a circle, his eyes darting to every shadow and crevice. No Elsa.

“Have you seen Lady Fay?” he demanded of a passerby. The man shook his head. “About so tall,” Norman pressed, his flattened hand extended at his lower chest. “Dark hair, red dress.” The man shook his head once more.

“Lady Fay, have you seen her?” he asked of whomever he intercepted. No, no one had seen her. One lady even berated Norman for daring to mention that Jezebel’s name in her presence. At last, he cornered the young Fellow whose hat had caught fire. Still sporting their silly medieval costumes, Human Torch and his friends looked anomalous slouched against a wall of the kitchen behind the great hall, puffing on cigarillos, as if they hadn’t had enough smoke for one evening.

“Have any of you seen Lady Fay, our revels hostess?”

At his anxious query, one of the gentlemen snorted; another snickered. Human Torch elbowed his companion and cast a guilty look at Norman. “It’s not our place to tell tales about a lady, Mr. Wynford-Scott.”

Norman swallowed, his throat tight. “Lady Fay is ... she’s ill. I have reason to believe she needs help, may even be in danger. If you know where she is, for the love of God, say so.”

One of the men coughed and looked at his toes. Another regarded Norman with a mocking smile. “She has the kind of sickness a man likes, hasn’t she? I shouldn’t worry too much about her, old man. She’s in good hands. Lots of them.”

“Lots of ...” His lips tingled, then numbed. Those men, the two who’d been groping her brazenly in the hall before she’d made her foolish attempt at dousing the fire. “Where is she?” he ground out.

“Well, if I know Brograve,” said the insolent bard, or whatever he was meant to be, “she’ll be on her hands and knees, taking it—”

A fist Norman didn’t remember making landed on the side of the man’s face with the satisfying snap of something giving way in his jaw.

Good. Good. Norman, who had never—not once—struck another man, hoped to God this one would be a long time in regaining the use of his odious mouth.

The man slid along the wall as he collapsed, velvet doublet rasping over the brick. When he’d come to rest on the ground, a brief, shocked silence fell over the scene.

“She’s in there, Mr. Wynford-Scott, sir,” blurted Human Torch, pointing to the kitchen door. “And thank you, sir, for coming to my aid this evening, sir. If there’s anything I can do for you, sir, you’ve only to say the word. Sir.”

Human Torch and his friend made good their escape, deserting the one Norman had pummeled. A soft groan arose from the unconscious blighter. A twinge of guilt pricked Norman’s conscience, but it was quickly wiped away when a woman screamed inside the kitchen.

“Elsa!” he roared, bursting through the door. The glow of banked coals on the brick hearth provided the room’s only light. He turned in a circle, desperate to find her. “Elsa, where—”

He heard her again, not a scream, but a laugh. “Here, Misser Wynfor’-Scah. Join us, do.”

Rounding a preparation table, he found her. Them. On the floor.

In short order, he’d plucked Elsa from the floor and tossed her, kicking and hissing like an angry cat, over his shoulder.

“Put me down!” she demanded, the toes of her little red slippers thrumming against his sternum.

“I think not, my lady.”

 Her fists drummed his back. Over the last ten years, Norman had grown adept at ignoring infantile tantrums.

Just outside the hall, Norman flagged down a servant and summoned Lady Fay’s carriage. Then, heedless of gawking onlookers, he strode swiftly across Field Court to his rooms at Gray’s Inn Place. Bringing a woman to his chambers was strictly forbidden, but he’d already been evicted; what worse could the Senior Benchers do?

He kicked the door shut behind him, locked it, and pocketed the key. Then he deposited the screeching Fury on his worn old sofa, from which she continued her angry diatribe. “Wha’s the matter wif you, Misser Wynfor ... Misser Wyn ... Norm? Do you’ve some problem with fun? Are you a ... are you a monk?”

Through his friend Lord Sherian Zouche, Norman had been acquainted with Elsa Fay for years and had appreciated her beauty and vivacious spirit from afar. His direct dealings with her had been limited until last year. At the betrothal ball honoring Sheri and his lovely bride, Norman had been called upon to assist with a powerfully intoxicated Lady Fay, who was wreaking havoc at the ball (a truth he should have, perhaps, taken into consideration when choosing a hostess for the Christmas revels; but there exists no system of logic powerful enough to overcome the heart’s desire, he had lately discovered, to his eternal regret). Though she was as lovely as ever, it had become evident to Norman at that time that Elsa was deeply troubled: Her lively behavior had turned manic, and what was once an infectious joie de vivre now manifested as recklessness bordering on self-destructiveness.

On that night, Norman’s admiration had shifted to something else. He’d lifted her into his arms (well, slung her over his shoulder) to see her safely home, and some protective instinct had emerged. No one else in Elsa’s sphere—not even Sheri—seemed to notice how frequently she overimbibed on spirits or how her previously circumspect affairs had become more and more indiscreet. Norman had despaired to witness such an intelligent, sparkling woman throw herself headlong into ruin. He’d wanted, powerfully, to help, to save her from herself.

It was that chivalrous streak that had prompted him to invite her assistance with the Christmas revels. Once, Elsa had been the toast of London’s political circles. While he’d never attended one of her suppers or soirees, he’d often overheard barristers and judges bragging at having received an invitation or rhapsodizing about the glories of an evening spent at her table.

These days, a man was more likely to rhapsodize about the pleasures of an evening spent in her bed.

Naively, Norman had hoped that reminding Elsa of her glorious past would nudge her in the direction of more moderate living. Greater fool, he.

Norman dragged his traveling trunk from a closet and quickly filled it with clothes, other essentials, and, after a brief, tortured moment at his bookshelf, a history of the Roman Senate and the latest edition of British Courts and Law: A Quarter in Review.

After donning his frock coat and hat, Norman deposited the trunk outside, then returned to his small sitting room. When Elsa spotted him, she fell silent. Her hands curled around the edge of the cushion, and she glowered up at him, her eyes fathomless pools of deepest blue.

“Can you stand, my lady, or shall I carry you?”

“’Course I can,” she muttered. Her full lips puckered in concentration as she shoved to unsteady feet. Norman wrapped her in his own cloak. The dark wool swallowed her and dragged on the floor. He lifted the hood, covering the shining silk of her mussed hair. Her delicate features looked small and frail in the immense garment.

Lady Fay leaned heavy into Norman’s side as they made their way outside. When she stumbled over a loose paving stone, he tucked her against his side; his large hand fit neatly in the curve between her ribs and hip. They walked in silence, he guiding her toward the waiting carriage while she doggedly fought for every listing step. Unbidden, he found himself remembering the vision she’d been dancing on the table, powerfully alluring even as she’d maddened him.

He felt her ribcage expand on a sharp inhale. “Fire?”

“Out,” he assured her. “No serious injuries or damage.”

“Tha’s good,” she mumbled. “I told ’em be careful wif Uncle Seamus’s whiskey. No open flame or drinkin’ it straight.” She chuckled. “Wicked stuff.”

Something in Norman’s head snapped. Or broke. Came loose. Went wrong. Stopping short, he yanked her around to face him. “You did that?” he demanded, pointing to the now-dark hall. “Turned harmless champagne punch into a lethal potion? And then you threw cold water onto hot glass, spreading a fire that could have brought down the entire hall. How could you be so foolish?”

She blinked slowly, her head drooped. Norman gave her a shake, bent low, and crowded her. Embarrassed by his unseemly six-foot-nine height, he’d always tried to be smaller and quieter than his body allowed, hoping a reserved disposition would make up for him occupying more than his fair share of space. But now ... now he hoped—wanted—to intimidate her. Wanted her to tell him what the bloody hell had been going through that pretty head of hers. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done, Elsa?” he boomed, his voice cracking off the brick walls of the surrounding buildings. “Do you? The entire hall might have been lost. People could have died. You’ve cost me—” He cut himself off, biting his tongue until he tasted blood. No good would come from venting his spleen, not with her in this state.

He trembled all over, caught in the grips of the fiercest anger he’d ever known. Her stupid stunt and her unforgivable love of drink had cost him his home and other repercussions yet to be determined by the Master Benchers. When he should have been celebrating his imminent call to the bar, Norman instead found everything he’d worked for about to be snatched from his grasp.

He towed her to the carriage. After several failed attempts to navigate the step, Elsa started laughing. “My foot won’ go!”

Norman hoisted Elsa, still laughing, onto the seat.

 She swatted his arm. “Oh, don’ be dour.” Her plump lips, red and moist, twisted in her flushed face. She fell against his chest, knocked his hat to the floor, and played her fingers into the shaggy hair over his ear. Her fingernails scratched lightly at his scalp, as though she were petting a dog. “I liked being with you tonight.”

What the devil was wrong with the woman? She was unrepentant about the damage she’d done, blissfully unaware of his ire.

“Regretfully, I cannot say the same.” He brushed her fingers aside. He never should have asked her to be hostess of the revels, knowing as he did her weakness for drink.

“Oh, don’ say you’re angry at me.” She clung to his hand, her eyes pleading. “I was jus’ havin’ fun. I din’ mean for it to happen. An’ I didn’t mean to be so ... I tol’ myself only one drink.”

She sniffled; an overabundance of liquor had her mood staggering about as much as her faltering steps. Despite himself, her crestfallen expression tugged his heartstrings.

“Elsa ...” He sighed. “Don’t fret over it tonight, all right? We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

She dried her eyes against his sleeve. “You’re good, Norman. Sheri always says so. He’s right.”

Shaking his head, Norman turned his gaze sightlessly to the window, Mayfair’s houses and streetlamps passing in a meaningless blur.

 Though her tears had ceased, Elsa still rubbed her face against his arm, back and forth. Her hand found his chest and slid up to hook around his neck.

“Elsa, what are you—”

She pulled his mouth to hers. She was warm and soft and inviting, tasting of whiskey and the promise of sex. Her tongue swept into his mouth on a moan, invading his senses with her scent.

He was a man of flesh and blood, and she was a temptress like no other he’d encountered. His body responded, even as his mind insisted he do the right thing. Never had he been so at odds with himself.

Gently as he could, Norman pushed her away. “No, Elsa,” he rasped.

She blinked up at him, bewildered. “You don’t want me?” she asked in a small, pitiful voice.

Sinking back into the squabs, Norman dragged his hands down the sides of his face. “You would hate me in the morning.”

“I could never hate you.”

“I would hate myself.”

Her face darkened. “Because I’ve been with other men? Not played the pious widow? Fine. I’ve other friends who’ll keep me company.” She pounded on the ceiling to signal the driver to stop.

He didn’t doubt there were any number of men who would be more than happy to take advantage of a lonely, inebriated widow. “Now see here,” he said darkly, “I’m not about to let you jump into bed with one of your ciscebos—not in this state. Drive on,” he called out the window.

In a flash, Elsa’s defensive glower turned to a sneer. “Jealous?”

Undoubtedly. How often had he watched her turn the head of every man in a room, then take her pick of them for a night’s dalliance? So many nights, he’d secretly ached, foolishly wishing she’d chosen him.

But longer than he’d desired Elsa, he’d known this: A woman who couldn’t walk a straight line or speak a straight sentence was in no frame of mind to choose to go to bed with a man, and any male who did so anyway was a piss-poor excuse for a man.

“You aren’t my keeper,” she railed. “You’ve no right ... none.”

“You’re scarcely more your own keeper than I am,” he retorted sharply. “You’ve no control over yourself.”

Her face screwed up in anger. “You ain’t so good, affer all, just a sad little man threatened by a woman unafraid of pleasure. Find us threat—threat’nin’.”

The coach stopped. When he saw Elsa’s townhouse through the window, he sagged in relief.

When the door opened, Elsa half tumbled out; it took both the driver and Norman to get her onto the front walk. With his arm around her waist, Norman steered her to the front door. “Fetch Foster,” he instructed a footman. “Her ladyship isn’t feeling well.”

While the man went for the lady’s maid, Elsa pushed away from Norman. She swayed alarmingly in the center of the entry hall. Her coiffure listed to the side, dark strands dangling lank around her pale face. She looked, he thought, like a banshee. Or a sad, drunken fishwife. He reached for her, but she held him off with a warning hand.

“How dare you judge me?” she hissed. “You think I never seen how you lookit me?” She jabbed herself in the chest; the tip of her finger disappeared into her cleavage. “An’ the time I offer you a fuck out of pity, you’re sunnly too good for me? Well, Misser Norman Wynfor’-Scott,” she sneered, imbuing his name with a healthy dose of scorn. “Well, maybe ... Maybe you’re not good ‘nuff for me.”

“I’ve no doubt that’s true,” he clipped off, the sarcasm dripping from his words seeming to pass right over her muddled head.

Foster hurried down the stairs. Taking in the sorry state of her mistress, the maid let out a gasp of dismay. She wrapped a protective arm around Elsa and guided her toward the stairs. “Thank you for seeing her home, sir.”

“And don’t come back,” Elsa yelled. “You hear that? I’m rejecting you. I’ve got no time for fools.”

She didn’t mean it. It was the liquor talking. When she’d slept it off, they’d once more be friends. But when she became drunk again, as she inevitably would, her mood would be unpredictable, and he’d be powerless to resist the need to protect her from herself.

As he watched her slowly ascend the stairs, Norman had a realization: The night was lost to catastrophe long before the punch caught fire. Disaster was inevitable from the moment he’d become entangled with the beautiful, ruinous Lady Fay.


Chapter Two

Light sliced through her eyelids. Elsa, the dowager Viscountess Fay, winced. “Closed, Foster,” she croaked, flapping her hands in the general direction of the parted curtains and their skull-splitting blades of yellow death. Her stomach lurched alarmingly, so she stopped flailing, instead pressing her fingers to eyes pounding in time with her heart.

“It’s gone one, my lady.” Foster’s tone bristled with disapproval. “Here’s tea for you.” There was the sound of liquid pouring into a cup, the neat snick of the teapot placed precisely where it belonged on the tray. “Cook’s kept kidney pie warm for you. Have your tea while I fetch it up.” She paused, adding as an afterthought a slightly pitying, “Milady.”

Insolent biddy, Elsa silently remonstrated. None of her friends tolerated such managing from their abigails. She heard Foster’s brisk steps cross the room and disappear down the hall. A draft from the corridor soothed Elsa’s heated cheeks. If she lay very still and took shallow breaths, the bed didn’t spin quite so crazily. She drifted.

Footsteps again. Heavy. A man’s.

Elsa startled out of her drowse, confused and cold with fear. Harvey. He disapproved of her lying abed beyond sunrise. And she’d had her courses. Without child once more. She’d failed. He would be angry—

A hand on her shoulder. For a few terrifying seconds, she was paralyzed, waiting for the grip to turn punishing.

“No use feigning sleep. Foster told me you’re awake.”

Not Harvey. She knew that voice. Elsa opened her eyes and her lips, air flooding her lungs on a gasp. A handsome man stood at her bedside, splendidly attired in perfectly tailored weskit and tailed morning coat. His left hand still rested on her shoulder. In his other, he twirled a silver quizzing glass.

“Sheri?” Her hands trembled as she swiped a damp strand of hair from her forehead. What was Lord Sheridan Zouche doing in her bedchamber? Sheri was married now, wasn’t he? Why couldn’t she remember for certain?

“Here, allow me.” He made quick work of gathering pillows to prop her up, handling her gently but efficiently.

Elsa disliked being made to feel like an invalid, but her limbs did not seem inclined to cooperate. “Where’s your wife?” she asked, as Sheri turned to the tea tray.

“Here, my lady,” said a rich, musically accented voice. Elsa glanced past Sheri to see Arcadia Zouche just inside the door.

Sheri handed Elsa her tea. Ignoring the liquid sloshing over the rim, she buried her face in the fragrant cup, hiding her disquiet. In other circumstances, she’d be delighted by a visit from her dear friend and his lovely bride, but why were they in her bedchamber? Something was not right. Something was, she suspected, terribly wrong.

Shame twisted her gut. Last night. The memories were piecemeal, but what she recalled was reason enough for embarrassment.

Mr. Wynford-Scott, one of Sheri’s cabal of Honorables, had asked her to serve as hostess for the Christmas revels at Gray’s Inn. He was overwhelmed by the undertaking, he’d said, and since she had experience with such things ...

Once, she’d been a political hostess for her husband, holding weekly salons and fortnightly dinners during every session of Parliament throughout the six years of her marriage. She had charmed the nation’s mighty and powerful, knowing whether to employ a pointed observation or a flirtatious remark to best advance her husband’s interests. She’d been good at it, too, so good. It was the only way in which she’d not been a failure as a wife, Harvey had often remarked.

And so she’d been secretly delighted to be needed once more. She’d swooped in and rescued poor, fumbling Mr. Wynford-Scott. He’d had a few rough ideas that she had honed to perfection. She’d made sure the food would be prepared in ample quantities, chosen the most amusing entertainments, and hired the liveliest musicians.
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