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   September 1815
 
    
 
   “No, I can’t,” Miss Paula Leighton protested.  She shook her head, her fists clenched at her sides.  “I won’t do it, Stewart!”
 
   Her brother glanced at the closed door and gestured for her to lower her voice.  “I won’t have you drawing undue attention to this conversation.”
 
   “I don’t care if the servants overhear.  You have no right to do this.”
 
   With a groan, he leaned back in the chair and set the quill down on the writing desk.  “You should be glad anyone’s willing to marry you at all.”
 
   She gritted her teeth and turned from him.  Had she known that Lord Holloway was going to desert her on the way to Gretna Green, she never would have accepted his hasty proposal.  Her fingernails dug into the palms of her hands.  It didn’t matter now.  Lord Holloway was in her past.  She’d never have to deal with him ever again.
 
   She moved aside the curtain in the drawing room and glanced at the fog that hovered over the London streets.  The chill from the light rain only added to the gloomy evening.  An evening that fit this discussion far too well.
 
   “Paula.”
 
   She sighed and reluctantly turned to face him.
 
   Stewart stood up and walked over to her.  “It really isn’t that bad.  The Duke of Leavenshire—”
 
   “Is a drunken old fool.”
 
   “Who needs a wife to give him an heir.”
 
   She forced back the bile that rose up in her throat.  “I will never have someone as disgusting as him in my bed.  I’ll become another man’s mistress first.  You hear that?” She pointed her finger at her brother.  “Then I’ll be of no worth to any of the revolting gentlemen you associate with.”
 
   “Those revolting gentlemen happen to have a lot of money.”
 
   “I don’t care how much they’re worth!  I am not a commodity to be sold at your convenience.  I will not marry him, and there’s nothing you can do to make me.”
 
   She lifted her skirt and fled out of the room before he could say anything else.  Didn’t her brother have enough money already?  Why must he always be holding out his hand for more?  Of all the things he’d done, she never thought he’d try to sell her in a gambling hell.  She had a mind to run away.  If only she had somewhere that she could go!
 
   When she made it to her room, she slammed the door and leaned against it, relieved her tears didn’t fall until she was alone.  She hated this.  She was nothing but a pawn.  She had no control over her future.  Everything depended on what the gentlemen wanted to do with her.  Even if there was a good chance the duke would be dead in ten years, she just couldn’t bring herself to be with him.
 
   Wiping her tears away, she stumbled to the chair in front of her vanity and collapsed in it.  Surely, there was something she could do.  No situation was so hopeless that there wasn’t a way out.  Taking a deep breath, she struggled to regain her composure.  She wouldn’t marry the duke.  In fact, her brother wouldn’t choose her husband.  She would.
 
   Her determination quickly replaced her fear.  She wiped the rest of her tears away and took a deep breath.  No good would come from panicking.  What she needed was a plan.  Swallowing, she turned her attention to removing the pins from her dark brown hair so it fell down her back in gentle waves.  Her hazel eyes stared back at her, still brimming with tears. 
 
   While she brushed her hair, she thought over her options, as limited as those were, and finally came to the conclusion that there was only one way to secure her future.  And that was to trap the gentleman of her choice into marriage.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “May this be the night you find your bride,” Mister Christopher Robinson sang out.
 
   Perry Ambrose, the Earl of Clement, looked up from the ledger in time to see his cousin enter the drawing room.  He then proceeded to plop down in the seat across from him and put his feet up on his desk.  With a sigh, Perry reached over and shoved his feet off.
 
   “I don’t believe it,” Christopher said, sounding appropriately shocked.  “I come here to spread good cheer, and you treat me as if I’m bothering you.”
 
   Perry turned his attention back to balancing his funds.  “You are bothering me.” He ran his finger across the rows where the steward had written down the payment for the servants’ wages.  It was strange not to be giving Christopher any more funds.  The ledger just didn’t look the same.
 
   Christopher let out a loud groan and leaned forward.  “Haven’t you heard a single thing I’ve said?”
 
   “Yes,” he replied as he made sure each servant got the correct amount due to them.  “You think this will be the evening that I’ll find a bride.”
 
   “I said more than that.” Leaning back in his chair, he threw his head back.  “Why do I even try?  You obviously don’t want to get married.”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “Then why aren’t you married yet?” Before Perry could open his mouth, he added, “Don’t tell me it’s because of your cane.  No one cares about that blasted cane except for you.”
 
   “That’s not true.” Irritated, he slammed the ledger shut.
 
   “Sure, it is.  You blame it for everything.  You really should have been more upset when Agatha’s sister eloped with another gentleman.”
 
   “I’m not going to get upset with Agatha’s sister.  That wouldn’t accomplish anything.  What’s done is done.” He gathered the ledger and rose to his feet.  “I have to get ready for the ball.”
 
   “Oh good.  Then you haven’t given up on finding a wife.”
 
   “Nate’s going to be there.”
 
   He grimaced.  “What other possible chess maneuvers can you and Lord Ironfist debate for hours?”
 
   “His name is Nate,” he corrected, “and I do more than talk about chess.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right.  You also talk about laws and wars.” He made a big show of gagging.
 
   “Well, it’s much better than the kind of things you and Lord Edon talk about.”
 
   “His name is Ethan,” Christopher pointed out and put his feet back up on the desk.  “And he has some good ideas that even you could benefit from.  For example, he thinks you should create a scandal.  Then a lady will have to marry you.”
 
   “He would recommend something like that.” He poked Christopher’s legs with his cane.  “Get your feet off my desk.”
 
   “I’m not doing any harm to it.”
 
   “Your heels scuff up the surface, and,” he pointedly added while his cane tapped the inkwell close by, “I always worry you’ll knock that over again.”
 
   “What’s so special about an inkwell?  You have them all over the house.  If I got careless, you could replace it.”
 
   “No, I can’t.  That one was a gift from Nate and Claire.”
 
   “Well, if it’s from Claire, I’ll be happy to ensure no harm comes to it.” He set his feet back on the floor and leaned over to inspect it.  “Are you aware there’s a nick on the corner here?” He ran his thumb along the edge of the base.
 
   “It happened right after I got it.  You came storming in here one morning while I was about to dip the quill into the ink and spouted off something about some lady’s baby not being yours no matter what anyone said.  In my state of shock, I knocked it to the floor.”
 
   Christopher threw back his head and laughed.  “I forgot all about that prank.”
 
   “It wasn’t funny.”
 
   “Oh, it was hilarious.  I thought you were going to faint.  I almost called for the butler to bring in the smelling salts.”
 
   “I don’t think your wife would think that was funny if you’d done that to her.”
 
   He waved his hand in a dismissive manner.  “I made that up before I met her.”
 
   Grunting, Perry nudged his cousin in the leg again, this time using a bit more force.  “I’m not amused, Christopher.  Even now, I find it lacking in good taste.”
 
   He had hoped Christopher would put aside such nonsense when he married Agatha.  Agatha was, after all, very much a lady—dignified and proper in every way.  What she saw in Christopher, Perry would never understand.
 
   “You know what you need?” Christopher asked as he headed over to him.
 
   “I need you to start taking life seriously.”
 
   “No.  That would be boring for everyone, especially you.  What you need is to laugh more.  There’s nothing wrong with taking a moment to see the humor in a situation.  Really,” he pointed to the ledger in Perry’s hand, “life is more than tallying up numbers.”
 
   “I’m making sure my financial house is in order.”
 
   “And while that is commendable,” he began with a mock yawn, “it’s boring.  You need to have fun.  Enjoy life.  Embrace the moment while you have it.  Stop watching life pass you by.  Get out there and make it happen.”
 
   “Your way of having fun has required me to scramble funds together to get you out of trouble.  And this,” he held up the ledger, “was very much needed in order to make sure I had the money to pay off gentlemen so they wouldn’t hunt you down in the country and demand a duel.”
 
   “Granted, I might have upset a couple of them—”
 
   “Might have?”
 
   “All I did was tell them the truth.  It’s not my problem they couldn’t handle it.”
 
   “Telling someone his wife looks like something that’s been vomited up on the beach is not appropriate,” Perry said, thinking of the gentleman’s wife.  “No matter how true it is.  I hope you remember that there’s a way to be tactful, and even better, there are some things you should never say.”
 
   “He provoked me.”
 
   “What he did was irrelevant.”
 
   “Unlike you, I don’t just sit by and let other people get away with insulting my friends.”
 
   “There’s a way to defend your friends without resorting to insults.”
 
   Christopher shrugged but said, “As much as I enjoy these little lectures, that’s not why I came over here.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “I am here on your behalf.  You need a wife, and the sooner you get one, the sooner you will have something better to do than to go over that ledger or play chess or talk of war and laws.  Which brings me to my earlier statement.  Ethan’s right.  You need to create a scandal.  It’s the only way you’re going to get married.”
 
   He grimaced.  “You are not to talk to Ethan about me.  At all!”
 
   “Don’t be upset.  It’s not like he actually cares about your boring life or anything.”
 
   Perry rubbed his forehead.  If anyone could give him a headache, it was Christopher.
 
   “It’s not hard to create a scandal.  All you need to do is find a lady you like and kiss her.  But do it in public where everyone else can see.” Perry shook his head and opened his mouth to protest but he quickly added, “If kissing a lady makes you nervous, then hug her or touch her inappropriately.  Brush your hand over her breast.  That’ll do it.  Plus, you’ll like the experience.”
 
   “It’s time for you to go.”
 
   Christopher followed him as he headed for the door.  Thankfully, his cousin had the foresight to close the door so none of the servants overheard them.  Not that the servants hadn’t heard some scandalous things while Christopher was living there, but Perry really didn’t care to expose them to more.  Christopher made it to the door first and jumped in front of it.  How Perry wished that he didn’t need a cane to walk.  All it ever did was slow him down when he wanted to get away from his cousin.
 
   “Before you reject the idea,” Christopher began, “at least consider it.  You’ve been trying to get a wife for how long?  Four…five…years?  And each Season is worse than the one before.  Do you know what people are saying?  They’re calling you ‘The Earl Who Can’t Find a Wife’.  This is the year you can prove them wrong.”
 
   Despite what his cousin thought, Perry was very much aware that some people called him that, but he refused to let it bother him.  Most of those busybodies were miserable in their marriages.  “It’s better to be alone than to have to seek happiness outside the marital bed.  Now, move aside so I can put this ledger where it belongs.”
 
   “Find a lady you like and create a scandal with her.  I’m telling you, Perry, there’s nothing wrong with taking control of your destiny instead of letting life just happen to you.”
 
   “Will you please move?” Perry stared at him, unwilling to break eye contact.  He forced his jaw to relax.  “Now,” he added when Christopher didn’t budge.
 
   After a moment, Christopher stepped to the side.
 
   “Feel free to see yourself out,” Perry said as he limped out of the drawing room.
 
   “At this rate, I’ll never leave London,” his cousin muttered.
 
   Though Perry had no idea what he meant, he figured he was better off not knowing.  Instead, he climbed the stairs, aware that Christopher left the townhouse.  There was no denying how quiet it was now that his cousin was married.  Sometimes, especially at times like this, he enjoyed the silence.  He didn’t need to be reminded that every attempt he made at finding a wife had failed, and it irritated him to no end that Christopher felt the need to keep bringing it up.
 
   It wasn’t like Christopher was personally involved in seeing to it that he married.  Christopher had his own life to live, and now that Perry was no longer his guardian, Christopher didn’t need him around.  One day Christopher would inherit his title.  Why he couldn’t be content with that, Perry didn’t know.
 
   But there were times when Perry would be lying if he didn’t admit that what he wanted most was to have a wife—someone who would be his other half, someone who would complete him.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
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   Paula listened carefully to the two gentlemen talking on the street below her bedchamber window.  Since she spent most of her time in her room, she made it a habit of opening the window and listening as people passed by.
 
   Sometimes she could make out parts of their conversation, and in this instance, one of the gentlemen had a loud enough voice that it was easy to hear what he was saying, something she was grateful for on this particular day.  There was a ball that night at Toplyn Hall.
 
   Her brother never told her where he was going, but after lunch, he had asked his valet to have his best outfit ready for the evening.  She bet he was going to the ball.  And she further guessed he was going in hopes of finding a wealthy lady.  God help the lady who married him.
 
   Well, that wasn’t her problem.  Her problem was getting out of the horrible marriage to the Duke of Leavenshire, and in order to do that, she needed to find another gentleman to marry.  As it was, she wasn’t going to find anyone unless she got out of the townhouse.  Up to now, her brother had insisted on keeping her home.  Probably because he worried she’d run away.  But she wasn’t stupid.  There was nowhere she could go without the protection of a gentleman who would stand between her and her brother.  It was a gentleman’s world and ladies had to abide by their rules.  And she could abide by their rules…as long as she found a loophole.
 
   She closed her window and slipped out of her bedchamber.  This time of day her brother would either be in the drawing room or in his bedchamber.  Hopefully, it’d be the drawing room.  She wouldn’t get a chance to talk to him otherwise.
 
   By the time she reached the drawing room, she heard two distinct male voices.  Before the gentlemen saw her, she pressed her back to the wall in the corridor, glancing around to make sure none of the servants were in sight.  Good.  No one saw her.  She turned her ear to the closed door.
 
   “You don’t need to convince me that this will be a suitable match,” the Duke of Leavenshire said.  “I already told you her past is of no consequence to me.”
 
   “I’m just glad her activities didn’t result in a bastard,” her brother replied over the sound of the decanter being placed on a tray.  “Had the gentleman she’d been dallying with been a loudmouth, her reputation would have been ruined.”
 
   “A gentleman is expected to engage in such pursuits with a lady.”
 
   “Yes, but that lady should not have been my sister.”
 
   Paula rolled her eyes at her brother’s bitter tone.  Such sentiment never bothered him when he found other gentlemen’s sisters to take to bed.
 
   “I have no use for a timid virgin,” the duke said.  “Having to ease her into the whole process of getting with child…  It’s better just to get it over with.”
 
   “I couldn’t agree more.  Who needs the hassle?  There’s nothing worse than a lady who insists on getting pleasure from the act.  Their bodies are such a mystery.  It’s too much work if you ask me.”
 
   The two gentlemen laughed and she rolled her eyes.
 
   “The funds will be in your possession after the banns are read,” the duke said.
 
   “I believe there is nothing else to work out.  She’ll be your wife by the end of next month.  She’s looking forward to it.”
 
   “I don’t care if she’s looking forward to it or not.  I just want to get a legitimate son.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll have no trouble getting one.”
 
   That might be true, but Paula wasn’t going to be the one who gave him an heir.  It’d have to be someone else.  When she heard footsteps approach the door, she hurried to another room and slipped into it.  Her brother walked the duke to the front door, and if she judged right by the obnoxious boom in the duke’s voice, the gentleman was almost drunk.  She shivered.  There was no way she could bear to be in the same bed with him, let alone marry him.
 
   After he left, she waited for a couple minutes after her brother returned to the drawing room before she slipped out of her haven.  She took a deep breath and strengthened her resolve.  It wasn’t a question of “if” she had to do this.  It was a question of “how”.
 
   Releasing her breath, she clasped her hands behind her back and strode into the room, feigning the confidence she didn’t feel.
 
   He glanced up from the letter he was writing.  “Your timing is horrible, Paula.  You just missed your betrothed.”
 
   No doubt he expected her to grimace.  Well, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.  She sat in front of his desk and folded her hands in her lap.  “I’ve been in London since April but have not been to one ball.” Yes, that was a good way to begin.
 
   “I couldn’t exactly trust you around all those gentlemen now, could I?” he asked with a slight smirk.
 
   “It was just one gentleman, Stewart.”
 
   “Yes, and I am forever grateful you didn’t bring a child into the world because of it.”
 
   Ignoring his remark, she said, “I haven’t had a Season, nor have I left the townhouse without you by my side.  I want one evening at a ball to enjoy myself before I’m locked away forever in the Duke of Leavenshire’s estate to be nothing more than a brood mare.” The last part she hadn’t intended, but the words slipped out and with them so did the disgust in her voice.
 
   “This is a fate you brought upon yourself.  No one told you to let Lord Holloway—”
 
   “I don’t want to hear it,” she snapped.  “I’ve paid for my sin three times over.  You think a child would have been the worst thing that could have happened to me?” The following years of loneliness and nights of endless crying had been much worse, but he wouldn’t understand that.  “All I want is one evening at a ball.  I’ve never been to one.”
 
   “You always did have an adventurous spirit.” He leaned back in his chair and studied her for several moments.  Finally, he nodded.  “All right.  Since you’re willing to marry the duke, I’ll grant you your request.”
 
   “Then I’ll get ready for the ball.”
 
   “Wait,” he protested as she stood up.  “You mean tonight’s ball?”
 
   “Tonight is as good a time as any.”
 
   “But how did you know there’s a ball tonight?  I never told you.”
 
   “Because two gentlemen were talking beneath my window.  Just because you keep me here like a trapped animal, it doesn’t mean I don’t pay attention to what others say as they pass by this townhouse.”
 
   He looked as if he was going to throw out some clever retort but then changed his mind.  “Very well.  Get ready for tonight’s ball.  But that’s the only one I’ll let you attend.  After this, you are to be the dutiful and quiet wife to the duke.  Understood?”
 
   “I understand,” she forced out in a pleasant tone.
 
   “Good.  We leave in three hours.  Don’t keep me waiting.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   Relieved, she left the room.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Christopher groaned and leaned his head against the seat of the carriage.  “You can’t be serious.”
 
   Agatha crossed her arms.  “I am serious.  We aren’t going to our estate until you find your cousin a wife.”
 
   “I’ve been looking for a suitable lady and there’s no one.  No one!” He threw up his hands in despair.  Why couldn’t she let the matter go?  At least for this year.  “We should try again next year.  There’s bound to be a better selection of ladies to choose from then.”
 
   “You haven’t been diligent in your search.”
 
   “I haven’t been diligent?  I’ve been asking everyone if there’s a lady who’d be willing to marry Lord Clement, but they all say no.”
 
   “You can’t ask only three people and expect to find her.”
 
   “It wasn’t three.  It was five.” When he saw her eyes grow wide, he wrapped his arm around her shoulders and gave her a light squeeze.  “I’m teasing.  I asked more than five.  It was ten.  Maybe even twelve.”
 
   “This isn’t amusing, Christopher,” she admonished as he kissed her neck.  “We won’t be leaving London until Perry has a wife.”
 
   “And she has to be young, attractive, kind, and overlook his boring tendencies?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “You are difficult to please.  Do you know how hard such a lady is to find, especially one who doesn’t mind being bored?”
 
   She sighed.  “Perry isn’t boring.  I don’t want to hear anything else about him being boring.  Now, I want you to help me seek out a suitable lady for him tonight.  Ask every gentleman there if he has a sister or daughter who is looking for a husband.” She adjusted her gloves.  “You know how much I hate going to balls.”
 
   “Which is why we should have stayed home.” He kissed her and wiggled his eyebrows.  “We could have a lot more fun there.”
 
   “We’ll have fun later.  Right now, we need to work.” After a moment, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.  “I promise I’ll make it worth your while if you find him a wife tonight.”
 
   “All right.” What he wouldn’t do for his wife.  “I promise you that before the night is over, Perry will secure a betrothal that the lady in question won’t be able to get out of.”
 
   “How are you going to do that?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet, but I’ll find a way to make it happen.” He tapped her nose in a playful fashion.  “I secured a marriage to you, and I’ll do it again for my cousin.  Tonight, I get him a wife and tomorrow we head out to our country estate where we’ll get to enjoy each other without the distractions of other people.”
 
   The carriage came to a stop and he glanced out the window where Lord Roderick was hosting the ball.  He guessed Lord Roderick felt the need to host it because his wife insisted on it.  He couldn’t blame Claire.  If he was her, he’d do everything he could to avoid being alone with him, too.  What the poor lady went through when she was with him.
 
   The footman opened the carriage door and he waited for Agatha to get out before leaving it.  Somewhere at this ball, Perry’s future wife was waiting.  The trick was finding her.  And he would make sure he found her before the night was over.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Paula examined the gentlemen at the ball.  Tonight.  This would be the night she’d find someone to marry.  But she wanted someone who’d make a good husband, something that was hard to determine just by dancing with them.  She scanned the room and found her brother who was preoccupied with a lady he was doing his best to win over.  If the lady was smart, she’d run away from him as fast as her slippered feet could carry her.
 
   Paula strolled around the ballroom.  There had to be someone—anyone—who’d be a decent husband.  Just one.
 
   “Are you looking for someone?”
 
   She turned her attention to the gentleman who approached her.  He was young.  Perhaps he wasn’t married yet.  She cleared her throat and offered what she hoped was an attractive smile.  “No one in particular.”
 
   He glanced around the room.  “Shouldn’t you have a chaperone?”
 
   “Oh, I do.  She’s over there.” Granted, “she” was really a “he” and “he” was her brother, but she felt no need to direct the gentleman’s attention to her brother.
 
   “Well, let me take this opportunity to introduce myself.  I’m Mister Robinson,” he said with a bow.
 
   She smiled and curtsied.  “Miss Leighton.” She noted the spark of interest in his eyes and hoped this would be the one who’d save her from marrying the Duke of Leavenshire.
 
   The music got ready to begin so he extended his hand and asked if she’d join him on the ballroom floor.  She agreed and they began the dance.
 
   “I don’t recognize you,” he said.  “Is this your first Season?”
 
   “Yes, but I haven’t been to many balls,” she replied.  Actually, she hadn’t been to any but there was no need to tell him that.
 
   “Ah, that explains why I don’t recognize you.  I go to as many balls as I can.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yes.  I love dancing and talking to people.  Though tonight, I’m on a mission of sorts.”
 
   “And what would that be?”
 
   He gestured behind her, so she glanced over her shoulder where two gentlemen talked.  “I’m trying to find my cousin—the one with the cane—a wife.  You said you were Miss Leighton, as in you have no husband?”
 
   She paused for a moment to study the gentleman who leaned on his cane.  Dark brown hair, broad shoulders, a nice smile.
 
   “He’s the Earl of Clement,” Mister Robinson continued.  “I can’t promise he’ll keep you captivated by stories of his interesting life because his life is really far from interesting.  However, I can promise you that he’ll be faithful and treat you with the utmost respect.”
 
   “Why isn’t he already married?” she asked.
 
   “He blames his cane.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.  There’s nothing wrong with a gentleman who has a cane.”
 
   “That’s what I keep telling him, but he’s adamant that being born with one leg a mere inch shorter than the other is enough to make ladies run away from him in absolute fright.”
 
   She chuckled at his joke.  “Is that all that’s wrong with him?”
 
   “He’s also boring.  I did mention that, didn’t I?”
 
   “Yes.” She glanced at Lord Clement again.  His friend laughed at something he said.  “He doesn’t seem boring.  That gentleman talking to him is laughing.”
 
   “Oh, Lord Roderick.  He’s equally boring, I’m afraid.  The two can put an entire room of ladies to sleep, but if you have a tendency to daydream, you can smile at him and think of whatever you want while he rambles.  I’ve done it many times in the past, and he never caught on that I was only pretending to pay attention to him.”
 
   “Is there anything else wrong with him?” So far, he sounded very wonderful, especially compared to the Duke of Leavenshire.
 
   Mister Robinson thought over it and nodded.  “No, that’s the worst of it.”
 
   She bit her lower lip and considered her options.  She needed to secure a marriage, and she needed to secure one tonight.  Surely, a gentleman of Lord Clement’s standing had ladies lined up to marry him.  She didn’t have the luxury of waiting for him to court her and propose marriage, not when she would have to contend with others who were interested.  And right now, he was her only prospect.
 
   Turning back to Mister Robinson, she asked, “And what about you?  Are you looking for a wife?”
 
   “I’m already married to that gorgeous lady over there.”
 
   She followed the direction he indicated and saw a beautiful lady who was talking to a couple of other ladies.  She then turned her attention back to Lord Clement.  If she couldn’t have Mister Robinson who had seemed quite amiable, then she supposed she better go with Lord Clement.  “Will you introduce me?”
 
   “I’d be happy to.”
 
   When the dance ended, he led her over to his cousin who was insisting his friend use some type of maneuver on the chessboard.  Had she played chess, she would have understood why his friend commented that it was a wise move, but as it was, she knew nothing about the game so had to settle for a polite smile as Mister Robinson cleared his throat.
 
   The two turned toward her, but her eyes settled on Lord Clement.  He had deep blue eyes that hinted at enthusiasm for life, something the Duke of Leavenshire lacked, something her mother had told her was very important in a gentleman.  If her mother was still alive, she’d never allow her brother to pawn her off on someone as awful as the duke.
 
   But that was not going to even be an issue now that she was going to marry Lord Clement.  All she had to do was figure out a way to become engaged to him.  What scandalous activity could she do?
 
   “I thought you left London with your wife yesterday,” Lord Clement told Mister Robinson.
 
   “Yes, well, we delayed going there,” Mister Robinson replied.  “I have something I need to do first.  Speaking of which, I’d like to introduce you to...” He smiled.  “Forgive me, but what was your name again?”
 
   “Miss Leighton,” she replied, her heart pounding in her chest.
 
   “This is Miss Leighton.  Miss Leighton, this is my cousin Lord Clement and his only friend in the world Lord Roderick.” Glancing at Lord Clement, he chuckled.  “I’m only kidding, of course.” Turning back to her, he shook his head in a way that indicated Lord Roderick really was Lord Clement’s only friend.
 
   She bit her lower lip so she wouldn’t laugh.  Mister Robinson had a splendid sense of humor.  Since Lord Clement was his cousin, perhaps he was the same way.
 
   “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Lord Clement said with a bow, Lord Roderick following the same sentiment with a bow of his own.
 
   “Perhaps you’d like to become wild and toss aside that cane of yours so you can share a dance with her,” Mister Robinson told his cousin.
 
   “I’d like to dance,” she offered, her desperation prompting her to be bolder than she knew she should be.
 
   “Oh,” Lord Clement glanced at his cane, “I can’t.”
 
   “Won’t dance,” Mister Robinson corrected.
 
   “Can’t.  One leg is shorter than the other.”
 
   “By a mere inch.  They make shoes that enable him to walk evenly without a cane.”
 
   “I walk just fine.”
 
   “Which is why he insists on having a cane.”
 
   She watched as Lord Clement sighed in exasperation at the way Mister Robinson teased him.  Hoping to ease things for Lord Clement, she said, “I think a cane is quite distinguished.”
 
   “You do?” Mister Robinson asked, not hiding his surprise.
 
   “Yes, I do.” She looked at Lord Clement.  “If you’re not comfortable dancing, perhaps you’d like to talk?” She swallowed the lump in her throat.
 
   “There you go,” Mister Robinson told Lord Clement.  “You can talk.  All you need to do is open your mouth and words come out.”
 
   She bit her tongue so she wouldn’t laugh at Mister Robinson’s joke.
 
   Lord Roderick groaned.  “Mister Robinson, have you nowhere else you can be?”
 
   “I brought over a lady to talk to my cousin.  That is a lot more than you’re doing for him,” Mister Robinson replied with a huff.
 
   “That’s enough,” Lord Clement said before Lord Roderick could respond.  “Miss Leighton, I’d be happy to talk to you.  Where’s your chaperone so we can do so?”
 
   Her chaperone?  She scanned the ballroom and saw her brother who was dancing with a lady.  Turning to Mister Robinson, she asked, “I don’t suppose your wife would care to chaperone?”
 
   “I suppose I can track her down.  I’ll return shortly.”
 
   As he stepped away, she excused herself from Lord Clement and hurried after Mister Robinson and stopped him.  “You’ll think my request an odd one,” she said in a low voice so no one could overhear her, “but I am in dire need of a husband.  Can you send your cousin outside where I’ll be waiting for him?”
 
   His eyebrows rose in interest.  “Do you mean to create a scandal?”
 
   “Well…” How much did she dare tell him?  Would he even agree?
 
   “Why Miss Leighton,” he grinned, “I think you’re just the kind of lady my stuffy cousin needs.  Find your way to the veranda, and I’ll have my cousin go out there alone.  Then my wife and I will stumble upon you two.  Does that work?”
 
   Taking a deep breath to settle her nerves, she nodded.  “Thank you.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
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   Paula couldn’t believe she was doing this.  She swallowed and took a deep breath to help calm her pounding heart.  The veranda was blessedly quiet since everyone was in the ballroom.  It gave her a moment to compose herself.  She had to create a scandal.  Lord Clement might not be happy about it.  All right, he definitely wouldn’t be happy about it.  If she was lucky, he wouldn’t scream at her.  Well, he wouldn’t scream, at least not in front of all the people.  And maybe by the time they got married, he would calm down to the point where he wouldn’t scream when they were alone.
 
   She closed her eyes and steeled her resolve.  She could do this.  All she needed to do was kiss him when Mister Robinson and his wife came out onto the veranda.  That was simple enough.  Releasing her breath, she opened her eyes and looked up at the evening sky.  She always enjoyed watching the twinkling stars and seeing the way the moon changed each night.
 
   But tonight, she had more pressing matters to tend to.  Once her nerves were settled enough, she edged behind a thick column and peered around it.
 
   A minute later, Mister Robinson opened the door and gestured for Lord Clement to step outside.  “I told you no one is out here,” Mister Robinson said.  “I will go inside and my wife and I will find Miss Leighton.  Then we can all talk.”
 
   Lord Clement hesitated on the threshold of the doorway.  “I don’t know.  Maybe we should all come out here together.”
 
   “What’s the need?  As you can see, no one is out here.”
 
   He tapped the golden tip of his cane and sighed.  “I suppose you’re right.  What’s the worst that can happen?”
 
   “Miss Leighton won’t show up,” Mister Robinson replied, chuckling at his joke.
 
   “I’m not amused.”
 
   He cleared his throat.  “Of course not.  Nothing amuses you.” As Lord Clement stepped onto the veranda, Mister Robinson added, “If anyone needs a lady who doesn’t take life so seriously, it’s you.  It’s the only way you’ll learn to enjoy life.”
 
   “I enjoy life just fine.”
 
   “Playing chess and discussing politics aren’t enjoyable.”
 
   “That depends on who you ask.”
 
   Rolling his eyes, Mister Robinson shut the door, leaving Lord Clement alone.  Paula gripped the column and watched as Lord Clement settled onto a bench just mere feet from her.  If she was going to do this, it was best to do it now.
 
   Lord Clement jerked and turned toward her as she approached him.  “Miss Leighton?  I didn’t see you out here.” He rose to his feet.  “We must get back inside before someone sees us.”
 
   Her heartbeat picked up as she closed the gap between them.  “No one knows we’re out here.” In a bold move, she took his cane, slipped her arm around his, and urged him to sit.  From the position she chose, she had a clear view of the door but he didn’t.  Good.  With a smile, she set his cane on the other side of her so it wasn’t in his reach and clasped her hands around his.  “Your cousin, Mister Robinson, was telling me that you’re a very kind gentleman.”
 
   “Oh, well, that was nice of him.” He made a move to grab his cane but she shifted to block him, and in doing so her breast brushed against his hand.  Pulling back from her as if he’d just touched fire, his face grew bright red.  “I-I’m sorry.  I didn’t,” he motioned to her breast, “mean to…you know.”
 
   “I know,” she quickly assured him, surprised he should be so flustered.  Weren’t gentlemen supposed to try to touch a lady’s breast when they were alone with them?  “It was an accident.  I understand.” Holding onto his arm, she continued, “I wanted to get a chance to talk to you.  Without any interruptions.  I thought I might learn more about you that way.”
 
   He cleared his throat and scooted away from her, but she quickly scooted along with him.  He let out an uneasy laugh.  “We can talk at Hyde Park.  While we would need a chaperone, we could ride horses further ahead.  That way we’d have a private conversation while not risking anything scandalous, like we are now.”
 
   Before he could turn his head to the door, she cupped the side of his face in her hand and turned it back in her direction.  “You worry too much.”
 
   “My cousin will be out here any minute.”
 
   “But he told me he’ll be at least five minutes.  That leaves us a little time to talk.”
 
   “I’m really not comfortable—”
 
   “Like I said, you worry too much.  Now, tell me all about yourself.”
 
   He stopped struggling to get away from her for a moment and stared at her.  “What?”
 
   “What do you like to do?  What are your favorite things?” When he didn’t answer her, she asked, “What’s your favorite color?”
 
   “My favorite color?”
 
   “I’m partial to purple myself.  Now, tell me, what color do you like most?”
 
   “Um, red, I suppose.”
 
   “You suppose?”
 
   “I also like blue a lot.” 
 
   “What a wonderful combination,” she said, snuggling closer to him as she gathered the courage to kiss him.  “Red is passionate and exciting while blue is loyal and friendly.  I bet you’re a loyal friend who has a passionate and exciting streak hidden beneath the surface.  Am I right?”
 
   “I never thought about it before.”
 
   “I bet it’s true about you.” She took a deep breath.  “I think we could be well matched.”
 
   “You can’t tell that by learning what colors I like.”
 
   She noticed that though he protested, he wasn’t trying to get away from her.  Either he’d given up and was hoping she’d release him or he realized he wanted to be close to her.  She hoped he wanted to be close to her.  There was something unbelievably sweet and charming about him that made her want to spend more time with him.
 
   She glanced at the door and saw it open.  Mister Robinson stuck his head out and gave her a nod.  Taking that as her cue, she leaned forward and kissed Lord Clement.  He stiffened but didn’t push her away, probably due to shock.  In fact, he didn’t even respond, so it was up to her to make it look good.  She wrapped her arms around his neck and continued kissing him.  Just when she thought he was starting to warm up to her, someone gasped.
 
   Lord Clement stiffened once more and looked behind him.  She followed his gaze and saw an amused Mister Robinson with his shocked wife.
 
   “I don’t believe what I’m seeing,” Mister Robinson said, placing his hands behind his back.  “Can you believe this, my dear?” he asked his wife who seemed to be at a loss for words.  He turned back to his cousin and his grin widened.  “Good for you.  You’re finally guaranteed a wife!”
 
   “But this is a scandal,” his wife blurted out.
 
   “Exactly!  Imagine my pristine cousin being caught out in the open engaging in such atrocious behavior.  I, for one, am so proud of you.  Congratulations, Perry.  You’re human after all.”
 
   His wife turned to Mister Robinson, hands on her hips.  “Was this your doing?”
 
   He placed a hand to his heart, his jaw dropped.  “Agatha, I am hurt, truly I am.  I had nothing to do with this.  This charming and witty lady came up with that kiss all by herself.”
 
   Paula’s face flushed and she lowered her gaze, unable to make eye contact with any of them.
 
   “No, it wasn’t her,” Perry said, reaching around her and retrieving his cane.  Rising to his feet, he added, “It was me.  She’s innocent.  I-I took advantage of her.”
 
   At that, Mister Robinson burst out laughing.  “No one will believe you’re clever enough to lure an innocent out here to kiss.”
 
   “Christopher,” Agatha warned through gritted teeth.
 
   “I like her,” he told Agatha, pointing to Paula.  “She’s exactly the kind of wife my cousin needs.  Finally, there will be some excitement in his boring world.  Now going to his dinner parties will be something we can both look forward to.”
 
   Her face grew pale as she glanced at Perry.  “We have always enjoyed your dinner parties.  Christopher doesn’t know what he’s saying.”
 
   Christopher rolled his eyes and said in a low, monotonous voice.  “Lord Roderick, I discovered a new chess maneuver today as I twiddled my thumbs in the library, waiting for dinner.  Care to hear it?” He pinched his nose and continued, “Of course, I do, Lord Clement.  Playing that dull game is the only thing that interests me.  Well, besides giving that no-good Christopher grief.” Then he let out an evil laugh.
 
   Agatha groaned.  “This is what I get for not taking you out to the country when you wanted.” She walked over to Perry and Paula.  “Please forgive my husband.  He hasn’t gotten enough sleep and thinks everything he says is funny.”
 
   “I don’t get enough sleep because you keep me up all night, my dear.”
 
   She closed her eyes for a moment then shook her head before opening them.  With a smile, she continued, “I’m sure this wasn’t what it looked like.  No one needs to know about this.”
 
   Christopher snorted.  “If we do that, he’ll never make it to the altar.  I’m telling everyone what I saw.”
 
   “Christopher,” Agatha admonished, but he was already in the ballroom.  With a sigh, she lowered her voice and told Perry, “I think he’s afraid that what happened with my sister will happen again.”
 
   Paula studied Perry then Agatha, wondering what they were talking about.
 
   “Why does he delight so much in scandals?” Perry muttered under his breath.
 
   “Boredom,” Agatha quickly answered then laughed.  “He bores so easily.”
 
   Paula’s eyebrows furrowed.  She sensed that Agatha was covering something up.  Perhaps Agatha knew Christopher had allowed her to be out here on the veranda alone with Perry and didn’t want Perry to find out?
 
   “I suppose there’s no stopping him,” Perry said and looked at Paula.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Sorry?” Paula asked.  Was he sorry he was stuck marrying her?
 
   “You did nothing wrong,” Perry told her then offered Agatha an apologetic smile.  “I admit that acting as unbecomingly as I did isn’t something I’d ordinarily do, but I came out here and…and…” He cleared his throat and twirled his cane.  “I was overcome by her beauty and acted inappropriately.”
 
   So that was what he was doing.  He was trying to make it so people would assume he was the one who took advantage of her in an attempt to protect her reputation as much as possible.  She breathed a sigh of relief.  Good.  He would marry her.  And that meant she didn’t have to marry the Duke of Leavenshire.
 
   Not surprising, her brother rushed out of the ballroom and over to her, his face carefully controlled to hide his anger.  She knew he wouldn’t like the latest developments, but there was nothing he could do about it, especially since Christopher was telling everyone that she was caught kissing Perry, which was a smart maneuver on his part.  She couldn’t help but admire his quick thinking.
 
   “What happened?” her brother asked, glancing from Perry to her.
 
   “This is my brother, Mister Leighton,” Paula told Perry and Agatha.  “This is Lord Clement and—”
 
   “I don’t care who they are,” he interrupted and pointed to the corner of the veranda.  “Get over there so I can talk to you.”
 
   “No.” She crossed her arms.
 
   His face grew red.  “No?”
 
   “No.  I’m not under your authority anymore.  I’m under Lord Clement’s authority now since we are to be married.” What a relief it was to say that!
 
   Perry winced.  “I don’t know if I’d use the word ‘authority.’”
 
   “But it’s true,” she insisted.
 
   “Can’t we say you’re my betrothed instead?  It sounds more pleasant than saying you’re under my authority,” he said, his eyes meeting hers in such a gentle way that it made her very pleased she’d chosen him to replace the duke.
 
   “Betrothed is just fine,” Agatha said then smiled at Paula’s brother.  “Mister Leighton, I assure you that Lord Clement is an honorable gentleman.”
 
   “Then what was he doing deflowering my sister on the veranda?” her brother snapped, gesturing to Perry.
 
   Perry balked at the accusation, and Paula couldn’t blame him.  A kiss was hardly as personal as making love.
 
   Agatha laughed.  “Lord Clement was hardly deflowering her.”
 
   “I can handle this,” Perry told Agatha then turned to Paula’s brother.  “Mister Leighton, it’s not my intention to do any damage to your sister’s reputation.  I will marry her.”
 
   Her brother grunted.  “Her reputation?  Don’t you know who she is?”
 
   Perry glanced at her.  “She’s your sister.”
 
   “That’s enough,” Paula told her brother, knowing exactly what he was getting at.  “Lord Clement, I’ll be very happy to marry you,” and she meant that in ways that didn’t have anything to do with the duke.
 
   Christopher stepped back out onto the veranda, a wide smile on his face.  “This is the best thing that’s ever happened to my cousin.  I’m so glad I could be here to witness it.”
 
   “And what’s so great about it?” her brother demanded, turning to him.
 
   “Everything,” Christopher replied as if the answer was obvious.  “This is the happiest day of my life.” He glanced at Agatha and winked.  “Besides the day we got married, of course.”
 
   Agatha sighed.
 
   “I must talk to my sister.” Her brother shot Paula a pointed look.  “Alone.”
 
   “There’s nothing to say,” Paula replied, edging closer to Perry.  “Nothing can be undone.  Besides, Lord Clement was just suggesting he take me to Gretna Green at once.”
 
   “He what?” her brother demanded.
 
   “I what?” Perry asked in shock.
 
   “Bravo!” Christopher clapped his hands.  “Quick on her feet and beautiful.  Perry has done well this time, wouldn’t you agree, dear?” he asked Agatha who rolled her eyes.
 
   Her brother’s jaw clenched for a moment before he forced a smile in Perry’s direction.  “Will you and,” he glanced at Christopher and Agatha, “your friends please excuse us for a moment?”
 
   Perry shifted from one foot to the other, tapping his fingers on the tip of his cane.  “Since I’m going to be her husband, I believe it’s my right to stay here and address any concerns you have.”
 
   Paula was so relieved—and happy—that Perry decided not to leave her alone with her brother that she almost kissed him again.  The only reason she didn’t was because a group of onlookers had gathered onto the veranda.  She’d already created enough gossip for the busybodies.  There was no sense in adding to it.
 
   Her brother closed his eyes for a moment then opened them in a way that indicated he wished he could get what he wanted but didn’t know how.  Finally, he relented.  “I suppose my concerns can wait.  We’ll discuss them another time.”
 
   Perry nodded, his expression void of any emotions as her brother headed back into the ballroom.
 
   As much as she wanted to ask what he thought of her brother, she didn’t dare.  She’d done enough damage already.  So far, everything was going much better than she expected.  If she could do her part to ease him into the marriage from this point forward, that would be all the better.
 
   “Perhaps we should go back into the ballroom,” Agatha suggested.  “There’s no sense in staying out here all night when we can enjoy our time inside.”
 
   “I agree.” Perry turned to Paula, his arm extended to her.  “I might not be able to dance, but we can discuss the details of our wedding while reclining in two chairs.”
 
   “Why not recline with her on your lap, cousin?” Christopher asked, a wry grin crossing his face.
 
   “You’ve done enough for one night,” Agatha muttered to her husband.  “Miss Leighton, I wish to be the first to welcome you to the family.  The gentlemen might have their quirks, but they are honorable and well-deserving of a lady’s love.”
 
   “Ah, thank you,” Christopher replied.  “I’m flattered you speak so openly about your love for me.”
 
   “I was referring to Lord Clement as well.”
 
   “Yes, I know.  He was the quirky one.  I was the one who was honorable and deserving of your love.”
 
   “As you can tell,” Agatha told Paula who was fighting the urge to laugh at their good-natured banter, “you are going to be a part of a very interesting family.”
 
   “Thank you,” Paula said, already liking Agatha and Christopher immensely.  “We’ll have to have a dinner party so you can get better acquainted with everyone.”
 
   Perry frowned.  “By everyone, do you mean Lord Edon will be invited, too?”
 
   “Of course.  I’d like to find out what mischief Lord Edon’s up to these days.”
 
   Paula felt Perry stiffen and glanced at him, surprised that his cousin’s statement should bother him, but she gathered from the amused expression on Christopher’s face that he enjoyed provoking Perry.
 
   Agatha placed her hand on Christopher’s elbow and said, “We’ll send an invitation when you return from Gretna Green,” before she led Christopher back inside.
 
   Perry offered her an apologetic smile.  “He used to be my ward before he married her.”
 
   She slowed her pace to match his as he limped to the ballroom.  “He says things in hopes it’ll bother you.”
 
   “I know.  I tell myself not to let him know when he bothers me, but that’s easier said than done.”
 
   “Well, maybe one of these days, you’ll be able to do it.” Feeling the tension ease from his muscles, she smiled, very glad that Christopher had led her to such a wonderful gentleman.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
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   Perry knew Christopher had something to do with the scandal that just ensured he’d finally get married, but this was one time he didn’t mind Christopher’s mischievous behavior.  Had this happened a year or two ago, he would’ve been appalled that his cousin had arranged for him to get married this way.  However, after going through many frustrating Seasons and a failed engagement, he was more than willing to go along with his cousin’s latest scheme.
 
   And he had to hand it to his cousin.  He had a good eye for beauty.  Miss Leighton was breathtaking with her wavy dark brown hair that framed her heart-shaped face.  Her cheeks were flushed at the moment, no doubt from all the activity.  Her full lips were slightly open, reminding him of how much he’d enjoyed the kiss she’d given him on the veranda.  Yes, his cousin had chosen well, and Perry decided he could forgive him for all of the grief he’d put him through as his ward.
 
   As he led Miss Leighton to the side of the ballroom, Nate hurried over to them.  He figured his friend would want to talk to him as soon as he learned about the scandal, but he hoped to have a moment to talk to Miss Leighton first, to explain that he meant it when he said he’d marry her and that he wouldn’t tell anyone she had initiated the kiss.
 
   “My lady,” Nate greeted, quickly bowing to Miss Leighton.  Before she had time to utter a greeting in return, Nate turned to Perry.  “May I have a word with you in private?”
 
   “I’m not sure now is a good time,” Perry slowly replied.  “I have to discuss some things with Miss Leighton first.”
 
   “I won’t take long.”
 
   Perry hesitated, glancing at Miss Leighton.  He really didn’t want to leave her alone, especially after watching the tense exchange between her and her brother.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” she assured him and gestured to a nearby chair.  “In fact, I wouldn’t mind sitting over here for a few minutes.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Perry murmured, scanning the ballroom for her brother.  He didn’t see him, but that didn’t mean her brother wasn’t still here.
 
   “My wife can keep Miss Leighton company,” Nate offered as Claire strolled over to them.
 
   Perry guessed Nate had found Claire and asked her to talk to Miss Leighton so he’d be able to whisk Perry back to the veranda.
 
   “I don’t mind,” Miss Leighton insisted, offering Perry a lovely smile.
 
   He really couldn’t imagine how any lady could be more attractive than the one standing before him.
 
   “Well?” Nate pressed, bringing Perry’s attention back to him.
 
   With a sigh, Perry nodded.  “All right.  Miss Leighton, I’ll return shortly.  If your brother returns—”
 
   “We’ll deal with it then,” Nate interrupted and patted his friend on the shoulder.  “I need to talk to you.  Now.”
 
   Perry had time to nod to Claire before he felt himself nearly being pushed in the direction of the veranda by a very impatient Nate.  “My cane, Nate,” he muttered under his breath.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   Nate slowed his steps so Perry could keep up with him as they walked to the veranda.  Whatever his friend wanted to talk about, Perry had a nagging suspicion that he didn’t want to hear it.  But to his credit, Nate didn’t say anything in front of the other people and for that, Perry was relieved.
 
   As soon as they were on the veranda, Nate stood in front of him, looking like a gentleman who was preparing for some bad news.  “Are the rumors true?”
 
   Rumors?  Perry couldn’t help but wonder exactly what rumors were going around regarding him and Miss Leighton.  “The rumors?”
 
   “Yes, the ones about you and Miss Leighton.”
 
   “Exactly what are the rumors?”
 
   With an exasperated sigh, he stared at his friend.  “You know very well what people are saying in there.  The fool who used to be your ward is going all over the ballroom spreading them.”
 
   “Christopher is only explaining what happened.”
 
   “So it’s true?  You lured Miss Leighton onto the veranda and thrust yourself upon her?”
 
   The choice of words Nate used made Perry laugh.  “Lured her out here?  Thrust myself upon her?”
 
   He crossed his arms.  “I don’t see what’s so funny about any of it.”
 
   “I know Christopher has a tendency to exaggerate, but even that one was unexpected.”
 
   “All right.  He might not have used those exact words, but he made it clear that you were too friendly with Miss Leighton.”
 
   “I’d say she was the one who was too friendly with me.”
 
   Nate released his breath.  “I knew it wasn’t your doing.”
 
   “But I don’t mind that people think I instigated the kiss.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Actually, it was rather flattering.  She could have chosen anyone to get caught in a scandal with and she chose me.”
 
   “Are you daft?”
 
   “Not at all.  My wits are still intact.”
 
   “She just trapped you—intentionally—into marriage.”
 
   “Yes, that about sums it up,” Perry agreed.
 
   “And you don’t mind?”
 
   Leaning on his cane, he shrugged.  “Why should I mind?  Did you see how beautiful she is?”
 
   “A beautiful lady doesn’t come up to you and kiss you unless she’s after something.”
 
   “Granted, that’s true.”
 
   “Doesn’t that bother you?”
 
   “Nate,” he began, wondering how he might explain it so that his friend would understand, “I’m tired of going from one Season to another without finding a wife.  I’m tired of people snickering behind my back and saying I’m the earl who’ll never get married, no matter how hard I try.”
 
   “And now they’re all going to say you created a scandal so you would get married.”
 
   “That’s fine.”
 
   “But it’s a scandal.”
 
   “Just about everything we do can become a scandal.”
 
   Nate gasped, stepping back.  “You’re not the same gentleman I’ve known since childhood.  The thought of being caught in a scandal used to frighten you.”
 
   “And look at how well that worked for me,” Perry pointed out then gestured to him.  “You were caught in a scandal with Claire, and you’re happily married.  Not only that, but you have an heir.  Lord Edon made up a lie about him and Lady Catherine being engaged and the next thing we all know, they’re married, too, and he has a child on the way.  It seems to me that playing by the rules has gotten me absolutely nowhere.  Then suddenly something unexpected happens, and I’m finally engaged, and not only am I engaged, but because of the rumors, Miss Leighton won’t be able to end the engagement like Agatha’s sister did.”
 
   “Not every marriage begins with a scandal.  Christopher wasn’t involved with one when he married Agatha.”
 
   For some reason, Perry still found that one hard to believe, especially since Christopher delighted in causing mischief.  “He might not have been caught in something, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he was a little bit on the rakish side in order to secure Agatha’s hand in marriage.”
 
   Nate opened his mouth to protest but then relented.  “Probably.  Otherwise, someone as refined as her would never have agreed to marry him.”
 
   Perry smiled at his friend.  “It’s nice to know I have a friend who will do everything he can to help me avoid scandal or marriage to a lady I don’t want.”
 
   “Marriage is one of those things that will make you miserable if you don’t have the right lady.”
 
   “And lucky for me, I have the right lady waiting for me in the ballroom.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “It wouldn’t hurt you to look at events from a more optimistic perspective.”
 
   “You might be an idealist, Perry, but I will always be a realist.”
 
   Unable to resist the urge to joke, Perry said, “I often wonder how Claire can bear with your constant need to seek out the bad in every situation.”
 
   “That’s not fair.  I seek out plenty of good when the situation warrants it.”
 
   Perry chuckled and shifted to his other foot.  “Are you done panicking over my future?”
 
   After brief pause, he nodded.  “I suppose so.”
 
   “Good.” Anxious to return to Miss Leighton, he headed back into the ballroom.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Paula shifted in the chair, trying her hardest to pay attention to what Lady Roderick was saying even though she kept scanning the ballroom for Perry.  She hoped he didn’t slip away like Lord Holloway had right before they reached Gretna Green.  She shoved the reminder aside.  Perry wasn’t Lord Holloway.  And besides, she had witnesses who would testify to the kiss they shared on the veranda.  Even so, the longer he took to return, the more anxious she became.
 
   “But of course, not everyone enjoys riding a horse,” Lady Roderick rambled.  “I, for one, don’t.  I’ve been on them, but I don’t like the lack of control I feel when I’m on one.  Sometimes I worry I’ll slip and fall off.  What do you think about horses?”
 
   Paula forced her gaze to her and smiled.  “I love riding them, but I prefer to walk.”
 
   Lady Roderick let out a cry of delight and clasped her hands together.  “That’s wonderful!  Lord Clement adores horses.”
 
   Interest piqued, she leaned toward her.  “Does he?”
 
   “Yes.  He even has a couple he keeps in London so he can ride at Hyde Park.”
 
   “What else does he enjoy?”
 
   “He hosts a lot of dinner parties but only invites those closest to him.  He’s very sociable once you get to know him.  He enjoys chess and politics when he’s with my husband.  The two have known each other since childhood, and they spend a lot of time together at White’s but not so much that you’ll feel neglected.  Oh, and he has a wonderful sense of humor and has a good heart.”
 
   “Does he also easily forgive?”
 
   “He’s one of the most forgiving people I know.” Lady Roderick paused then offered a reassuring smile.  “You have no need to worry.  Unlike some gentlemen, he’s not the kind who holds a grudge.”
 
   That was good to hear.  She hated to think he might resent her for their entire lives because she trapped him into a marriage.  With a glance at the room, she saw him walking in her direction.
 
   Lady Roderick rose from her seat.  “We’ll talk again soon.”
 
   Paula nodded and smiled her thanks before she walked away.  A cautious scan around the room assured her that her brother wasn’t anywhere in sight.  Good.  She had enough to worry about without dragging Perry into the unsavory situation with her brother.
 
   “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long,” Perry said as he settled into the seat next to her.
 
   “No.” She cleared her throat and took a deep breath to calm her racing heart.  So far, he seemed amiable.  That was good.  “Lady Roderick kept me company.”
 
   “She’s a good friend.” With a grin, he added, “She’s the better part of her husband.”
 
   Returning his smile, she said, “I understand you and Lord Roderick are good friends, too.”
 
   “Yes.  I keep him from getting too serious and he admires me for it.”
 
   She chuckled at his joke.  Lady Roderick was right.  He had a wonderful sense of humor, and that was very refreshing.
 
   He rubbed his thumb along the handle of his cane, a thoughtful expression on his face.  “I suppose since we are to be married, then I have your permission to ask what your name is?”
 
   “Paula.”
 
   “That’s a lovely name.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I gather you caught my name since my cousin referred to it often enough?”
 
   “Yes.  You’re Perry.”
 
   He nodded then asked, “About your brother, am I safe to assume he doesn’t have your best interest at heart?”
 
   How much did she dare tell him?  If she told him too much, would he still be willing to marry her?  “Well,” she began, testing each word in her mind before she spoke, “my brother and I don’t agree on some things.” She held her breath, wondering if he’d expect her to explain further.
 
   To her relief, he didn’t.  “I think I understand.  Going to Gretna Green isn’t a fast trip.  It’ll take us a few days to get there, and we’ll need to have some things packed and stay at some inns along the way.  I can have your belongings brought to my townhouse while we’re gone.  I assume from what you told your brother that you wish to leave tonight?”
 
   She bit her bottom lip and wondered if she had the right to be so insistent on what they did.  “Well…”
 
   “I don’t mind leaving tonight,” he assured her.  “We have plenty of time to talk while in the carriage.  Shall I have my butler collect what you’ll need for this trip?”
 
   “I won’t have to see my brother?”
 
   “Not unless you want to.”
 
   She shook her head.  “I’d rather not.”
 
   “Then you won’t have to.  I won’t make you do anything you don’t want to do.” He stood up and held his hand out to her.  “We can leave now if you wish.”
 
   “I’d like that.” She accepted his hand, noting how firm but gentle his grip was.  She didn’t know how she managed to luck out in finding him, but one thing was for sure, she’d never take him for granted.  Not after what she’d gone through with Lord Holloway.  She rose to her feet and smiled.  “Thank you.”
 
   Squeezing her hand in silent encouragement, he led her out of the ballroom.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Paula’s hesitation to tell him about her brother revealed more than Perry needed to know.  Whatever relationship she had with her brother, he sensed it wasn’t the best that two people could ever have.  And it was probably why she felt the need to get involved in a scandal.  In time, he was sure she’d tell him what had prompted her to kiss him on the veranda, and given that they would have the rest of their lives together, he could wait.
 
   He ignored Christopher’s amused grin as he took her out of the ballroom.  While he might be secretly grateful to have had his cousin’s help in getting a wife, he felt no need to let the younger gentleman gloat excessively over it.
 
   On the way to his carriage, he caught sight of her brother who was scowling at her.  This didn’t bode well.  Sooner or later, he would have to confront the gentleman, but now wasn’t the time, especially not when she was in a hurry to get out from under his control.
 
   Turning his attention to her, Perry gestured for her to enter the carriage.  Once she was comfortable, he instructed his coachman to go to her townhouse.  “Afterwards, we’ll stop by my townhouse and then head out to Gretna Green.  So gather what you need for the trip.”
 
   Though the coachman’s eyebrows rose in surprise, he nodded his consent.
 
   Perry got into the carriage and waited for the coachman to lead the horses forward before he offered her a reassuring smile.  “You have no need to worry.  Your brother won’t be able to tell you what to do anymore.  You’re under my protection now.”
 
   She didn’t answer right away, and when she did, her voice was so soft, he had to strain to hear her.  “You’re very kind.”
 
   Pleased by her compliment, he fiddled with his cane and shrugged.  “It’s only proper that a lady is treated with honor and respect.”
 
   She slightly winced, something that didn’t make any sense to him.  But before he could inquire about it, the carriage came to an abrupt stop and someone rapped on the door.  Surprised, he turned his attention to the small window.  Nate wouldn’t go through the trouble of running after him in order to rescue him, would he?  Peering out the window, he fully expected to see his friend, but instead he saw a gentleman who had to be twice his senior.
 
   Beside him, Paula gasped.
 
   He glanced her way.  This probably had something to do with her brother.  “I’ll handle this.” Grabbing his cane, he leaned forward and opened the door.  He stepped out of the carriage and confronted the irate gentleman.  “May I help you?”
 
   “Yes, you may.  You’re kidnapping my betrothed.” He gestured toward Paula who shifted further from the door until her back was pressed up against the side of the carriage.
 
   Perry turned his attention back to the gentleman and moved so that he was blocking his view of Paula.  “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.  She’s going to marry me.”
 
   “Are you saying Mister Leighton accepted your payment for her hand?”
 
   “Payment?”
 
   “I’ll have you know I was going to pay a handsome fee for her, and that’s something I don’t take lightly.”
 
   “I see.” Poor Paula.  So that was why she created a scandal.  “You’ll have to take that issue up with her brother.  There were witnesses who saw me kissing Miss Leighton at the ball, and there’s no undoing the scandal.  I have to marry her as a sense of duty.”
 
   “You did this knowing she was promised to me?”
 
   “On the contrary.  I had no idea you and her brother had an agreement.  I simply meant that I couldn’t resist her.  She’s an enchanting lady.”
 
   “One might think so.”
 
   Perry wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but he sensed the underlying note of disdain in his voice.  After a moment, he forced himself to smile.  “I gather that this new turn of events won’t trouble you then.  In that case, all is well.  Have a good evening.”
 
   He turned to get back into the carriage, but the gentleman grabbed him by the arm.  “This isn’t a wise move on your part.”
 
   “The scandal has already been done.  I have to marry her.  There is no debating this.”
 
   “I don’t take kindly to gentlemen taking what belongs to me.”
 
   Sensing the challenge in his statement, Perry drew himself to his full height and met his gaze without flinching.  “With all due respect, she wasn’t married to you when this happened.  That means there was nothing to steal.  Now, if the matter of money concerns you, you’ll have to take that issue up with her brother.” He gestured to her brother who was still standing by his carriage, watching them.  “Our business here is done.”
 
   Before the gentleman could protest, he slipped back into the carriage and shut the door.  He tapped his cane on the roof to instruct the coachman to leave.
 
   As the carriage lurched forward, he offered Paula a reassuring smile.  “We’ll be out of London soon enough.”
 
   She fiddled with her gloves.  “Are you worried about him?”
 
   “No.  Should I be?”
 
   “His Grace has a tendency to get drunk, and when he does, he acts like a fool.  I’m not really sure what he’ll do.”
 
   “Well, whatever he does, I can handle it.  If I frightened easily, I never would have taken Mister Robinson under my wing after his parents died.”
 
   Her eyes met his in interest.  “You took him under your wing?”
 
   “No one else in the family had the courage.  Christopher was known for getting in trouble.  There were some who doubted if he’d make it to adulthood.  I won’t say he didn’t frustrate me at times or that I didn’t feel like giving up on occasion.  But if he’s taught me anything, it’s how important it is to stick with a decision once you make it, and I’m determined to be a much better husband for you than His Grace would have been.”
 
   Her eyes filled with tears and she lowered her gaze.  “I don’t deserve you.”
 
   He wondered what made her say that but the carriage came to a stop in front of her residence, so he turned his attention to finding out what she needed for her trip to Gretna Green.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They didn’t stop at an inn until the next evening, and had it not been for the good quality of the carriage, Paula didn’t think she would have made it through the night and day as well as she had.  For the most part, she and Perry had kept up a pleasant conversation in between periods where one fell asleep for a short nap.
 
   By the time they stopped for the night, she was more than ready to get out of the carriage, eager to stretch her weary muscles and for the promise of a good, hot meal and a nice bed.  There was a moment’s hesitation where she wondered if he’d insist on sharing a room with her, but her growling stomach pushed the question aside and she gladly accepted the coachman’s help off the carriage.
 
   The inn was one of the nicest ones she’d ever seen, which told her that her soon-to-be husband was a gentleman who wasn’t miserly like her brother.  That, in itself, was a relief.  Had her brother not been so greedy, he wouldn’t have seen it fit to try to sell her.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind if I tell the owner you’re my sister,” Perry softly said as he stood beside her.  “I know it’s a lie, and usually I don’t like to engage in deception, but I don’t want people to think less of you because you’re traveling without a chaperone.  We’ll have our own rooms, of course, and I won’t take any liberties until we wed.”
 
   She stared at him for a long moment, wondering if she should deny him marriage to another lady—one who would deserve him.
 
   “Is that all right?” Perry asked.
 
   Blinking, she forced a smile and said, “That’s fine.  And very considerate of you.”
 
   “You’re a lady.  I wouldn’t dream of being anything but considerate.  You stay here with my coachman, and I’ll get our rooms.”
 
   She nodded and watched as Perry entered the inn.  Despite the warmth from the evening sun, she hugged herself, feeling more vulnerable than she cared to admit.  The coachman offered her some water to drink, so she thanked him and took a few sips.  As she did, she realized she was queasy, and as much as she told herself it was only because of the long and trying journey, she knew it was much worse than that.
 
   She really should run off.  That, or tell Perry that this was a mistake.  When she sought out a gentleman to trap into a scandal, she thought she was trapping someone who would be better than the one her brother wanted her to marry, but she never thought she’d end up with someone who was a saint.  She expected the gentleman she snared would have some flaws, some traits that would make him comparable to her with her faults.  But Perry was far more honorable than she anticipated.
 
   The sound of a cane tapping the steps directed her attention to the entrance of the inn.  Perry descended the last two steps and approached her.  “They have two rooms close together, so if you need anything, I won’t be far.  Since you must be exhausted from the trip, I ordered a hot meal to be brought to your room.”
 
   As he turned to the coachman to ask him to bring her valise to her room, she pushed aside the stab of guilt that pricked at her.
 
   “I’ll show you to your room,” Perry added and gestured for her to join him.
 
   She debated whether or not to suggest he should take her back to London and let her live with the shame of her behavior, but he looked at her with those sweet blue eyes of his and she lost the words on the tip of her tongue.  Tomorrow morning.  Maybe after a good night’s sleep, she could tell him that she had no business marrying someone like him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The evening before they were due to arrive in Gretna Green, Paula picked up a quill and dipped it in the ink.  She brought the candle closer to the small desk so she could see her paper better.  With a deep breath, she examined the room she was staying in.  Undoubtedly, Perry gave her the best room at the inn.  She couldn’t recall a time when anyone had been so generous with her.  And not once did he try to take liberties with her.
 
   Turning her attention back to the paper, she dipped the quill again and thought of the best way to write her apology for running away.  Maybe she could find a new life in Scotland.  She wasn’t sure what she’d do, really.  She heard that the inn in the next town needed a woman to do laundry.  It was far down from the life she’d lived in her brother’s home, and it wouldn’t be as comfortable as the life she could have as an earl’s wife.  But it seemed necessary.  She’d get rid of her brother and spare Perry the disgrace of being married to her.
 
   She closed her eyes and composed herself.  She needed to do this.  Pressing the quill to the paper, she began writing.  Never have I met a gentleman as sweet and noble as you.  You should have a wife who deserves you.  There are things in my past, things I’m not proud of—
 
   The knocking on the door made her stop.  “Who is it?” she called out.
 
   “Perry.  I thought you might like a hot bath tonight.  Is this a good time or should I tell them to come later?”
 
   She bolted to her feet, dropping the quill and paper.  Quickly retrieving them, she stuffed both into the drawer of the desk and pushed the inkwell aside so he wouldn’t see it.  She smoothed out the skirt of her dress which was wrinkled due to days of travel then opened the door.  He stood in the hallway, his cane at his side.  Behind him stood a woman who worked at the inn, holding a folded towel with a bar of soap on it.
 
   When Paula didn’t say anything, he asked, “Would you like a bath?”
 
   “Oh, yes.  That would be lovely.” She quickly stepped aside so the woman could put the towel and soap in the room.  “Thank you.” She looked at Perry.  “I hope it’s not an inconvenience.”
 
   “Not at all.  I’m only sorry I didn’t think of it sooner.” As the woman came back out of the room, he asked, “Will you tell the innkeeper my sister’s ready for the bath?”
 
   The woman nodded and hurried down the hall.
 
   Paula tucked a stray strand of dark hair behind her ear.  “I’m afraid I’m not presentable.” If she’d thought about it, she would have at least combed her hair after she unpinned it.
 
   “You’re fine,” he assured her.  “It’s been a long journey.  I thought a bath would help relax you.  I also thought you might like to wear something new.”
 
   “Something new?”
 
   “With your permission, I thought I’d take you to a dress shop not far from here.”
 
   “You want to buy me a new outfit?” she weakly asked, not expecting such generosity.
 
   “We only brought one change of clothes, and I don’t know about you but I feel like a pig who went through a slop bath.”
 
   Giggling at his analogy, she said, “I wouldn’t quite put it like that, but yes, I do feel a bit disgusting.”
 
   “Good.  Then I’ll take you to the shop after your bath.”
 
   “That’s very kind of you.”
 
   “It’s not kindness.  It’s practicality.”
 
   That was what he chose to call it, but it was very much a kindness and one he didn’t have to do.  Glancing around the hallway, she stepped closer to him and lowered her voice.  “Please tell me you’re not as perfect as you seem.”
 
   He laughed.  “What?”
 
   “I know it seems like a strange thing to say, but you seem to be the perfect gentleman.”
 
   His eyebrow rose.  “Isn’t that a good thing?”
 
   “Well, yes.  But…” She paused.  Just what was she supposed to say?
 
   He leaned on the cane as he brought his head closer to hers.  “I don’t know if I should tell you this because you’re likely to think less of me when I do, but I’m not exactly the kind of gentleman who attracts ladies.  I’ve talked to many.  I even got engaged to one.”
 
   “Really?  What happened?” For the life of her, she couldn’t imagine why any lady would willingly end her engagement to him.
 
   With a shrug, he said, “She found someone else she’d rather marry.  I can’t begrudge her the right to be with someone she can love.  Maybe it’s foolish, but I prefer a love match.  My parents loved each other, and it made all the difference in the world.  Granted, we hardly know each other and everything has happened so fast.  But of all the ladies I’ve met, you’re the best one.  You’re beautiful, charming, and sweet.  And,” he continued with a twinkle in his eye, “I rather enjoyed your kisses.”
 
   Her face grew warm at the teasing tone in his voice.
 
   “I’m very glad it never worked with the others,” he added.
 
   All thoughts she had of running away and leaving him departed.  She couldn’t leave.  Not when he’d said the most wonderful things anyone had ever said to her.  She wasn’t someone he wanted for his convenience.  She wasn’t someone who’d just give him an heir or warm his bed.  With him, she was a lady—one who’d be cherished and cared for all the days of her life.  And she wanted that more than anything.
 
   “Perry,” she began, her voice soft, “you make it impossible for me to resist you.” On impulse, she gave him a kiss.  She kept this one quick, mindful that someone might show up at any moment.  “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”
 
   He blushed.  “You’re going to be my wife.  I wouldn’t treat you any other way.”
 
   She didn’t know how to respond to that, but a couple of women came down the hallway with a tub and some pails of steaming water.  So she thanked him and went back into her room to get ready for a bath, something she had to admit she was looking forward to after the long journey.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
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   Perry kept expecting Paula to run off at some point or ask him to take her back to London.  In fact, when it was time to go to the anvil priest, he left her for a few minutes to reserve their room for the evening with the expectation that he’d return to an empty carriage.  But she was right there waiting for him with that heartwarming smile on her beautiful face.  Whatever he did to deserve such fortune, he didn’t know.  But he wouldn’t question it.
 
   He kept pinching himself to make sure he wasn’t dreaming, sure he’d end up in his townhouse in bed.  But instead, he took her to the priest and they said their vows in a small cottage.  Even if the ceremony wasn’t one similar to what his ward Christopher had had, everything about it was perfect.  Paula showed up and she said yes.  Those were the important things.  Everything else…the clothes, the wedding breakfast, and the guests weren’t really all that important in the grand scheme of things.  Besides, in the years to come, he figured they would find a way to carve out special memories that would be much better than a wedding in London.
 
   After they were pronounced husband and wife, he wasn’t sure what the best thing to do was.  Did he take her back to their room and consummate the marriage?  Did he offer to take her on a carriage ride, thereby allowing her some extra time to adjust to the idea of being intimate with him?  He’d never gotten this far with a lady so he didn’t know what he should do.  If he’d thought about it, he would have asked Nate for advice.  Even if his friend’s marriage had a difficult start, he was happy now.  So he knew what to do with a lady.
 
   He led Paula out of the cottage and shifted his attention to their surroundings.  It was a pleasant day.  The air was a little cool, but the sun warmed things up enough so that it was nice to be outside.  At any rate, it was better than the summer heat.  Taking a deep breath, he turned to her and offered an uncertain smile.  “I was thinking,” he began, unable to make eye contact with her in case she realized he wasn’t as charming as other gentlemen, “I’ve never been to Gretna Green, and it’s a beautiful day.  It’s not even evening yet.  Would you like to go on a carriage ride?”
 
   “Actually, I’m tired of the carriage,” she admitted.  “Can we go for a walk?”
 
   “How about a horse ride?  I can see if there’s a place we can borrow a couple of horses for a short time.”
 
   “I’d much rather walk.  Stretch my legs.  Move around.  Doesn’t your body feel stiff after all that sitting?”
 
   He rubbed the back of his neck, unsure of how to proceed.  With a sigh, he finally decided to tell her the truth.  “I’ve never been good at walking.  I was born with one leg an inch shorter than the other.  It’s why I have a cane.”
 
   She took his hand.  “That’s no reason why we can’t walk.”
 
   “I…my pacing is slow.  I can’t go as fast as other people.”
 
   “I don’t mind walking slower.”
 
   “It’s not necessarily walking slower that’s the problem.”
 
   With a smile that threatened to melt his resolve, she asked, “Then what is it?”
 
   “I…  Well, I have a cane.”
 
   “Yes, I know.”
 
   “It’s awkward.”
 
   “Is it?  I think you manage very well with it.”
 
   It took a moment for him to understand what she meant.  “No, it’s not awkward for me.  I meant, it’s awkward for you.  You’ll have to walk beside me and people will look at us.”
 
   She didn’t answer right away, but when she did, she squeezed his hand in reassurance.  “Perry, I’m blessed to have you as my husband.  The others can think whatever they want.  It won’t bother me.  As long as you’re content with me, that’s all that matters.”
 
   In all his years of searching for a wife, it never once occurred to him that when he finally married, she would lift him up on such a lofty pedestal.  “Content?  I’m much more than content with you.  I can’t remember a time I’ve been happier.”
 
   Blinking back her tears, she kissed his cheek.  “You are ever the gentleman.  Now come and walk with me.  We’ll take our time and enjoy the nice day.”
 
   He didn’t think anyone could talk him into taking a leisurely stroll, but she did and he suspected that she could talk him into doing anything.  Relaxing, he agreed and stepped forward.  She went with him, her pace matching his, and after a while, he became less aware of the way he had to use his cane to compensate for his limp.
 
   “Tell me more about yourself, Perry.  What kind of things do you like to do?”
 
   “Well, I love riding horses.  I usually go for a ride twice a week while in London.  When I’m at Blackburn, I go once a day as long as the weather’s nice enough.”
 
   “Blackburn is your country estate?”
 
   “Yes.  It’s a day’s travel to my friend Nate’s estate.  You met him and his wife, Claire, at the ball.  You and Claire are both kind and sweet.”
 
   He noted the way her cheeks grew pink and couldn’t remember when he’d seen a lovelier sight.  Forcing his attention on the path in front of them lined with bushes, he added, “I also enjoy the theatre.”
 
   Looking up at him in interest, she asked, “Do you?”
 
   “I go often while in London.”
 
   “I haven’t been there.  What’s it like?” He studied her face as if to decide whether she was telling him the truth or not, so she added, “This year has been my first in London, and some of the time has been spent taking care of my sick mother.”
 
   “Your mother’s ill?”
 
   “Was.  We buried her three months ago.”
 
   He paused and turned to face her.  “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
   “She was sickly for over a year.  In a way, it was a relief when she finally passed.  It’s hard to watch someone you love spending all their days in pain.” She lowered her gaze.  “I don’t want to dwell on the past.  This is a special day for us.  Will you tell me more about the theatre?”
 
   He nodded and obliged her.  If she didn’t feel like going into more detail about her mother, he wouldn’t press her.  They had the rest of their lives to learn the deeper things about each other.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   To Paula, it all seemed like a fairytale.  Even if the whole thing had been done in a hurry, she was now the Lady of Clement, and that gave her freedom from her brother.  Sure, he wouldn’t like losing the money the Duke of Leavenshire would have given him, but that wasn’t her problem.  And if her brother tried to say anything, she was under Perry’s protection now.
 
   She tried to think of what Perry was getting in return for the marriage.  She wasn’t as good as he was.  While she could do her part to give him an heir, she couldn’t really give him anything else.  She just hoped that he wouldn’t regret committing himself to her.
 
   When their walk came to an end, they shared a meal and got ready for bed.  She fully expected him to initiate lovemaking, but he stood by the window, seeming unusually interested in whatever was outside.  She remained in front of the vanity for a couple minutes, absentmindedly brushing her hair.  It wasn’t until she noticed the way he twirled the cane around that she realized he was nervous.
 
   Of all the things she thought a gentleman might be on his wedding night, being nervous wasn’t one of them.  The lady was to be nervous, and that was to be expected given how uncertain the whole thing was for her.  But the gentleman?  She imagined he’d be either excited or just wishing to get it over with so he could run back to his mistress.
 
   Maybe it was wrong, but she thought it was sweet that Perry was nervous.  It was one more thing that made him different from other gentlemen.  Standing up, she set the brush on the table and tightened the straps on her robe.  She didn’t know how he’d react if her robe fell open in front of him, and though he wore a robe, she didn’t think he was going to take it off without some prompting.
 
   She headed his way, surprised when he gave a slight jerk.  With a playful smile, she teased, “I promise I won’t bite.”
 
   Letting out an uneasy chuckle, he gripped the cane and turned his gaze back to the window.  “I was just watching the horses over there.” He pointed to three steeds in a pasture not far off in the distance.  “They’re graceful animals.  At times, they seem to be moving in perfect unison.”
 
   “You enjoy looking at horses?”
 
   “They’re beautiful creatures.  Have you ever watched them as they run across an open field?”
 
   “No, I can’t say I have.”
 
   “You should sometime.  There’s a sense of freedom in their movements.”
 
   “You wish you could run swiftly like they do?”
 
   He looked in her direction.  “When I ride one that’s in a full gallop, I feel free.  It’s an exhilarating experience.”
 
   Even as her heartbeat picked up from an act of being so bold, she closed the gap between them and offered him a smile as she placed her hand on his chest.  “You know, there is something you can do indoors that’s also exhilarating.”
 
   His face grew pink at her meaning.  Clearing his throat, he lowered his gaze to her hands as she slipped them under his robe.  Being as shy as he was, she didn’t think he’d be naked under the robe, but she felt bare flesh against her fingertips.  Since he didn’t shift away from her, she spread her hands out, tracing the flat contours of his chest.  He sharply inhaled but remained still as she continued her exploration of him.  He had a light scattering of fine hair on his chest, which was less than she expected.  She preferred him this way, though.  When she brushed his nipples, he let out a slight shudder.
 
   She waited for him to touch her, but he didn’t.  Daring a glance up at him, she noted the uncertainty in his eyes.  “You’re allowed to touch me.”
 
   Letting out an uneasy chuckle, he said, “Yes, I know.” After a long moment passed between them, he set aside his cane and placed his hands on her shoulders.
 
   She slipped her arms further into his robe and wrapped them around his waist.  Standing on her tiptoes, she kissed him.  She’d never come across anyone so shy before.  But she found it endearing, and it made her feel completely at ease with him.
 
   He slowly responded to her, hesitant at first but warming up to her as she continued kissing him.  Soon, he pulled her into his embrace.  She wanted nothing more than to melt into his arms, but recalling they were in front of the window, she ended their kiss and led him to the bed.
 
   She wasn’t sure if he was going to join her right away, but he settled next to her and brought her back into his arms.  Pulling him closer, she kissed him again.  And as before, he held back slightly.  She would have to be more assertive.  Lowering her hands, she tugged at the straps of her robe until it opened.  Since she had already loosened his robe, her breasts brushed his chest.
 
   He let in a slight gasp and she grinned.  “Give me your hand.”
 
   She almost thought he’d say he couldn’t touch her intimately, especially since his moral code was stricter than anyone she’d ever met, but he offered her his hand.  She brought his hand to her breast.  Deciding anything else she could say might cause him unease, she cupped the back of his neck and encouraged him to kiss her again.
 
   His lips were warm and soft, but she sensed a passion simmering beneath his carefully controlled emotions.  She wasn’t sure if it was because he was afraid he’d hurt her, being that he assumed this was her first time.  But there was no way she was going to disappoint him by telling him the truth.  He wasn’t experienced.  That was obvious.  She wished she was innocent.  She wished he was her first.  But what could she do?  She couldn’t go back and undo anything in her past.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Perry asked.
 
   She hadn’t realized she’d stopped kissing him.  Blinking back her tears, she swallowed and forced herself to smile.  She wanted to be with him this way, wanted it more than anything.  “I want to be your wife,” she whispered.
 
   “You already are.  We’ve said the vows.  Nothing will come between us.” After a moment, he asked, “Are you worried about your brother?”
 
   “Well…partly…” Her brother was bound to make trouble for them when they got back to London.
 
   “Don’t.  I can handle him.  I’ve come across gentlemen like him before.”
 
   Maybe he could handle her brother.  Maybe not.  Either way, it didn’t change everything.  She took a deep breath and turned her attention back to him.  He was her husband, and as he said, they’d made their vows for better or worse for the rest of their lives.
 
   She cupped his face in her hands and ran her thumbs along his jaw, noting his wonderful masculine strength.  “Make me your wife, Perry.  Please.”
 
   He brought his lips to hers and offered her the softest kiss she’d ever received.  It was a kiss full of promise and hope, a kiss that was to begin their future.  It was, without a doubt, the best of all kisses a gentleman could give a lady.  Letting all doubts and fears fade into the past where they belonged, she gave into the pleasure of being with him in this moment in time.
 
   Though his touch was still timid, he caressed her breast.  She rubbed her hand up and down his back in silent encouragement, hoping he’d explore her further.  And he did.  His fingers brushed her nipple, tracing the edge then working his way in.  She sighed in contentment.  He proceeded to touch her other breast, his movements a bit awkward but gentle all the same.
 
   Shifting against him, she parted her legs then brought his hand to her sensitive region.  She guided his fingers, teaching him where she wanted to be touched.  He was more than willing to follow her lead, and while everything he was doing felt good, she knew she wasn’t going to climax.  She was much too concerned that he’d change his mind at some point and not consummate the marriage.
 
   Even though she reminded herself the marriage was complete already since they’d gone through the ceremony, a deeper part of her needed to do this.  As long as she could get him to concentrate on her body, she shouldn’t have anything to worry about.  His erection was pressed firmly against her hip, so she knew he desired her, that he wanted to make love to her.  But he wasn’t taking a real lead and that worried her.  Maybe he would say they should wait until they got to know each other better.  And who knew if he’d want to be with her once he found out the truth about her past?
 
   Deciding her body was ready to receive him, she rolled him onto his back and straddled him so that he slid into her.  She leaned forward and kissed him.  Her tongue traced his lower lip until he parted his mouth.  She deepened their kiss, relieved when he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her closer.  She shifted so that he went deeper into her.
 
   With a moan, he left a trail of kisses down her neck, the last of his nervousness fading away.  He placed his hands on her hips to guide her movements and she sighed in pleasure.  He felt wonderful.  And even when he was passionate, he was gentle with her.  She rocked her hips, eager to follow his leading.  When he climaxed, she stilled and watched him, intrigued by the look of pleasure on his face.
 
   He relaxed and opened his eyes, turning his gaze to her and smiling.  Returning his smile, she kissed him, softly this time and let her lips linger on his.  He held her close to him.  His embrace was warm and protective, and she wished she could stay in his arms forever.  In this room, it was just the two of them, far removed from the rest of the world.  It wasn’t always going to be like this, but it was like this now.  And for now, that was good enough.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
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   “I wish we didn’t have to go back,” Paula said as she and Perry walked over to the gazebo.  “I can’t remember when I’ve had such a wonderful time.”
 
   “You’ll miss all the time we’ve been riding in the carriage?”
 
   Noting the slight amusement in his voice, she wrapped her arm around his and giggled.  “Would it surprise you to know I don’t mind the long rides because I’m with you?”
 
   “I’d think long rides with someone who rambles on about Parliament would bore you.”
 
   “I don’t mind it.  It’s what you’re interested in.”
 
   “While that’s true, I don’t think it’s something that interests a lady.  You’d be well within your rights to tell me about something that ladies find fascinating but gentlemen don’t.”
 
   She bit her lower lip as they proceeded up the steps of the gazebo.  “And what if I were to tell you I enjoy political talk?  Would you be disappointed?”
 
   “Only if you were lying.” Raising an eyebrow, he studied her as she sat on the bench.  “Should I be disappointed?”
 
   “No.  I’m telling you the truth.”
 
   He sat next to her, his smile growing wider.  “Really?”
 
   “Really.  I realize it’s because I’m a lady that I shouldn’t, but I do.  I grew up with a father who talked of little else.  I suppose after a while, it became something I looked forward to hearing about.”
 
   “Then why don’t you tell me what you think about what’s going on with the Parliament?”
 
   She shrugged, barely noticing the breeze that cooled things off around them.  “Do you truly want to know?”
 
   “Of course.  You’re my wife, and I want to know what you’re thinking.”
 
   Pleased, her eyes met his and she leaned toward him.  “I can’t think of a single gentleman who cares so much about what his wife thinks.  Of all the ladies in England, I’m the most fortunate one.” She caught a glimpse of his bashful expression as he turned his face from her.  “It’s true, Perry.  You have no need to be shy around me.”
 
   She found him absolutely adorable.  And how she wished they never had to go back to London.  At least when they were at an inn, no one knew them so they could be alone for the most part.  She was safe and loved, something she didn’t take for granted.  But how long could such a blissful feeling last once the outside world came pressing in around them?
 
   With a sigh, she scanned the peaceful land around them with the inn not too far away.  “Must we go to London tomorrow?”
 
   “What is it that troubles you about London?  Is it your brother?  I already told you I can handle him.”
 
   “I like it when it’s just the two of us.”
 
   “Does it help to know we’ll soon be going to our estate in the country?  Then it’ll be the two of us all winter, and who knows if you’ll get tired of me?”
 
   “What a terrible thing to say.  I could never get tired of you.”
 
   “Wait until winter’s over before you say that,” he teased.
 
   She leaned forward and kissed him.  “What will it take for you to realize you’re an ideal husband?”
 
   Instead of answering her, he kissed her in return and said, “We won’t stay in London for long.  I only feel it’s right to properly introduce you to my family and friends.  I want you to be comfortable with your new life.”
 
   Why was it so difficult for him to accept that a lady might look at him and find him desirable?  He was everything a lady wanted and more.  If he only knew the type of gentlemen who were out there, he might understand why he was much better than them.  Maybe in time he would see himself the way she saw him.  In the meantime, she would savor every moment they spent together, especially the ones they had before her brother talked to him.
 
   With a smile, she clasped her hands around his and nodded.  “All right.  We’ll stay in London for a couple weeks then go to your estate.”
 
   “Our estate.”
 
   “I stand corrected.  Our estate.”
 
   He lowered his head and gave her another kiss.  She pulled him closer and deepened the kiss, desperately hoping he would remember the joy he found in her because when he learned about her past, it was her only hope that he’d forgive her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Two days later, Perry was sorting through his ledger to balance his account when a knock came from his library door.  Surprised that Paula felt the need to knock, he looked up.  But instead of Paula, Christopher stood in the doorway, a question in his eyes.
 
   “What is it?” Perry asked when he didn’t say anything.  In all the time he’d known him, he never knew Christopher to be shy about saying what was on his mind.  And in this case, he almost felt like his cousin was playing a game with him.
 
   “I know you left London with a delightful young lady, but I don’t see her anywhere.  Did she run off before you could marry her?”
 
   “No, of course not.”
 
   “Then where is she?”
 
   “Not that it’s any of your concern, but she’s taking a bath in her bedchamber.” Why he was telling Christopher this, he didn’t know.
 
   His cousin breathed a sigh of relief and walked further into the room, not bothering to wait for the invitation before he sat down and plopped his feet up on the desk.  “That’s good.  I tell you, it wasn’t easy to find a lady willing to marry you.  Agatha’s been at me nonstop about finding you a wife ever since Sophie ran off with another gentleman.”
 
   Fighting back the urge to grimace, Perry turned his attention back to the ledger.  “Sophie wouldn’t have been happy with me.  We would never have made a good match.”
 
   “Precisely!  I told Agatha that, but she was upset with her sister for days. You’re better off with someone who doesn’t crave constant excitement.”
 
   “Oh?” While he knew Christopher considered him boring, he wished he wouldn’t point it out whenever possible.
 
   “I meant the bad type of excitement.”
 
   “I wasn’t aware that excitement could be bad.”
 
   “Of course, it can be.  Some gentlemen actually die in bed during lovemaking.  Did you know that was possible?  I didn’t until Ethan told me about Lord—”
 
   “I’ve heard enough.  Your point is well noted.  Excitement isn’t always a good thing.”
 
   “Fortunately, all has worked out and you’re married.  You did marry her, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yes, I did.  What kind of gentleman do you take me for?  I wouldn’t run off with her and sully her reputation by not marrying her.”
 
   “Well, I suppose one could argue that she sullied your reputation since she was the one who kissed you.”
 
   With a sigh, he set his quill aside.  “Did you come by to mock me?”
 
   “No, I came by to make sure you’re married.  Agatha fretted the whole time you were gone.  Believe me, it’s not easy to talk a lady into doing anything interesting in bed when she’s worried about something.”
 
   “Does everything have to be so…personal…with you?”
 
   Christopher shrugged and clasped his hands over his stomach.  “I happen to find such talk entertaining.”
 
   “Apparently.  In the future, I’ll thank you to confine such talk when you’re with your friends.”
 
   Perry shook his head and shut his ledger, deciding he’d continue sorting through his finances at a later time.  While he knew Christopher purposely said things to unnerve him, he couldn’t figure out how to ignore them.  If he could, then he suspected Christopher would stop.  After all, how much fun was it to try to bother someone who didn’t respond the way one hoped?
 
   The sound of footsteps directed their attention to the doorway and Perry smiled when Paula walked by.  She got lovelier each time he saw her.  He called out to her, and she turned to enter the room.
 
   “My cousin wanted to congratulate us on our wedding,” Perry called out, motioning to Christopher who at least had the sense to straighten in his seat.
 
   “Yes,” he said and shot her a grateful smile.  “Thanks to you, Perry finally has a wife.  You’ll never know what a relief it is that someone made an honest gentleman of him.”
 
   He rolled his eyes.  “If you’re so funny, then why is no one laughing?”
 
   At that, Paula chuckled and Perry felt a sense of satisfaction since she laughed at his joke but not Christopher’s.  It was a minor victory but a victory all the same and he’d enjoy it.
 
   Christopher’s eyebrows rose as he turned back in his direction.  “Who knew you had a sense of humor?  Having a wife is already doing you wonders.” Rising to his feet, he continued, “Agatha sent me over to invite you to a dinner party we’re having in a week.”
 
   Hesitant, Perry stood up and grabbed his cane.  “Who’ll be there?”
 
   “Our friends.  It’ll be an informal gathering, much like the ones you gave while I still lived here.”
 
   He resisted the urge to grimace.  “Will Lord Edon be there?”
 
   “He’s my friend.  Of course, he’ll be there.” He smiled at Paula.  “You’ll like him.  He’s got a real passion for life.”
 
   That wasn’t the way Perry would have described him, but it was better than telling her he was one of the most notorious rakes in London.  “Will my friend Nate be there?”
 
   He gagged.  “Is that a requirement?”
 
   “Lord Edon is your friend and Nate is mine.  If you want to assure Agatha that all is well, I insist Nate go.  Besides, don’t Claire and Agatha get along?”
 
   “You’re so demanding.  All right.  Lord Horrid will be there.”
 
   Perry fought the urge to correct him as he stepped around his desk so he could stand beside his wife.  “Are you ready for our walk?”
 
   “You mean a walk to the drawing room, right?” Christopher called out before she could answer him.
 
   “No, I meant a walk through Hyde Park.”
 
   His jaw dropped for a moment then he pinched himself.
 
   Frowning, Perry asked, “What are you doing?”
 
   “Making sure I’m awake.  I could have sworn you suggested walking—instead of riding a horse—through the park.”
 
   He sighed but saw that Paula seemed amused by Christopher’s comment, so he decided to concede and tell the truth.  “Paula doesn’t mind my limp.”
 
   “It’s hardly a limp at all,” she added and slipped her arm around his, causing his body to flush with a pleasant warmth that always seemed to come over him whenever she touched him.
 
   Christopher chuckled.  “You have no idea how long I’ve tried to get that stubborn cousin of mine to walk instead of riding a horse, but he was adamantly opposed to it.  My lady, you have my complete admiration.  You have accomplished what no one else has.”
 
   Perry rolled his eyes as his cousin gave an exaggerated bow before her.  She squeezed his arm.  Looking at her, he was assured that she didn’t think less of him because he’d let fear hold him back in the past.  He tapped Christopher on the shoulder with his cane.  “The queen demands you rise.”
 
   Her lips curled up at his joke.
 
   Christopher straightened and clasped his hands behind his back.  “Before you two leave, I have something important to give Perry.  I’ll retrieve it from my carriage and be right back.”
 
   As he hurried out of the room, Paula turned to Perry and kissed him.  “You shouldn’t let him bother you.”
 
   “I try not to.  It’s just difficult.”
 
   “Does it help if you know that I think you’re the best gentleman in all of London and no one will ever change my mind?”
 
   Pleased by her words, he grinned.  “I think you see me as you want to see me, not as I really am.”
 
   “No, I see you as you really are.”
 
   She gave him another kiss, this one longer than the one before, and his body stirred with desire to caress her breasts or take her over to the chair and have her straddle him.  He hadn’t been bold in their lovemaking.  Up to now, he’d been letting her take the lead, thinking it would make her more comfortable with him.  And fortunately, she had no problem initiating it.  She didn’t seem to mind the arrangement, but he wondered if she’d mind it if he took the lead once in awhile.  If he had the courage to ask, he would.  However, with things going as well as they were, he thought it best to keep quiet in case he inadvertently said something wrong.
 
   When the kiss ended, her eyes sparkled.  “You’re a good gentleman, Perry.  I’m honored to be your wife.”
 
   Christopher returned with something wrapped in brown paper.  “I thought it best to be discrete.” He glanced at Paula.  “Agatha would be horrified if she saw what I was carrying when I left the townhouse.” Turning back to Perry, he held it out to him.  “This is for your wife.”
 
   Perry frowned and stared at it.  “If it’s for Paula, why are you giving it to me?”
 
   “When you unwrap it, you’ll find out.” He winked at her.  “You, of all ladies, need something like this.”
 
   Uncertain of whether or not he’d like his cousin’s gift, Perry reluctantly took it.  “Is this a debt you owe to someone that you expect me to pay?” He’d done that a couple times in the past, though not since Nate made him a stable boy.
 
   “I don’t have any debts,” Christopher replied, indignation in his voice.  “I can’t believe you’d even think such a thing.”
 
   Rolling his eyes, he stepped away from Paula, thinking it best that she not see whatever the “gift” was.  She didn’t need to be included in his cousin’s antics.  He unwrapped the object, acutely aware that his cousin was smirking at him as if this was the funniest thing that had ever happened.  That right there proved Perry had every reason to be concerned.
 
   When he saw it was a book, his gaze lowered to the title and his jaw dropped.  Spinning on his heel, he placed the book behind his back so Paula wouldn’t see it.  Avoiding eye contact with his cousin, he asked, “Paula, would you please leave me and my errant cousin alone for a few minutes?”
 
   Though her eyebrows furrowed, she nodded and left the room.
 
   “Close the door,” Perry told Christopher.
 
   This time it was Christopher who rolled his eyes as he obeyed him, though the way his lips curled up told Perry that he was enjoying his discomfort.  Of course, Christopher was enjoying his discomfort.  From the moment Perry took over as his ward, he took fiendish delight in getting a reaction out of him.
 
   Christopher returned to him, his expression intentionally clear of any mischief.  “You wish to thank me for making your wife’s bed something she can look forward to?”
 
   “Take it back.” Perry thrust the book at him.  “I’m not amused.”
 
   “I would take it back if it was for you, but it’s not your gift.  It’s Paula’s.” He thrust the book back at him and he almost dropped it.  “If you want me to take it, you’ll have to get her permission.”
 
   His face grew warm.  “I can’t show her this.” He looked at the title again and shuddered.  How to Pleasure a Lady.  What kind of gentleman would give such an inappropriate book to Christopher anyway?  Then the answer dawned on him.  “Is this from Lord Edon?”
 
   “Technically, it’s from me.  But I did ask him to give me a copy to give to your wife.”
 
   “Take it back.” He shoved it at him, but Christopher refused to take it so it fell to the floor.  Groaning, he knelt down, leaning on his cane as he did so, and picked it up.  “Why do you insist on being so difficult?”
 
   “I was about to ask you the same thing.  Do you not want your wife to receive pleasure in bed?”
 
   “Of course I want her to receive pleasure in bed.” He stopped, his face growing even warmer when he realized he was discussing his private life with his cousin of all people!  “Not that what I do or don’t do with her is your concern.”
 
   “You’re right.  It’s not my concern.  But I like her.  She’s fun and she’s got a slightly wicked streak to her that will do you a lot of good.”
 
   “There is nothing wicked about her.  She’s an honorable lady.”
 
   “Who went up to you and kissed you without knowing anything about you except your name and title.”
 
   Perry traced the edge of the handle on his cane for a moment, not sure how he could best answer something like that.  Granted, it was strange that a lady would go up to him and kiss him, but she had a good reason.  Then he recalled her brother.  “She only did that because her brother was forcing her to do something she didn’t want to do.  She needed protection.  Now that she’s married to me, she doesn’t have to do anything he wants.  The poor thing had no option.”
 
   “If she was so pure and noble of heart,” Christopher began in an amused tone, “then why didn’t she just plead her case?  Why did she create a scandal?”
 
   “She was probably afraid I wouldn’t understand her plight.  She didn’t know me.  I could have told her no.”
 
   Chuckling, he shrugged.  “If you must believe that in order to be happy, then so be it.  But that book is hers to do with as you will.  If you care about her at all, you’ll read it and do what it says.  But if you don’t, then by all means, get rid of it.”
 
   “What I do or don’t do with this book has nothing to do with how I feel about her.”
 
   “Sure it doesn’t.” Christopher smirked then turned toward the door.  Pausing, he looked over at him.  “Is there anything else?”
 
   He almost said no then said, “Don’t bring me any more books.”
 
   “All right.  I won’t bring you any more books.”
 
   Perry frowned as he left the room.  There was no way to win an argument with Christopher.  The imp was much too clever, using words to his advantage.  With a sigh, Perry went to the other side of his desk and slipped the book in his drawer.  How to Pleasure a Lady, indeed!  Paula already received pleasure in bed.  She never once uttered a word of complaint.  She went up to him often and kissed him, and many times those kisses led to other things.  If she wasn’t happy with things the way they were, she wouldn’t initiate lovemaking.  He closed the drawer, his face still hot from embarrassment.  Just what was Christopher thinking?  He wanted to embarrass me.  That’s all.  And it worked.
 
   A light tapping on the door brought his attention to Paula who stuck her head into the room.  “Do you want to take that walk now?”
 
   Sure his face was still red, he forced his conversation with Christopher aside and went over to her, hardly noticing the cane.  Usually, he was acutely aware of it, but today, he almost forgot it was there.  “Yes, I’m ready.”
 
   With a smile, she slipped her arm around his and said, “It’s a lovely day.  Perfect even.”
 
   He couldn’t agree more, but then any day with her was perfect.  Putting Christopher far from his mind, he led her out of the townhouse so they could enjoy the day.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   That night, Perry rolled Paula onto her back, kissing her as he did so.  She felt heavenly.  Her breasts pressed against his chest, soft and warm.  She cupped his butt in her hands and encouraged him to slide deeper into her.  He followed her guidance, allowing her to set the pace of his thrusting.  The pleasure mounting in his loins was still overwhelming.  Her body felt wonderful, hot and slick as it clenched around him.  If there was a better feeling than this, he didn’t know what it could be.
 
   When their kiss ended, he took a moment to open his eyes and watch her in the moonlight.  She had her eyes closed, and he thought there was a contented expression on her face.  But he wondered if she wasn’t enjoying their lovemaking as much as he was.  She moaned softly and worked with him, so she had to be enjoying it to a point.  But was it enough?  Was she experiencing the same level of ecstasy that he was?
 
   His movements slowed, and she opened her eyes.  “Perry, is something wrong?”
 
   He shook his head then tried to get back into the rhythm he’d just been employing moments before, but it didn’t work and in losing his momentum, his erection softened.  Hoping she didn’t pick up on what happened, he pulled out of her and rolled onto his back.  Out of breath, he drew her in his arms and stared at the ceiling.  This was all Christopher’s fault.  Up to now, he’d managed along just fine every time he was in bed with her.  He hadn’t grown soft until after he released his seed.  But now that Christopher handed him a book that pretty much indicated he was no good as a lover, the doubts had trickled in.  The next time he saw his cousin, he had a mind to whack him on the head with his cane.
 
   “Perry,” she asked, lifting her head so she could look at him, “what is it?”
 
   With a shrug, he avoided eye contact with her and encouraged her to rest her head on his shoulder.  “I just need a break.” Which wasn’t a lie.  He did.  He just didn’t want to tell her why, and God willing, she wouldn’t ask.
 
   She snuggled up against him and he breathed a sigh of relief.  Good.  She wasn’t going to ask.  That made things more bearable.  This wasn’t the first time his cousin managed to slip in some way of making him doubt whether he was adequate when it came to doing something or not, but he sure could have done without wondering how he was as a lover.  Of all the areas in his life, this had to be the worst.
 
   “We had a nice time today,” she softly said, relieving him of his thoughts for the moment.
 
   “Yes, we did.” Minus the visit from his cousin, it’d been absolutely wonderful.  He took her hand in his and squeezed it.  “What would you like to do tomorrow?”
 
   “You mean you’re not tired of me yet?” she teased, making him feel a little more at ease.
 
   “No.  I could never get tired of you.” He rolled onto his side, his hand settling on her hip, his forehead pressed against hers.  Closing his eyes, he said, “You’re the most exciting person I’ve ever known.”
 
   She chuckled and slipped her arm around his waist.  “Well, I did talk you into running off to Gretna Green the same night I met you.”
 
   Laughing, he stroked her skin with the pad of his thumb.  “That you did.  And not only that, but you have me walking in Hyde Park in broad daylight where everyone can see me.  No one’s been able to do that before.”
 
   “Maybe they didn’t know how to ask.”
 
   After a moment of silence, he ventured, “Paula, do you think I’m boring?”
 
   “No.  You’re very charming and funny.  And even better, you talk to me about things happening in Parliament.  You treat me as if I’m as smart as you.”
 
   “You are as smart as me.  Maybe even smarter.”
 
   “You’re one of the smartest gentlemen I’ve ever met, Perry.” She cupped the side of his face in her hand and kissed him.
 
   Opening his eyes, he studied her expression, noting the sparkle in her eyes and the smile on her lips.  She was so very beautiful, a true vision of loveliness.  He had the funniest thought that if he blinked, she might disappear.  It still didn’t seem possible that she was with him.  “Are you happy with me?” he whispered.
 
   “Of course, I am.  Haven’t I been telling you how much I enjoy being with you?”
 
   “Yes, but I keep wondering when this dream will end and I’ll find myself alone.”
 
   “I’m not going to leave you.”
 
   “So when I wake up, you’ll still be here?”
 
   “Each and every morning.”
 
   Pulling her closer to him, he kissed her.  He loved her.  He’d loved her the moment he met her.  Only then, he was afraid to admit it.  Afraid that she would find someone else more charming, more handsome, more deserving.  But she had chosen him and for that, he would always be grateful.
 
   When he ended the kiss, he asked, “Are you satisfied with me?”
 
   She chuckled and caressed his cheek with her thumb.  “What a silly question.  Didn’t I just say I was?”
 
   “I mean in bed,” he clarified, his voice growing softer.
 
   “Yes, I’m satisfied with you when we’re in bed.  Why would you think otherwise?”
 
   “I just want to be sure.”
 
   She cupped the back of his neck with her hand and pulled him toward her, initiating another kiss, this one longer than the one he gave her.  Her tongue traced his bottom lip before slipping between his parted lips.  Their tongues interlaced, slowly at first but soon growing more insistent as he grew aroused.  He wanted very much to continue making love to her.  Nothing felt as good as being intimate with her.  He’d like to think it was something both of them could find pleasure in, and she had assured him she did.
 
   She reached down between them and wrapped her hand around his shaft.  He moaned as she stroked him, her touch sending thrills of delight all through him, making him forget his earlier apprehension.  Relaxing, he brought his hand to her breast.  She was soft except for her nipple, which hardened under his caress.
 
   He wondered if she’d let him go lower and touch her more intimately.  She’d always guided him in the past, so he knew for sure that he had her permission.  He waited for a few seconds to see if she’d take his hand and guide him there, but she continued stroking him, working up and down his shaft, her movements skilled and driving him closer to the brink of release.
 
   At times, he had the inclination to cast aside all restraints and take more of a lead.  These moments were especially strong when he was fully erect.  And at the moment, she had him so hard he thought he might burst.  But he didn’t think she’d like it if he did that in her hand, though the idea intrigued him.  He certainly wouldn’t mind it.  But she was a lady and probably had no such desire for it.
 
   Gently rolling her onto her back, he settled between her legs.  His tip pressed against her opening and dipped in, her wet heat making it easy to slide in all the way.  Groaning, he gave into the urge and entered her, loving the feel of her flesh as it surrounded him.  Once again, she cupped his butt in her hands and guided his movements, working slowly at first then growing more insistent.
 
   And this time he gave himself to the full pleasure of the moment.  He slid halfway out and then pressed as far as he could go into her.  The now familiar build-up of tension centering in his loins let him know it wouldn’t be too long before he reached the peak.  A few more thrusts and he released his seed, his body still while the intensity of his climax engulfed him.
 
   When the intensity ebbed, he relaxed and pressed his forehead against hers.  His breathing still raspy, he whispered that he loved her then kissed her.  She wrapped her arms around him and returned his kiss, her lips gentle and warm.  Everything about her was so very lovely.
 
   After their kiss, he eased onto his side and drew her into his arms.  She snuggled against him, her head resting on his shoulder.  This was one of the nicest things he’d ever experienced.  When he was with her, it was easy to forget the rest of the world and what others—especially Christopher—said and did.  With a contented sigh, he closed his eyes and stroked her back in soothing, circular motions.
 
   “What would you like to do tomorrow?” he asked, his voice soft in the room.
 
   “Spend time with you.”
 
   He smiled.  “Anything else?”
 
   She shrugged.  “As long as I’m with you, I have no need of anything.”
 
   He kissed the top of her head and murmured, “You’re the best thing that’s happened to me,” before he drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next morning, Paula stirred from her sleep, fully expecting to find Perry lying beside her, but when she reached for him, she only felt the blankets and his pillow.  Opening her eyes, she sat up in the bed, clutching the blanket to her breasts and studied Perry’s bedchamber.  She didn’t see him until she heard a soft click in the small room off to the right.
 
   After she got out of bed, she put her shift on and crossed the room, noting the cool surface of the hard floor.  She reached the small room and saw that he was counting some money at his desk.
 
   “Did I wake you?” he asked, glancing in her direction.
 
   “No.  I didn’t even hear you leave the bed.” Then, with a teasing grin, she added, “I missed you.”
 
   She caught the slight blush that crept up his cheeks before he answered, “I couldn’t sleep.”
 
   She walked over to him and leaned against the desk.  “You could have woken me up.  I would have talked to you or have done other things if you were so inclined.” Really, whatever he wanted, she was more than happy to oblige him.
 
   “We had a long trip.  I wanted you to get your rest.”
 
   “You’re so considerate when it comes to the needs of others, Perry.  Do you ever take time to think about yourself?”
 
   “I have everything I ever hoped for.”
 
   This time her cheeks grew warm as he caressed her thigh.  It was a very intimate action and yet, there was a hint of innocence in it.  She doubted he understood just how suggestive his words and actions were.  He was such a strange person.  How could he be in London, surrounded by a multitude of rakes and remain untouched by their influence?
 
   “I notice you don’t have much,” Perry continued, turning his attention back to his money.  “I’d like you to get some…lady things…for yourself.”
 
   She inspected the good sum of money that he gave her and returned a couple of bills.  “I don’t require all of this.”
 
   “You’re a countess now.  Your wardrobe and jewelry and other fine things are your due.” When she started to protest, he added, “People will expect you to have better things now that you no longer belong to the middle class.  If you can’t buy something nice for yourself because you want it, then think of it as buying something for yourself because you’re my wife.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   He tucked the rest of the money back into the box and closed the lid.
 
   She glanced out the small window and saw the pinks and light blues that marked the beginning of the day.  “It’s still early.  Why don’t you come to bed?  We can talk or hold each other or do more.” Unable to stop the playful grin, she leaned toward him and kissed him.
 
   “Do you think it’s too soon for me to love you?”
 
   Her smile widened at his admission.  “Maybe I’m a bit of a romantic, but I don’t think it’s ever too soon.” She took his hand and led him back to bed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Are you sure you want to go to my cousin’s dinner party?” Perry asked the next evening as he paced Paula’s bedchamber, his cane tapping along the wood floor.
 
   “I don’t mind going,” she assured him then turned from her vanity to show him the two necklaces she bought that day.  “Which one do you like best?”
 
   He stepped over to her and motioned to the gold one with sapphires and diamonds embedded in the chain.  “This one.  The blue matches your gown.”
 
   Smiling, she put the silver necklace in her box and closed the lid.  “I didn’t think gentlemen paid much mind to whether things matched or not.”
 
   “I can’t speak for all gentlemen, but I do.”
 
   “Would you mind putting this on for me?” As he took the necklace, she turned her back to him.  “I’ve noticed that you dress very well for a gentleman.”
 
   “Thank you.” He slipped the necklace around her neck and fastened it.  Then, to her delight, he kissed her neck.  “I happen to think that you look good no matter what you’re wearing.  Well, I amend that.  You look best in nothing, but I don’t want anyone except me knowing that.”
 
   Giggling, she turned to face him and kissed him.  “You have nothing to worry about.”
 
   He extended his arm to her and she took it.  “I suppose you’re prepared for my cousin’s antics.”
 
   “Christopher?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “He seems like a friendly sort, even if he enjoys watching you get upset.”
 
   They entered the hallway and he sighed.  “I thought maybe he’d stop doing that once he got married.  Agatha is nothing like him.  She’s very proper and considerate of others.  I honestly can’t understand why she married him.”
 
   “Maybe it’s because they’re different.  Some people do well with their opposites.”
 
   “Maybe.  I’d like to think that he’s a good husband to her.”
 
   “She looked happy when I met her at the ball.”
 
   “She hasn’t run off screaming yet, so maybe you’re right.”
 
   Amused, she slowly made her way down the steps, keeping her pace even with his.  “Who else is going to be there tonight?”
 
   “Nate and his wife Claire.  I think they were only invited for my sake, though Claire and Catherine get along very well.  Christopher saw it fit to invite Ethan.  Ethan is Catherine’s husband.”
 
   Noting his slight grimace, she squeezed his arm.  “What’s wrong with him?”
 
   “Haven’t you heard of Lord Edon and his many exploits?”
 
   “I’ve heard some rumors, but I figured some of them were made up.  There’s no way one gentleman can create so many scandals.”
 
   “I’m afraid they’re all true.”
 
   When they reached the bottom of the stairs, he instructed the footman to get the carriage.  The butler handed them their hats, and after she judged that the night was cool enough for a shawl, she asked for her black one.  While they waited for the carriage, she decided to pick up where their conversation had left off.  “I can’t believe all those rumors about Lord Edon are true.  There’s no way they can be.  A few of them or so, maybe.  But all of them?  It’d take several gentlemen to accomplish all those things.  I suspect he’s telling some lies.”
 
   “He doesn’t need to embellish anything.  And to prove my point, his reckless behavior ended as soon as his father-in-law put a stop to it.  It took the fear of the Duke of Rumsey for him to straighten his life out.”
 
   “That might have helped, but I still can’t believe he was capable of doing everything people said he did.”
 
   “Even if it was in the Tittletattle?”
 
   “You can’t believe everything you read in the scandalsheets.”
 
   “My dear, you are very innocent in the ways of the world.  Hopefully, you’ll never have to learn some of them.  There are some unpleasant people in this world.”
 
   If only he knew how useless his warning was… She offered him a smile and slipped her arm around his and went to the carriage.
 
   She waited until the coachman urged the horses forward before saying, “If Ethan’s made a change for the better, then there shouldn’t be a problem with him being at the dinner party tonight.” Even as she said it, there was more of a question to her statement.
 
   “I don’t know.  I try not to engage him in a conversation.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I don’t want his bad habits to rub off on me.  My father always said that bad company corrupts good habits.”
 
   A knot twisted in her stomach.  Hopefully, he’d never find out her unsavory past.  If he did, she suspected he would be disappointed in her.  She’d like to think he would always look at her with love shining in his eyes.  Clearing her throat, she ventured, “Sometimes people change.  Maybe having a wife did him some good.” She knew that having him in her life had benefited her.
 
   “It’s possible,” he relented.  “Nate was able to straighten Christopher out…to a point.  He’s been much better ever since.”
 
   Relieved, she held onto the hope that he hadn’t completely shut out the idea that a person’s past didn’t dictate their future.  “That’s good then.  People can strive to be better if they wish it.”
 
   Taking her hand in his, he leaned in her direction and kissed her.  “You see the best in everything, Paula.  It’s one of the things I admire most about you.”
 
   Not sure what he meant by that, she decided not to say anything else in case she slipped and said the wrong thing.  His comment could be taken in two ways.  Maybe he meant she was being naïve.  In that case, he probably thought her to be too trusting for her own good, something she didn’t think of as a compliment.  But it could also mean she had the desire for others to strive for improvement, something she considered a good trait.  And right now, she decided not to ask him which one he meant because she might not like the answer.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
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   Perry followed Paula into the drawing room where Christopher was standing in the middle of the room and telling everyone about how he—and he alone—had secured Perry a wife.  Without so much as a blush when he realized the two people he’d been talking about had just entered the room, he waved to Paula.  “Welcome!  I’m so glad you came.”
 
   Perry’s steps slowed since Christopher wasn’t looking at him.  Paula seemed hesitant but Perry indicated for her to oblige his cousin so she closed the distance to him.
 
   “I’m happy to introduce Paula, the lady who will make my cousin’s life worth living,” Christopher told the others, ignoring the way Perry sighed.  “Paula, I’d like to introduce you to my friends.  There’s the witty and sometimes-scandalous Lord Edon, but you can call him Ethan.  His wife—the lady who is just as passionate as her fiery hair—is Catherine.  Then there’s the love of my life, Agatha, who is both intelligent and beautiful.  And last, but not least, is Claire whose kindness extends to the ends of the world, which explains why she can bear to be married to the world’s biggest grouch, Nate, who is sitting next to her.” Nate scowled at him, so he added, “See what I mean?  If it weren’t for her, he’d never smile.”
 
   “Christopher,” Agatha warned from where she sat, “let’s be pleasant.”
 
   He glanced at her and smiled.  “Of course, we’ll be pleasant.  Paula, we’re glad you could come.  Are there any games you’re partial to?”
 
   With a shrug, she said, “Anything you want to play is fine.”
 
   “You see what I mean about her?  She’s the type of person who can easily adapt to any situation.  That’s exactly the kind of thing my cousin needs.  I’m telling you,” he turned to Agatha, “I made a good match.”
 
   Shaking his head, Perry lumbered over to Nate and sat in the chair next to him.  He had to hand it to Christopher.  His cousin could offer himself enough compliments to fill up a book.
 
   “Let her sit down,” Agatha replied.  “You’re embarrassing her.”
 
   “What?  Is that true?” Christopher asked, looking at Paula.  “I was only trying to make you feel welcome here.  Think of us as a bunch of lovable people, except for Nate.  We put up with him because of Claire.”
 
   “Christopher,” Agatha said with a groan.
 
   “I’m done.  Now we can let Paula tell us all about herself.” He motioned for Paula to sit by him and Agatha, but Perry cleared his throat and shot him a pointed look.  “Oh, all right.  Go sit with your husband…unless you’d rather sit with far more interesting people.”
 
   Chuckling, Paula said, “Perry is wonderful.  I’m very happy to be with him,” and went to sit next to him.  “Thank you for introducing us.”
 
   “Christopher, you think you’re so clever, but I can’t help wondering how you ended up cleaning out stalls and emptying chamber pots.” Nate leaned forward and glanced at Paula.  “Perhaps you’d like to hear him mention that while he’s bragging about how he arranged for you to meet Perry?”
 
   A smile tugged at Perry’s lips when Christopher gagged.  He had to hand it to Nate.  He always knew what to say to make Christopher squirm.  If only he had the same good sense.
 
   “I don’t know about anyone else,” Ethan began, “but I’m getting tired of hearing about the stables and chamber pots every time Christopher and Nate get into the same room.  Can’t we discuss something else?”
 
   “Thank you, Ethan,” Christopher replied, smiling at his friend.
 
   “Sure, we can discuss the Battle of Waterloo,” Nate spoke up.
 
   Ethan grimaced.  “That happened long ago.  It has no relevance to anyone anymore.”
 
   “Long ago?  It was in June.”
 
   “Exactly.  Months ago.  I don’t see any reason to concern myself with something that old.  We ought to talk about something that’s happening now, something that impacts our lives at the moment.”
 
   “You mean like the fact that no one knows where Lord Pennella is?” Christopher ventured.
 
   “No one cares about Lord Pennella,” Agatha replied, an underlying disgust in her voice.
 
   “Well, that’s true,” he consented.  “And that being the case, we should let Paula talk about herself.”
 
   “What if she’s shy and doesn’t feel like telling a room full of strangers about herself?” Catherine piped up.  “I know I wouldn’t like it.”
 
   Perry glanced at his wife.  He secretly agreed with Catherine.  Having to talk about himself in front of people he just met would make him very uncomfortable, and by the slight trace of pink in Paula’s cheeks, he guessed she would rather not.  Sighing, he leaned on his cane and said, “Christopher, before you start asking Paula questions, why don’t you give her time to get familiar with everyone?  Not everyone is as vain as you.”
 
   “Nice one,” Nate whispered.
 
   Pleased, he nodded his thanks to his friend.
 
   The butler came into the room before Christopher could respond and announced that dinner was ready.
 
   Relieved, Perry rose to his feet and offered to escort his wife to the other room.  She accepted and the four couples went to the long table which was set with many fine dishes.  Perry had to admit that Agatha arranged for some wonderful meals.  He still couldn’t figure out why she married his cousin, but there was no doubt the two were happy and for that, he was glad his cousin could at least be a good husband.
 
   The course of the meal went smoothly.  Most of the talk revolved around the estates the couples would soon be going to until their return to London the following spring.  Ethan and Catherine were looking forward to the birth of their first child early the following year.  It wasn’t often that Perry cared what happened to Ethan, but in this case, he was happy for him.
 
   Once the meal was over, Christopher asked to have a word alone with him while the gentlemen adjourned to one room and the ladies to another.  As tempting as it was to deny his cousin’s request, curiosity got the better of him and he followed him to a small room filled with books.  He hadn’t taken Agatha for a Gothic enthusiast, but those were mainly the ones that lined the shelves.
 
   “Your wife enjoys Gothic horror?” Perry asked, picking up a book and inspecting the title.
 
   “We both do,” Christopher replied.  “You ought to read one sometime.  It’s much more interesting than the bland reading you do.”
 
   “I happen to enjoy history.”
 
   He yawned.  “Which has no bearing on today.”
 
   “Oh, I disagree.  It has a lot to do with today.  The rise and fall of many nations usually follow the same pattern.”
 
   “The same could be said for a gentleman’s ability to pleasure a lady in bed.  Did you read the book I gave you for your wife’s benefit?”
 
   Perry glowered at him.  He should have known his cousin would make the inquiry.  “You spend way too much time minding other people’s businesses when you should be minding your own.”
 
   “So, I take it you haven’t?”
 
   Tapping his fingers on his cane, he said, “I’ll have you know she told me she’s satisfied in bed.”
 
   He stared at him for a moment, his eyebrows raised in an irritating manner that warned Perry he wasn’t going to like what he heard next.  And he was right, for Christopher asked, “Who is the one satisfying her?”
 
   “Me, of course!”
 
   “Are you sure she’s talking about you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But how can that be possible when you haven’t read the book?  I know you came into your marriage as pure as the day you were born, so you haven’t had any experience in this area.”
 
   “I don’t have to read the book to know what to do to make her happy.  These things are guided by instinct.” Why was he wasting his time?  All Christopher wanted to do was goad him along, to get a reaction out of him.  When was he going to learn to act as if nothing his cousin said or did could bother him?
 
   “You know what I think?”
 
   Narrowing his eyes, he snapped, “No, and I don’t care to.”
 
   Not to be deterred, he continued, “I think she told you she’s satisfied with you because she didn’t want to hurt your feelings.” When Perry shook his head, he added, “Are you familiar with how a lady cries out or how her body clenches when she climaxes?”
 
   This conversation was much too personal.  Perry could only blame himself for letting it get this far.  He turned to head out of the room when his cousin darted in front of him, a knowing grin on his face.  Perry stepped back, quickly using his cane to regain his balance.
 
   “You would know exactly what I’m talking about if you read the book,” Christopher pressed.  “The book is a gift I gave you for Paula’s sake.  It’s not hard to satisfy a gentleman but it can be tricky to adequately satisfy a lady.  You needn’t look so offended.  I read the book.  Contrary to what you believe, I hadn’t known a lady intimately before I married Agatha.  What I read in that book helped me immensely.  And I’m not the only gentleman who’s read it.  Your good friend Nate has too, and we both know how happy his wife is.  There’s no way she’d be smiling otherwise.”
 
   “Nate is good to Claire.”
 
   “Only in bed.”
 
   “He’s good to her at other times, too.”
 
   Christopher shook his head.  “You have a blind spot when it comes to your friend.  But it is what it is, so I must accept it.  Listen, I’m not trying to be mean by giving you that book to read.  I just want you to have the kind of intimate life that I have.  There’s nothing wrong with wanting to do your part to pleasure your wife.  It’s not a sign of weakness to learn how to do that.”
 
   “You’re much too bold in areas you shouldn’t be.  Now, if you don’t get out of my way, I’m going to hit you with my cane.”
 
   For the first time since he’d become Christopher’s guardian, he stared at him, silently challenging him to make him use his cane to knock some sense into him.  After a tense moment, Christopher finally looked heavenward and stepped aside.
 
   Relieved, Perry headed out of there, moving as fast as he could with his limp to slow him down.  He didn’t feel like staying here anymore.  He found the ladies in the drawing room, giggling at something Claire said.
 
   Agatha was the first to notice him.  “Perry, is something wrong?”
 
   “I don’t wish to stay here anymore.  Paula, would you mind going home early tonight?”
 
   Paula shook her head and rose to her feet.  “No, I don’t mind.” Smiling at the ladies, she added, “Thank you for a lovely evening.”
 
   He offered a bow before he escorted his wife out of the room, glad she didn’t argue with him.  It’d been apparent that her evening was going better than his, and she probably wanted to stay longer.  It wasn’t until they were in the carriage that she asked him why he wanted to leave early.
 
   “I just didn’t feel like staying,” he replied.
 
   Even as he said it, he knew it was a weak answer.  But he couldn’t bring himself to tell her the truth.  With any luck, she’d never find out about that blasted book and how insistent Christopher was that he read it.
 
   “All right.” She kissed him on the cheek.  “It just means we have more time alone.”
 
   Growing uneasy at the thought of doing anything in bed, he said, “It’s been a long day, what with White’s and our horse ride in Hyde Park.  I’m tired.  I’m not up for anything else.”
 
   She wrapped her arm around his and rested her cheek on his shoulder.  “Would you hold me then?  I got used to sharing a bed with you and don’t want to sleep alone anymore.”
 
   “I can do that.”
 
   At least that was one thing he could get right that Christopher couldn’t criticize him for.  How he wished his cousin had the decency to mind his own business.  And how he wished he didn’t let his cousin bother him.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
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   The next morning as Perry sat in the den with his feet kicked up on the ottoman, he didn’t feel any better than he had the night before.  In fact, he felt worse.  To Paula’s credit, she hadn’t asked him what was bothering him.  She had to have picked up on his bad mood, but she hadn’t pressed him about it and that was a relief.
 
   He stared at the fireplace, not really seeing the flames flickering as they cast shadows along the room.  The housemaid had been ready to open the drapes when he told her to leave them shut and draw him a fire instead.
 
   However, his reprieve was not to be enjoyed for long since Nate showed up within half an hour of his retreat to the den.  When the footman allowed him in, he glanced in his direction.
 
   “I take it you’re not busy,” Nate joked.
 
   Sighing, he motioned for his friend to come in then turned his attention back to the fire.
 
   Nate picked up the decanter from the table and poured himself a drink.  “You thirsty?”
 
   Perry shook his head.
 
   “I notice you disappeared after Christopher asked to talk to you alone.”
 
   He grimaced.  He should have known Nate would come over to find out what happened.
 
   “You really shouldn’t let him get to you,” Nate said before he took a sip of brandy.
 
   “I don’t try to let him get to me.”
 
   “Yes, you do.  He gains the upper hand every time you talk to him.  If you had made him muck out stalls or do some other unsavory task while he was your ward, he wouldn’t be the way he is today.  You were always soft on him.”
 
   “Well thank you, Nate, for pointing out my shortcomings.  Without you to point out how inadequate I am, I don’t know where I’d be.”
 
   “Be sensible.  I’m not trying to point out your shortcomings.”
 
   “You could have fooled me,” he muttered, glancing at his pocket watch and wondering how much longer he’d have to suffer with his friend’s presence before he could kick him out.  Snapping the pocket watch shut, he slipped it back into his pocket.  Why was he waiting?  He didn’t have to put up with anything in his townhouse.  Not for thirty minutes.  Not for ten.  Not even for one.  It was his townhouse, after all.  The one place he was supposed to be able to enjoy some peace.  “Go home, Nate.”
 
   His eyebrows rose in surprise as he sat in the chair across from him.  “I’ve never seen you this upset.  What’s going on?  What did he say?”
 
   “Apparently, when I told you to go home, I was wasting my breath.”
 
   Nate waited for a minute then said, “We’ve been friends since childhood.  If you can confide in anyone, it should be me.” When Perry didn’t respond, he added, “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to be hard on you.  I shouldn’t have said you were soft on Christopher while you were his guardian.”
 
   “But it’s true,” he grudgingly admitted.  “I was soft.”
 
   “What happened last night?”
 
   If it’d been anyone but Nate, he wouldn’t have said anything.  The whole ordeal was much too embarrassing.  But it was Nate who asked, and the two had shared everything else that bothered them.  If there was anyone he could trust, it was him.  “All right, I’ll tell you, but it doesn’t go further than this room.”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “Christopher gave me this horrible book that he had absolutely no business giving me.  This book supposedly has instructions on how I can,” he rolled his eyes, “satisfy my wife.”
 
   “A book?  Was this a book Lord Edon gave him?”
 
   “I think it came from that rake.  Only someone like him would have a book called How to Pleasure a Lady on his bookshelf.”
 
   A few moments passed before Nate said, “It’s actually a good book.”
 
   Perry turned his gaze in his friend’s direction, waiting for him to laugh and tell him he was joking.  But his friend didn’t.  Instead his friend looked alarmingly serious.  “Are you telling me you really do have such a book?”
 
   “I got it shortly after I got married and realized Claire was nervous about consummating the marriage.  I wanted to ease her into it and asked Lord Edon for advice.”
 
   “Oh, you didn’t!”
 
   “If anyone knows how to make the bed pleasurable for a lady, it’s him.”
 
   He grimaced.  And he was friends with Christopher.  There was no escaping him.
 
   “Lord Edon gave me the book,” Nate continued, seeming oblivious to his friend’s discomfort.  “It’s worth reading.”
 
   “I can’t believe this.  You’re actually agreeing with Christopher?”
 
   “I didn’t know Christopher had the book.  I figured he was too arrogant to think he was less than perfect in bed.  He certainly would have everyone believe he’s perfect in every other way.  Frankly, I’m surprised he’d admit such a thing to you.”
 
   “Just how many gentlemen have this book?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Probably more than either of us imagine.”
 
   Probably.  But even so, it didn’t make him feel any better.
 
   “Don’t be discouraged.  We weren’t born with the kind of bodies ladies have.  How can we possibly know what they’ll like or not like?  It doesn’t take much for us to receive pleasure from the bed.  Well, you know how it is since you’re married now.  Come.” He stood up and walked over to him.  “Let’s go to White’s.  You can’t spend all day holed up in this room.”
 
   “What if I want to?”
 
   “I won’t let you.”
 
   Perry thought about telling his friend to leave but realized the best thing he could do was stop feeling sorry for himself.  “All right.” Grabbing his cane, he stood up.  “A game of chess would do me good.”
 
   “Unless I win.”
 
   Unable to stop the smirk that crossed his face, he said, “I don’t think you have a chance, but you can give it your best shot.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “My lady, there is a gentleman here to see you.  His name is Mister Leighton.  He says he’s your brother.”
 
   From where she sat in the drawing room, Paula lowered the book she’d been reading and turned to the butler who stood in the doorway.  She knew Stewart would be coming by but had hoped he wouldn’t realize she’d returned from Gretna Green yet.  She fought the wave of nausea that threatened to make her lunch come up.  How she wished Perry had taken her directly to his country estate.
 
   “Should I send him in?” the butler asked.
 
   She hesitated to say yes but knew it’d be better to see him now, while Perry was at White’s.  Reluctantly setting her book on the settee next to her, she rose to her feet and nodded.  She clasped her hands together.  This wasn’t going to be pleasant.  But at least she wasn’t living in the same house with him anymore.
 
   When Stewart entered, she forced herself to ask the butler to bring them tea and scones.  As soon as he left, she gave her brother a look that demanded he hold his tongue until she was ready to talk.  To her surprise, he sat in the chair across from the settee and leaned back, crossing his arms and ankles.
 
   Releasing her breath, she slowly sat on the settee and glanced at her book.  Actually, it was Perry’s book.  It was about the rise and fall of the Roman Empire.  She’d always wanted to read about it, but her brother wouldn’t let her, saying that she’d do better to learn how to paint or play pretty music.
 
   They waited in an awkward silence as the butler set the tea and scones on the table between them.
 
   “Please close the door on your way out,” she told the butler.  She waited until the butler obeyed before she poured the tea, noting the way her hands shook.  “All right, Stewart.  We’re alone.  What did you wish to discuss?” She held out his cup to him, determined to act braver than she felt.
 
   He took the cup, his eyebrow raised.  “You did fairly well for yourself.”
 
   Clearing her throat, she picked up her cup and forced herself to drink some tea, ignoring the way it nearly burned her tongue.  “Lord Clement is a good husband.”
 
   “It seems that he’s doing well, too.” He scanned the room then turned his piercing blue eyes in her direction.
 
   She hated it when he did that.  She always felt like she was a small child under his careful inspection.
 
   “Or is all this wealth a mere pretense?” he pressed.
 
   Sipping more tea, she debated how to answer.  “He’s an earl,” she finally hedged.
 
   “A title doesn’t mean anything.  There are plenty of poor earls out there.”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “But Lord Clement isn’t one of them, is he?” He leaned forward and put his cup on the table, not bothering to take a single sip from it.  “I never would have believed you were so clever.  You managed to defy me and secure your own financial future with a single kiss.  I have to admit I’m impressed.”
 
   She shifted uncomfortably in the seat.  While she wished he’d just get on with what he wanted, she also knew she didn’t want to hear it.  Glancing out the window, she relaxed when she didn’t see Perry.  She’d seen him leave after he told her he was going to White’s and assumed he’d be coming back the same way he left.  With any luck, Stewart would be gone by then, but in order for that to happen, she needed to get him to talk.
 
   Her gaze met his.  “What do you want?”
 
   One corner of his lips curled up.  “He’s not here, is he?”
 
   “Did you wish to talk to him?”
 
   “No.  My business isn’t with him.  It’s with you.”
 
   Here it came.  Gripping the cup in her hand, she managed a tense, “Oh?”
 
   “I have a feeling you didn’t tell the happy bridegroom what you did before you came into his life.  And from what I learned about him, his past is as boring and untarnished as a fresh layer of snow.  It also appears that you didn’t only secure a gentleman of means, but you captured his heart as well.  Word is that he adores you.”
 
   “How can you know that?”
 
   “I’ve been asking questions here and there.” When she didn’t reply, he continued, “I know you, Paula.  You don’t care about his money.  You would have picked a pauper if he would have saved you from the Duke of Leavenshire.  You want to be loved.  You want a gentleman who’ll do anything to be with you.  And it seems to me, you have that in Lord Clement.  It’d be a shame to see you lose that.  Lord Clement prides himself on living a holy life.  What would happen if he found out about you and Lord Holloway?”
 
   She closed her eyes.  This was worse than she expected.  She thought he might mock her or scream at her.  Never once did she think he might demand money in payment for his silence.  Swallowing the lump in her throat, she asked, “How much do you want for your silence?”
 
   “Five thousand pounds.”
 
   She nearly fell off the settee.  “Five thousand…?” She shook her head.  “My husband checks his accounts carefully.  He’ll notice the money is missing.”
 
   “You didn’t let me finish.  I don’t mean that you have to pay me everything at once.  I happen to like the idea of getting a little bit at a time.  Ten pounds here.  Fifteen pounds there.  Small amounts.”
 
   “How do you propose I do that?  Don’t you think he’s going to wonder where these small amounts are going to?”
 
   “Not if you’re creative.  Ladies need clothes and personal items.  Just give me the money from the amount he gives you or buy things that you credit to his account at different stores.  I’m partial to gold.  You could buy me a gold pocket watch.  I also wouldn’t mind finer clothing than what I currently own or a chair as nice as the one I’m sitting on.  You do enough transactions like that in addition to little amounts of money, and the total will add up in no time.”
 
   She released her breath.  It was safer to go about paying him that way instead of doing it all at once.  If she was careful, then Perry wouldn’t find out.  “All right.  I’ll do it.”
 
   “I thought you’d agree.” He stood up and motioned to the inkwell on the desk.  “Is that trimmed in gold or does it just look like it?”
 
   Reluctant, she went over to the desk and picked it up, inspecting it.  “It probably is.”
 
   “It’s a beautiful piece of craftsmanship.  Your husband has wonderful taste.  I’ll take it as your first payment.”
 
   Seeing little choice but to comply, she handed it to him.
 
   “Thank you.  That’s not so hard, is it?  Your husband won’t even miss it.” Before she could respond, he added, “I should take my leave.  I’m sure you have more important things to do than to entertain your brother.” With a smile, he headed for the door.  “I’ll send you a missive when I find something else I want.”
 
   Her heart sank.  Of course, he would.  And now she was going to be obligated to give him anything he wanted for the rest of their lives.  She knew better than to believe he’d be content with five thousand pounds.  He’d be after her for a lot more than that over the course of his life, and the inkwell was just the beginning.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
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   It was a half hour later when the butler told Paula she had another visitor.  This time it was Agatha.  And even though Paula didn’t feel up to talking to someone else, she didn’t dare say no to someone in Perry’s family.  Turning from the window, Paula told the butler to let her in and asked him to bring more tea and scones.  
 
   She went over to the settee and took the book over to the desk.  When she returned to the settee, Agatha entered the room.  “Good afternoon,” Paula greeted then cleared her throat.  “Will you sit?”
 
   To her surprise Agatha sat on the settee and patted the spot next to her.  “I hope my husband wasn’t the reason Perry ran off in a hurry last night.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” she replied and settled onto her part of the settee.  “He said he was tired.”
 
   “He could have been tired of Christopher.” With a sigh, she shook her head.  “I told Christopher to mind his tongue.  While I love him dearly, he has no sense of propriety when it comes to social situations, especially when it comes to Perry.  I shouldn’t have allowed the dinner party.  No good could have come from it.  I hope Perry wasn’t too upset.”
 
   “I think he was fine.  He only said he was tired.  He didn’t say anything about Christopher when we left.  Besides, I got the impression things were usually like that when everyone came together for a dinner party.”
 
   “Well, I suppose they are.  I haven’t been married to Christopher for long, but every time he and Perry get together, Christopher seems to provoke him.”
 
   “I told Perry he shouldn’t give in when he does that.  He’d be better off pretending none of his comments bother him.”
 
   “Christopher has a way of pestering everyone.”
 
   “Even you?”
 
   “Especially me.  He kept at me until I agreed to marry him, and one would think it would have gotten easier now that he has me.”
 
   Unable to stop the smile tugging at her lips, she asked, “What does he do to you?”
 
   “He pestered me until I agreed to host a dinner party.  It wasn’t the only thing he’s done.  It’s just the latest.  He’s been moping around all morning because he never got a chance to talk to you.”
 
   “Oh, there’s not much to say.” Relieved the butler returned with fresh tea and scones, she hurried to pour Agatha and herself a cup.  “Please, help yourself to the scones.”
 
   Agatha thanked her and took a scone and the cup she held out to her.
 
   Settling back on the settee, she took a sip of her tea as she thought over what to say about her past.  Up to now, Perry hadn’t pressed her for information, and she’d been careful to not say any more than she had to.  She figured the same course of action would be wise with Agatha.
 
   “If you want to tell Christopher more about me, you can tell him that I grew up in the country with my parents and older brother.  When my father died, my brother went to London and enjoyed a small fortune.” Granted, that fortune came from her father who left it to him for an inheritance.  Then he, in turn, saw it fit to send her and her mother to a small cottage and gave them such a small allowance, it was downright pitiful.  But she didn’t want Agatha to know that.  “When my mother died, he brought me here to London to stay with him.”
 
   “That’s very nice of him.”
 
   “Yes.” Or so it seemed until she realized he had wanted to arrange for her to marry a titled gentleman for financial gain.  “This is my first year in London.  I don’t know anyone.” Well, that wasn’t completely true but she felt no need to disclose that.  “So you see, there really isn’t much to tell.  I’m afraid Christopher will be disappointed.”
 
   Agatha chuckled.  “Nonsense.  He highly esteems you.  So do I.  While I love my sister, she was foolish enough to let a gentleman as noble as Perry go.”
 
   “Was she the one who was engaged to him?”
 
   “He told you about her?”
 
   “Not much.  He only said he was engaged once but the lady married someone else.” As an afterthought, she said, “He bears her no ill will.”
 
   “I know he doesn’t.  He blames that cane of his, which is silly.  It was her lack of wisdom that led her to elope with someone else.”
 
   “Is she happy with her husband?”
 
   “I hope so.  They left for Ireland shortly after her marriage.  I have yet to receive word on how things are for her.  But that’s of little consequence.  She was foolish to let him go, but fortunately, you were smart enough to marry him.  While other gentlemen merely want a wife to give them an heir, Perry desires a love match.  You can be sure that he wants you, not what you can give him.”
 
   “He’s been very kind to me.  I have no doubt his affections are real.”
 
   Agatha ate a piece of her scone and sipped more tea.  “You care very much for him, don’t you?”
 
   “I do.  It’s hard not to love someone like him.”
 
   “I like you.  You’ll be perfect for him.  He needs to know that his worth is based on who he is instead of focusing on that cane of his.”
 
   Paula nodded when the familiar sound of footsteps and the tapping of a cane on the hardwood floor outside the drawing room drew her attention to Perry who walked up to the doorway.  “Speaking of him,” she told Agatha as she smiled at him.  “Agatha came by for a visit.”
 
   “It’s always a pleasure to see my cousin’s better half,” he greeted and bowed.
 
   “There’s no need to be so formal with me,” Agatha replied.  “I was just telling Paula that I’m happy you two are married.”
 
   He turned his gaze to Paula.  “She’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
 
   Paula’s face warmed in pleasure from his compliment.  It was one thing for him to express his sentiment when they were alone but in front of someone else, it seemed even more endearing.
 
   “Well, I won’t keep you.” Agatha finished her scone and tea then thanked Paula for a lovely discussion.
 
   Once she left, Perry closed the distance to Paula who rose to her feet.  “I didn’t intend to interrupt your visit,” he said.  “I was going to say hello and then go to the library.”
 
   “You didn’t interrupt anything.  She just came by to apologize about Christopher.”
 
   “There was no need for her to do that.”
 
   “I know, but it was nice of her to be so concerned about everything.”
 
    “That’s how she is.  And patient to a fault since she can put up with my cousin.”
 
   She giggled and kissed his cheek.  “Do you feel better?”
 
   He nodded and caressed the small of her back.  “Are you upset because I insisted we leave Agatha’s dinner party early?”
 
   “No, but I was concerned about you.”
 
   “You have nothing to worry about.  I was just tired, that’s all.”
 
   “Does your cousin tire you?” she asked, wondering how much he wanted to tell her.
 
   If he didn’t want to say anything, she couldn’t blame him.  Surely, he was entitled to his private thoughts.  But even so, she longed for someone who would choose to confide in her, to share some private thoughts.  She’d fancied such a thing since childhood when she read books about close friends who trusted each other with their deepest secrets.
 
   “Yes.” With a sigh, Perry turned toward the desk then stopped.  “That’s odd.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I thought there was an inkwell on this desk.”
 
   She didn’t know what shocked her more: the fact that he noticed it at all or the fact that he noticed it right away.  Swallowing the lump in her throat, she forced out, “Was there one?”
 
   “I’m fairly certain of it.”
 
   She held her breath, clasping her hands behind her back and digging her nails into her palms.  He walked over to the desk, and she watched as he opened the drawers.  As much as a part of her wanted to confess and plead with him to forgive her, she couldn’t bring herself to do it.  Doing so would only lead to questions.  Why would she do that? he’d ask.  Because her brother was blackmailing her, she’d say.  But why would he do that? he’d ask.  Because he knows once you learn about my past, you won’t love me anymore, she’d say.  What could possibly be so terrible that you’d think I’d stop loving you? he’d ask.  And there was no way she wanted to answer that question.
 
   When he finished looking in the last drawer, he closed it and shook his head.  “I don’t understand it.  I know I put it right there.” He indicated to the spot it had been earlier that day.
 
   She swallowed then ventured, “What did it look like?”
 
   “The base was made out of black marble with a gold trim.  The main part of it was made of crystal.  It came with a black quill.” He picked it up and showed it to her.  “Here’s the quill.”
 
   Why didn’t she think to hide the quill?  She’d had plenty of time to do so.  Unsure of what to say, she shrugged, hoping he wouldn’t figure out what happened. “I don’t remember seeing that.” At least that much was true.
 
   “Hmm…” He shook his head then set it back down.  “I must have put it in the den and forgot.  With everything that’s been happening over the last few days, I’m doing good to remember anything at all.”
 
   Offering a hesitant smile, she said, “A lot has been going on.”
 
   “I wouldn’t mind it so much except it was a gift from Nate and Claire.”
 
   “It was a gift?”
 
   “When they had a son, they not only named him after me but they sent me this.”
 
   She glanced at the spot where the inkwell had been.  “That was nice of them.” So it’d not been just an expensive inkwell.  It’d been something with sentimental value.  She didn’t think it was possible to feel worse about giving her brother the inkwell but she did.  “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
 
   “It’ll turn up.  I’m sure I put it somewhere else and forgot about it.” He turned back to her.  “What would you like to do?”
 
   She’d like to go to her brother’s and find something else she could give him to replace the inkwell, but there was no way she could do it.  Not now.  She needed to do it at another time, a more convenient time.  “You’re always doing what I want.  Why don’t we do what you want?”
 
   “I love going for a ride on a horse, and I have more than one to ride if you wish.”
 
   “It sounds like fun.  Let’s do it.”
 
   “We’ll both have to change into our riding clothes first,” he replied with a twinkle in his eye.
 
   “You’re right.  Would you like to escort me to my bedchamber?”
 
   “Actually, there’s something I need to tend to first.  Why don’t you go on up and I’ll meet you back down here?”
 
   Nodding her consent, she left the room, eager to do whatever she could to make him happy.  And somehow—someway—she would get that inkwell back.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What do you mean no?” Paula asked her brother the next day when she went to see him at his townhouse.
 
   Stewart didn’t look up from his desk.  “I mean no.  I didn’t think the answer was that confusing.”
 
   She watched as he dipped his quill into Perry’s inkwell.  “But the one I bought is far more elaborate.  That one is trimmed in gold.  This one is made of gold.” She held the gold inkwell out to him, but he refused to look at it.  Lowering her voice, she leaned toward him.  “Please, Stewart.  I need to get that inkwell back to my husband.  It was a gift from one of his friends.”
 
   “A deal is a deal.  I want this one.  Not,” he pointed his quill at the gold inkwell, “that one.  You’ll have to return that to the merchant you bought it from.”
 
   She examined the inkwell in her hands.  The thing cost a good sum of money, a sum that she thought for sure her brother wouldn’t be able to resist.  “This is worth a lot more.”
 
   “Oh, I disagree.  The one you gave me yesterday is much more valuable.  Why don’t you just tell your wealthy husband that you wanted me to have it?  A gift for your older brother is a nice gesture, after all.”
 
   “But it wasn’t a gift,” she hissed.  “It was compulsion.”
 
   Looking up from the missive he was writing, he smirked.  “It all depends on your perspective.  You forced me into letting you marry someone I didn’t approve of.  How do you think I’m supposed to feel about that?  I was hurt.”
 
   “You weren’t hurt.  You were angry.”
 
   “And I had every right to be.  Swindled me out of a good monetary arrangement with that one, you did.  Now, just be glad that I’m willing to keep silent about your past.”
 
   He turned his attention back to the missive and she let out a long sigh, not sure what recourse she had available to her now.  If he wasn’t going to let her take Perry’s inkwell, what could she do?  She examined the gold inkwell in her hands and thought over her options.  After a few tense moments, she decided she’d return this to the store and search for one that looked just like Perry’s inkwell.  Then she’d buy it and replace it.  That would work.  At this point, it was her best option.
 
   A knock at the door made her jump.
 
   Laughing, Stewart stood up and shook his head.  “You need to relax, Paula.  You’re much too skittish.  It’s not like I can marry you off to the Duke of Leavenshire.”
 
   As he went to the door, she closed her eyes and thought over what she’d tell the merchant when she returned the gold inkwell.  If she told him her husband wasn’t happy with it, he’d probably be willing to let her exchange it for another—one that would hopefully be the exact duplicate of what her brother now owned.  She should have looked for a replacement one.  If it wasn’t for the fact that Nate and Claire gave Perry that specific one, she would have done that instead.  And now she had no choice.
 
   “Lord Clement,” Stewart exclaimed, “come on in!”
 
   Paula’s eyes flew open and she nearly dropped the inkwell when she saw her husband in the doorway, being welcomed by her brother.  Her gaze darted to the inkwell on his desk and the ink on the quill resting beside it.
 
   “Bring us some tea,” Stewart told the butler.  “My brother-in-law has decided to pay me a visit.  And just in time, too.  I was about to extend an invitation.”
 
   Paula glanced between Perry and the desk and noted Perry couldn’t see the inkwell from where he was standing.
 
   “Paula, my dear sister, what are you doing all the way over there?” her brother asked, waving her over.  “Don’t you want to sit with your husband?”
 
   Realizing her brother was gesturing to the settee that would force Perry to turn his back to the desk, she hurried over to them.  “Perry, what are you doing here?” She gulped and forced herself not to look back at the desk.
 
   “I could ask you the same thing,” Perry replied, his eyebrows furrowed in concern.  “Is everything all right?”
 
   It took all of her effort to smile.  “Yes, everything’s fine.”
 
   His gaze lowered and he motioned to the inkwell in her hands.  “What’s this?”
 
   “Oh,” her brother began and took it from her, “it’s a gift.  She’s such a sweet thing.  She felt guilty for running off to marry you without my permission and thought to make amends.”
 
   “I don’t really think she has anything to be sorry for,” Perry said.
 
   Her brother’s eyebrows rose in surprise.  “Well, I suppose it doesn’t look that way to you, but ours is a long and complicated past, isn’t it, Paula?”
 
   “He’s right,” she told Perry.  “We weren’t getting along.” She studied her brother’s expression to try to get an idea of how much—if anything—her brother was hoping to reveal.  “But I figured that it might be a good idea if I came by with…with,” she motioned to the inkwell in his hands, “that.” She gulped.  “To make amends.”
 
   To her surprise, Perry directed his full attention to her.  “Is that true, Paula?” he softly asked, his eyes seeking out the truth.  “Or have you been forced to come here?”
 
   She caught the way her brother glowered at her before she let out an uneasy chuckle.  “It’s true.  I came here of my own free will.”
 
   Her brother relaxed and turned in time to thank the butler for bringing them their tea.  She took Perry by the elbow and encouraged him to sit beside her, thankful he had his back to the desk.  As long as he didn’t look behind him, they should be all right.
 
   Her brother handed them their tea then sat in the chair across from them.  “I can’t tell you how sorry I am for misjudging you, my lord.” He crossed his legs and sipped some tea.
 
   “Oh?” Perry asked, still hesitant.
 
   “I thought,” he laughed, “that you knew I had arranged for her to marry someone else and meant to thwart me.  Now I understand she never cared for the gentleman I had in mind and wished to escape marriage to him by engaging in a scandal with you.  My grievous error was in thinking you would do anything deceitful.  Your wife has assured me that you are a gentleman of impeccable character.  I had no idea a titled gentleman could be so incredibly noble and pure of heart.”
 
   She shot her brother a silent plea to stop.  This wasn’t making anything easier.  In some ways, it was making things worse.  What if Perry saw right through the flattery?
 
   Perry shifted so that he was closer to her and set the cane beside him.  “I know the reputation of some gentlemen leave a lot to be desired, but I always thought if I was going to teach my ward how to behave—to be worthy of lady’s hand—then I should live the life I’d want him to lead.”
 
   “Practicing what you preach.” Her brother’s eyes widened and he shot her a meaningful look.  “How very noble.  One would swear you were perfect.”
 
   “No, I’m not perfect.  I never claimed to be.”
 
   “From where I’m sitting, you’re perfect.” Smirking at her, he added, “Very perfect indeed.  It’s no wonder my sister wanted to marry you instead of the duke.” Directing his gaze back to Perry, he lifted his cup.  “I heartily approve the match.  May you two have many happy years and children together.”
 
   Perry glanced at her, still not seeming to believe what he was hearing.
 
   Knowing she had to do something to appease her brother, she lifted her cup and smiled at her brother.  “Thank you, Stewart.”
 
   He drank his tea then slapped his forehead.  “Silly me.  I forgot that I’m supposed to leave.  I’m sorry I have to end this wonderful family reunion.  I hope we can all meet again soon.”
 
   Paula prayed that was another lie her brother was saying because she had no desire to have her brother and Perry in the same room again.
 
   After they exchanged polite, albeit tense, good-byes, Perry escorted her out of the townhouse where two carriages waited for them—one for her and one for him.
 
   “Is it true that you went to see your brother to make amends?” Perry softly asked as he led her to her carriage.
 
   Paula was afraid he’d ask that question.  She thought he’d wait until they got home, though.  Her gaze turned to the footman who waited by the carriage door.  Try as she might, she couldn’t bring herself to make eye contact with Perry.
 
   “Paula?” he whispered, gently touching her elbow.
 
   “I did what I had to do, and this is the only way I could think of to work things out with him so he won’t interfere in our lives,” she finally replied then looked at him.  “I know my brother better than you do.  The course I chose is the best one.” She took a deep breath.  “Can we go home, please?”
 
   For a moment, she thought he was going to argue with her.  But then, he nodded.  “All right.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Perry gave her hand an affectionate squeeze then encouraged her to enter the carriage.  Afterwards, he went to tell the other coachman to head on home and returned to Paula’s carriage.
 
   He resisted the urge to look behind him to see if the fox was watching them.  If he looked back, her brother would know he knew something was going on.  There was much more to the story than either of them were saying, and he suspected her brother had somehow coerced her into being silent on the matter.
 
   “Where to, my lord?” the coachman asked.
 
    “Is there somewhere else you need to go to?” Perry asked Paula who was staring out the small carriage window.  When she didn’t look at him, he softly called, “Paula?”
 
   With a jerk, she finally turned her gaze to him.
 
   The poor thing was scared.  Perry had a mind to go right back into her brother’s townhouse and demand to know what he was doing to frighten her, but he knew better than to do that.  Her brother would never tell him the truth.  Hoping a smile might relax her, the corners of his lips curled up.  “I was just asking if you have anywhere else you need to go today?  I’ll be more than happy to accompany you on any errand.”
 
   He couldn’t be sure, but he thought she blinked some tears away.  “No, I don’t need to go anywhere else.  Thank you.” Then she looked back out the window.
 
   Sighing, he indicated that they’d be going home.  He slipped in next to her but waited until the carriage moved forward before he leaned closer to her and brushed her cheek with his finger.  “Paula, what’s wrong?”
 
   She shut her eyes and took a deep breath.  “I’m sorry,” she whispered so softly that he had to strain to hear her.
 
   “Sorry for what, my love?”
 
   “I don’t deserve you.”
 
   Was that what her brother told her?  Was that what scared her?  Did she think he regretted marrying her?  “Paula,” he clasped her gloved hand around his, “I don’t know why you said that, but it’s not true.  Who cares what your brother thinks?  What we have has nothing to do with him.”
 
   “I want to be a good wife.”
 
   “You are.” He brought her into his arms.  “Whatever he’s telling you, don’t listen to him.”
 
   When it was apparent that she wasn’t going to say anything else, he decided to relent.  Maybe stopping at the townhouse and interrupting their conversation had been a bad idea.  He thought he was helping her, but maybe he wasn’t.  He released his breath and decided he wouldn’t push her.  In time, the matter would resolve itself.  Sooner or later, all things came to light.  And when this matter did, he and Paula would work through it.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
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   That evening Paula tried to eat her dinner, but she could only manage a few bites before it became nearly impossible to swallow anything else.  Across from her, Perry was talking and as much as she tried to listen, her mind kept drifting off to the inkwell.  Tomorrow.  Maybe tomorrow she could get him an inkwell that matched the one she gave her brother.
 
   “Paula?”
 
   Blinking away her thoughts, she looked up from her half-eaten meal and saw that he was studying her with the same worried frown he’d had when he entered her brother’s drawing room.  “What?” she asked, running her thumb along the cool handle of the fork.
 
   He settled back into his seat, his gaze intense.  “Are you feeling all right?”
 
   “I’m fine.  It’s just been a long day, that’s all.”
 
   After a moment, he motioned to her plate.  “Would you like to eat anything else?”
 
   “No, I’m full.” She pushed her plate away.  “You?”
 
   “I’m done.”
 
   Grabbing his cane, he rose to his feet then went over to her.  She accepted his hand and let him escort her to the drawing room, forcing herself to remain by his side.  As much as she wanted to run up the stairs and hide under the safety of her bedcovers, she knew she’d have to face him sooner or later.  So she might as well do it now.  He undoubtedly had more questions about her brother and had been waiting until they were alone to ask them.  While she appreciated his consideration in keeping the matter private, she wished they didn’t have to discuss the matter at all.
 
   But he closed the door to the drawing room and turned to face her.  With a long sigh, his gaze met hers before he stepped over to her.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   Surprised, she asked, “What for?”
 
   “I hope you don’t think I’m following you around.  I wasn’t planning to stop by your brother’s townhouse today, but on my way back from White’s, I saw your carriage out front—”
 
   “You don’t need to explain, Perry.  I know you weren’t spying on me.”
 
   He relaxed.  “I only went in because I thought he might be giving you a difficult time.  I remembered that before we left for Gretna Green, you didn’t want to see him and thought he somehow coerced you to go over there.”
 
   She’d been selfish in marrying him.  Her brother had known it and had challenged her on it.  Daring a look at him, she asked, “Perry…you love me, don’t you?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him, needing to be physically close to him, needing more than words to be assured that he still wanted her.
 
   He cupped the side of her face with one hand and brushed a tear from her cheek.  “You can tell me anything, Paula.  If your brother has done something to upset you, I’ll—”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about him.  I just want to think about you and how wonderful you are.”
 
   He seemed as if he was going to argue with her, so she cupped the back of his neck and brought his lips to hers.  She wanted him to make love to her, to make her forget everything but him because when they were together, the rest of the world ceased to exist.  She left a trail of kisses down his neck, taking in the familiar scent of him that made her feel safe and protected.
 
   “Will you make love to me?” she asked, pressing her body against his in silent encouragement.
 
   “We should go upstairs,” he murmured.
 
   “We can do it down here.”
 
   He let out a slight gasp.  “We can’t do it in a drawing room.”
 
   Surprised, she giggled and pulled slightly away from him so that she could look at him.  “Who says we can’t do it here?”
 
   His reddening face didn’t go unnoticed.  “Well, it’s just…” He glanced around the room.  “There’s no bed here.”
 
   “You can do it in more places than a bed.” She took his hand and led him over to the settee.  After she sat him down and put his cane aside, she moved on top of him and grinned in a playful manner.  “What do you think?”
 
   “It’s unusual.”
 
   “Unusual can be fun.” She kissed him and wiggled intimately against him.  “I had no idea you could be so bashful.  It’s just you and me.”
 
   “Well, I know, but…”
 
   When he didn’t finish, she loosened the cravat around his neck then slipped it off.  “There’s no harm in trying something new.”
 
   She proceeded to undo the buttons in his waistcoat, followed by his shirt.  She noticed the slight increase in his breathing and the way his hands hesitated just below her breasts.  Surprised when he didn’t move them further up, she whispered, “You can touch them when we’re not in bed.” Then to ease the tension when she saw him shyly glance away from her, she teased, “Though I wouldn’t suggest doing so while at a dinner party or ball.  At least not at a moment when others can see us.”
 
   He let out an uneasy chuckle.  “Surely, you don’t want me to touch them at those places.”
 
   She shrugged as she got off of him so she could continue to remove his clothes.  “It might be fun.  But you need to be discreet.  It’d be easy to do it in a carriage or if no one was looking.  A light brush can be exciting.” To emphasize her point, she let her fingers trace his male hardness as she unbuttoned his trousers.
 
   He let out a low moan, rewarding her for touching him.  She thought it was both odd and cute that he always let her initiate their lovemaking.  Why he did so, she could only guess, but she suspected it was mostly because he was the type of gentleman who would never do anything unless he had her permission.
 
   She removed her clothes, very much aware that he watched her with intense interest.  A glance at his erection notified her that he enjoyed the slow and methodical pace she was moving at.  Perhaps she should have blushed and hurried through the process, but she rather liked the way she could hold his attention.  It made her feel as if she was the only one he cared about, the only lady he ever had and ever would desire.  Undoubtedly, her brother would laugh at her foolish thinking, but she couldn’t help it.  When Perry looked at her with a mixture of passion and adoration, the past melted away.  And only the present and their future mattered.
 
   Once she discarded the last of her clothing, she returned to him, straddling him again and wrapping her arms around his neck.  She lowered her head to kiss him.  The kiss started out softly, almost a whisper across his lips.  But then he responded to her and she parted her lips and encouraged him to open his mouth.  He did and her tongue brushed his.  There were times when they made love that she had the urge to be more assertive, to give herself fully to the moment, but he was usually so reserved—even in their lovemaking—that she was reluctant to do it.
 
   Whether it was the fact that she needed him to make love to her without any inhibitions or the fact that they were in the drawing room where it seemed to be a wicked place to be intimate, she disregarded her inhibitions.  Judging by the way he hungrily kissed her, she knew he felt the same way.  He wanted to be as consumed by her as she was by him.  He just didn’t know how to do it.
 
   Her body crying out for release, she rubbed her sensitive nub against his shaft.  How often when they made love had she wanted to experience such heightened pleasure and now that she’d finally given herself permission to do it, she couldn’t slow down.  Her hips rocked faster, developing a rhythm that matched the pace her tongue sparred with his.  He brought his hands up to her breasts and cupped them in his palms then lightly squeezed her nipples.  The action sent a spark straight to her core that brought her to the peak.  Gasping, she dug her fingernails into his shoulders and stilled.  He left a trail of kisses down her neck as she rode out each wave of pleasure.
 
   “Paula?” he whispered, seeming hesitant.
 
   Lightheaded, she pressed her forehead to his and waited until she could catch her breath before answering him.  “I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too,” he replied and kissed her earlobe.
 
   When her head cleared, she took him inside her and rocked her hips once more, this time for the purpose of his pleasure.  His hands were still on her breasts, his fingers still teasing her nipples in a very pleasant way that made her clench around him.  She didn’t notice the tension building in her core until she was moving faster without his leading.  Biting her lower lip, she focused on the way he was stroking her deep in her core.  She murmured that she needed to keep going, that she needed to find her release once more.  He prompted her to do whatever she had to do to get there.
 
   She nudged him to lean back and established a rhythm in her movements that enabled her to take him as deep into her as she could.  Whispering over and over that he felt good inside her, she continued until she was over the edge once more.  This time she called out his name.  He joined her, calling out her name in return as he grew taut and spilled his seed into her.
 
   Together, they remained suspended in their state of bliss until she collapsed in his arms.  “That was…that was…”
 
   She couldn’t think of how to describe it, except that she had no idea such physical pleasure was possible twice in a row or that she could fully let herself go and know he would still love her tomorrow, even after she’d satisfied him.  It was wonderfully freeing to lose herself to someone like Perry.
 
   Her lips met his in a lingering kiss.  “I’m glad we’re married.”
 
   “Good,” he replied, his voice soft as he hugged her.  “I am, too.”
 
   “Why don’t we get dressed and continue this in bed?” she suggested, a mischievous grin on her face.
 
   “I’d be a fool to say no.”
 
   “Good thing for me you’re not a fool.” She gave him another kiss before she got off of him so they could dress.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry but we don’t have any inkwells that match what you’re looking for,” the merchant told Paula the next day.
 
   She scanned the shelves full of inkwells and tried to figure out how that could be when she’d checked every other place that sold them.  This store had been her last hope.
 
   “Perhaps there is something else that will suit your needs?”
 
   With a sigh, she shook her head.  “No.  It’s the only kind I want.”
 
   “If something like that comes in, would you like me to send you a message?”
 
   “No.” She couldn’t afford that in case the message got to Perry before it got to her.  “Thank you for your assistance.”
 
   She left the store and scanned the businesses.  There was nowhere she could go.  Her mission was a lost cause.  She didn’t know what to do now.  Her brother would never give it back, and if she stole it, he’d run straight to Perry and tell him everything.
 
   She considered her options as she trudged down the street.  She could keep pretending she had no idea where the inkwell was if Perry mentioned it.  She could make up some story about losing it.  She could even come out and tell him she gave it to her brother.  But then he’d want to know why she’d give her brother something that was a gift from his friend.  And what could she tell him?  Because her brother would tell him he made a mistake in marrying her?  She couldn’t bear the disappointment he was bound to feel.
 
   So telling him the truth was not an option.  That left her with the choice of acting like she had no idea what happened to it or telling him she misplaced it.  Either way, she’d be lying, and she honestly didn’t see how those options were any better than the first.
 
   As she crossed a street, she caught sight of the townhouses and paused when she recognized Nate and Claire’s.  The only reason she knew it was theirs was because Perry had pointed it out to her during one of their walks.  She slowed her steps and bit her lower lip.  If she could ask Claire where she and Nate got the inkwell, then she’d know where to go to get it.  But she couldn’t just go right up to the door and arrive unannounced.  The best thing to do was to ask Claire if she could visit her.
 
   She turned away from the steps leading to the townhouse when a carriage pulled up next to her.  Surprised, she looked up in time to see Claire and Lord Edon’s wife—Catherine, if she remembered right—wave at her from the small window.  She offered a tentative wave back.  She wasn’t sure what she had in common with ladies who never did anything wrong.  From the dinner party, she got the impression they were perfect.  Perfect in their manners.  Perfect in their past.  Perfect on their wedding night.  She hadn’t known what to say as they talked in the drawing room and had been relieved when Perry asked her if they could leave.
 
   Now, as the footman helped them down from the carriage, she took a deep breath and told herself to relax.  It would be all right.  All she had to do was ask about the inkwell.  Then she could be on her way to the place Claire got it from.
 
   “Would you like to join Catherine and me for some tea?” Claire asked as she tucked a hatbox under her arm.
 
   “Oh, um,” Paula cleared her throat, “I’m on my way home.  But,” she quickly added before she lost Claire’s attention, “Perry showed me the inkwell you and your husband gave him.  Do you remember it?”
 
   “Of course I do.  We had Mister Williams make it.”
 
   “Mister Williams?”
 
   “He’s a friend of my brother-in-law.  He makes things for people that can’t be duplicated anywhere else.  That’s why we wanted him to make the inkwell for Perry.  We wanted to make sure no one else had something like it.”
 
   That explained why she couldn’t find it anywhere.  What were the chances Mister Williams would make it for her, knowing full well that he’d made it for someone else?  Maybe she could explain her case and he’d make another one.  All she had to do was tell him she lost it and didn’t want to upset her husband.  It was another lie, something she didn’t want to do.  But it was better than nothing.
 
   “I’d love to go there and see what else he can make,” Paula said.  “Where can I find him?”
 
   “I can take you there.”
 
   “No,” she quickly said then stopped when she saw Claire’s eyes grow wide in surprise. “That’s not necessary.  You and Catherine,” she smiled at Claire’s friend, “are enjoying the afternoon together.  I don’t want to intrude.”
 
   “You’re not intruding,” Catherine assured her.
 
   “Certainly, you’re not.  Come on in and have some tea with us.”
 
   “That’s very kind of you,” Paula said, “but I should get home.  Could you please tell me where I can find Mister Williams when I have time to talk to him?”
 
   Claire told her where he lived then added, “You’re welcome to stop by for a visit any time you wish.”
 
   “Thank you,” Paula replied then hurried off before they could try to talk her into having tea with them again.
 
   Good.  Now she knew who could make Perry another inkwell and if she was lucky, he’d never find out what happened.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
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   Perry stared at the book in his hands.  He couldn’t believe he was actually contemplating whether or not to read it.  But being with Paula the previous night…  He never imagined she could be so passionate.  There was something different in the way she made love to him.  It was a surprising blend of raw need and devoted love.  He had no idea such a response from a lady was possible.  And it had excited him.
 
   Not that he hadn’t been excited before.  Just being near her was enough to enrapture him.  But he wondered if he could seduce her the same way she had seduced him.  She had him naked and enjoying her with reckless abandon, for goodness’ sakes.  He had no idea anyone could—or even should—make love outside the bedchamber.  The possibilities enticed him to learn more, to think beyond what he had thought about marriage before she came into his life.
 
   Though he didn’t want to give credence to anything Christopher thought was good, he would be lying if he didn’t admit that this book might hold some promise.  He studied the cover again.  It was a plain blue cover.  There was nothing on it that testified to its contents except for the title, How to Pleasure a Lady.  Paula had said he could touch her whenever and wherever he wanted.  Perhaps he should try it.  See where things led.  See what he might do to please her.
 
   He glanced at the closed door of his bedchamber to make sure no one was there to see him.  Assured he was alone, he opened the book and began to read it.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You don’t mind going with me tonight, do you?”
 
   Paula turned from the small window of the carriage so she could face her husband.  “I’d go anywhere with you, Perry.”
 
   “While I appreciate that, I also remember how much you wanted to go to the country.”
 
   “Well, you said Nate and Claire will be leaving in a couple days, and this is the last ball they’re going to.  You should see your friends.”
 
   He smiled and clasped her gloved hand.  “That’s very sweet of you.  I promise that we’ll leave soon.  It won’t be long before it’ll be just you and me at Blackburn.”
 
   “I’m looking forward to it.”
 
   Even more so now than ever.  Her brother wouldn’t be at Blackburn.  He’d be safely away from them, and she could relax…at least until next year when they returned to London.  She was as trapped as she’d been before she married Perry.  It’d only been because of her hasty—albeit failed—elopement with Lord Holloway that he practically imprisoned her in his home.  She couldn’t go anywhere or do anything without his permission.  He’d made it so that no one ever found out about her disgraceful behavior and for that she paid a heavy penance.
 
   She closed her eyes and released her breath.  And she was still paying it, except she’d get a reprieve while at Blackburn.  She could think of nothing better.  How she looked forward to the moment she and Perry left London!
 
   She tightened her hold on Perry’s hand.  “You do love me, don’t you?”
 
   Smiling, he brushed aside a few strands of hair from the side of her face with his free hand.  “I believe I told you that this morning.”
 
   “I know but I like to hear it.”
 
   He cupped her face in his hands.  “I love you, Paula.  I know it sounds foolish, but I loved you from the moment I met you.  And every day we’re together, I love you more.”
 
   “How did I end up with someone as wonderful as you?”
 
   “It was fate.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “After all the failures I’ve been through, it has to be.  It seemed every time I took an interest in a lady, she ended up with someone else.  Those were never meant to be.  We, however, are.”
 
   Blinking back tears, she smiled at him.  “I’m glad I didn’t end up with anyone but you.” And that was the truth.  When she was with him, all the pain in her past melted away as if it never happened.  He made all things new, and if she had to go through all the pain again just to be with him, she’d gladly do it.
 
   He lowered his head and kissed her.
 
   The carriage came to a stop, ending their kiss before she was ready to part from him.  Despite her disappointment, she smiled at him and accepted his arm.  They entered the ballroom, and to her surprise, he offered to dance with her.
 
   “I thought you didn’t like to dance because of your cane,” she replied, not sure she heard him right.
 
   “It’d be a shame to be here with my wife and not share at least one dance with her.  I know all the steps of every dance since I’ve been watching how they’re done for years.” He glanced at his cane.  “I’ll probably be awkward though.  If you don’t want to—”
 
   “No!” She chuckled and led him to the area where other couples were getting ready to dance.  “I want to dance with you.”
 
   She curtsied and waited for the music to begin.  He held his cane as the music played, and though he limped from time to time, she was surprised at how well he knew the steps.  Sure, he’d told her he knew them, but knowing the steps and performing them were two separate things.
 
   When the music ended, she got ready to tell him he did wonderfully but a familiar voice called out, “I don’t believe it.  Lord I’ll-Never-Dance-Till-The-Day-I-Die actually danced!” They turned in time to see Christopher approach them.  “That just goes to show how much of a miracle worker Paula is.” He bowed to her.  “It’s always a pleasure to see you.”
 
   “Thank you, but the dance was your cousin’s idea,” she replied.
 
   “Well, that only reinforces my point.  You are a miracle worker.  Maybe next time I see him, he’ll be enjoying himself.”
 
   “I enjoy myself just fine,” Perry said.  “What are you doing here?  I thought you and Agatha left London already.”
 
   “I wanted one more opportunity to talk to Paula.” Christopher turned to her.  “My lady, would you do me the honor of sharing a dance with me?  I’d be delighted if you’d share your secrets with me.”
 
   Paula stiffened for a moment.  Secrets?  What did he mean by that?  Did her brother talk to him?
 
   Perry sighed but patted the small of her back.  “He won’t relent until he does.  You might as well do it.  I’ll find Nate.”
 
   “Is it wrong for me to like talking to your wife?” Though he gasped, his amused tone betrayed his humor.
 
   Perry rolled his eyes and muttered, “There’s one in every family,” before he left.
 
   Bowing again, Christopher said, “Don’t mind him.  He has no sense of humor.”
 
   “He has a marvelous sense of humor,” she replied as the music began.  She stepped in time to the melody and added, “I should thank you for introducing us.  I couldn’t think of a better gentleman than him to marry.”
 
   He almost tripped but quickly recovered.  “Good heavens.  You sounded just like Claire when she talks about her husband.”
 
   “Do I?”
 
   “Yes.  She’s blind to a fault when it comes to him.  Despite his many bad qualities, she refuses to see a single one.”
 
   Hoping he’d forget to ask her about the secrets he had mentioned earlier, she pressed, “Surely, he has enough good qualities to make up for the bad.”
 
   “When I say she’s blind, I mean she’s completely oblivious to all of his flaws.”
 
   “What’s wrong with that?”
 
   “Nothing, I suppose.  She’s married to him.  She has to see the best in him or else she’ll fall into depression.  I feel sorry for her.  She’s such a nice lady, too.”
 
   She laughed.  Never before had she met anyone so dramatic.  “I’m sure she’s fine.”
 
   “She’s a brave soul.  But what I wished to speak about was you.”
 
   She mentally cursed herself for not thinking of another topic.  She’d been so busy minding her steps that she forgot to think of another way to distract him, and to be fair, they couldn’t talk about Claire during the course of the entire dance.  “Didn’t Agatha tell you what I said about my past?  That I grew up in the country with my parents who are no longer living and how my brother brought me to London to find a suitable husband?”
 
   “Oh, yes.  She relayed all that boring nonsense.  I don’t care about any of that.  I want to know what your secret is.  How do you get my cousin to take walks and dance?  I’ve been trying to get him to do those things for years, but he never listened to me.”
 
   It took her a moment to realize that the secret he’d been referring to had nothing to do with Lord Holloway.  Relieved, she laughed again.  Good.  Her brother hadn’t talked to him.  “There’s no secret to it.  Perry’s an easy gentleman to please.”
 
   “We can’t be talking about the same person.”
 
   “I assure you, we are.”
 
   “I refuse to believe it.  Perry has never been satisfied with any noble thing I’ve done.  Well, no.  I take that back.  There is one thing—and only one thing—I’ve done that’s made him happy.  I got married to an honorable young lady.  Had it not been for that, he wouldn’t have seen fit to compliment me at all.”
 
   “Maybe that’s because you look for ways to upset him.”
 
   “I don’t look for ways to upset him,” he replied, his tone indignant though he smiled.
 
   “I think you do, and what’s more, I think you enjoy watching him squirm.  It’s quite wicked of you,” she teased.  “You’d do well to pay him a compliment sometime.”
 
   “But if I did that, his whole view of me might be shattered.  For years, I gave him something important to do.  He needed a wayward lad to mold into the image of a proper gentleman.  Can you imagine how bored he would have been had I not given him something worthwhile to do?  And now that I am married and cause no scandals, he can see the fruits of his labor.  He really should thank me.  I gave him a legacy he can be proud of.”
 
   She giggled and shook her head.  “You’re a hopeless cause, aren’t you?”
 
   “I’d say not.  I treat my wife very well.  You can ask her if you want.  She’s right over there.” He motioned to Agatha who was dancing with a gentleman Paula didn’t recognize.
 
   “She looks bored to me.”
 
   “Of course she is.  I’m not with her.”
 
   She laughed again.  Christopher was an easy gentleman to like.  Though she could understand Perry’s frustration with him from time to time, she also knew that Christopher had turned out to be the kind of gentleman he had hoped for, even with the mischievous side to him.
 
   The music ended and she curtsied, still chuckling as he bid her good luck with Perry and went to Agatha.  She turned to leave the dance floor so she could find Perry when someone cupped her elbow in his hand.  Facing the gentleman, all the laughter died from her throat.  After four years and being in London all Season, she didn’t think she’d ever see him again.
 
   “It’s been a long time, Paula,” Daniel whispered.
 
   It took her a moment to get over her shock.  “Lord Holloway,” she forced out, glancing around them to see if Stewart was somewhere nearby, watching them.  If her brother saw who she was talking to, he’d find another way to blackmail her.
 
   “Can I have this dance?”
 
   Returning her gaze to him, she said, “No.”
 
   Then she hurried away from him, her heart pounding fiercely in her chest.  After all this time, why did he have to come back into her life?  She’d fought so hard to get over him and now that she’d succeeded, he showed up?  It was like a horrible nightmare.  First Stewart insisted on bringing up the past.  And now this?  Hadn’t she already served her penance for her sins?
 
   She made it to a wall and whirled around to make sure Daniel hadn’t followed her.  He hadn’t.  Good.  At least that was something.  But he was in London, and he came to this ball tonight.  She swallowed and leaned the back of her head against the wall.  What was she supposed to do?  She had no idea he’d be here.  If she had known, she would have done anything she had to in order to convince Perry to stay in their townhouse instead.
 
   She scanned the room in hopes of finding Perry, but too many people were in her way.  She was going to have to venture back into the heart of the room to find him, and right now she didn’t want to chance Daniel catching up to her.
 
   Why?  Why did he even want to talk to her?  He was the one who married someone else.  He was the one who broke her heart.  And now that she’d found someone much better—someone she loved more than she’d ever loved him—he stepped right back into her life to ruin it.
 
   No.  He wouldn’t ruin it.  She wouldn’t let him.  She was Perry’s wife.  She’d do whatever it took to make sure no one separated them.  Maybe she’d have to pay Daniel off like she was paying Stewart.  Daniel had needed money.  He’d needed it so much that he abandoned her on their way to Gretna Green four years ago.  He’d married a wealthy duchess and secured his fortune.
 
   Maybe he gambled the money away?  Maybe he heard she married a wealthy gentleman and wanted some of it in exchange for his silence?  Well, whatever he wanted, she’d pay it.  Anything to get him to leave her in peace so she could be with Perry.  Maybe she should confront him and offer him money.  She’d find a way to come up with enough so he’d leave her alone.
 
   Releasing her breath, she pushed away from the wall.  She could do this.  As she took a step forward, a familiar figure headed in her direction.  Glancing at her brother, she grimaced.  This wasn’t what she needed.  Not now.  Not when everything was crashing in all around her.
 
   “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” he said when he reached her.
 
   “Did you know Daniel is here?” she demanded, not putting it past him to know—and enjoy—such a thing.
 
   “Daniel’s here?  Really?”
 
   He looked over his shoulder, so she stopped him.  “Don’t draw attention to yourself.” Who knew which person was watching them?  “So, you didn’t know he was here?”
 
   “No.  I haven’t seen him since you played mistress to him.”
 
   Her cheeks burned from the admonition.  “I wasn’t playing mistress.”
 
   “You were sleeping with him without being married.  I fail to see the difference.”
 
   “He wasn’t married.”
 
   “Oh, I stand corrected.  You played the common whore.”
 
   Fighting the urge to wince, she said, “Your point is noted.  What do you think he’s doing here?”
 
   “Probably dancing and talking to people, much like everyone else.”
 
   She shouldn’t have been surprised by his answer.  It was both sarcastic and practical, two things he seemed to blend quite well.
 
   “I know what I want next,” he said.
 
   “What?” She stopped scanning the ballroom for Daniel and turned her gaze to him.
 
   “Our agreement.  Don’t tell me you forgot it already.”
 
   “I didn’t forget.  I’m just distracted.”
 
   “Want to make a rendezvous with an old flame?” he asked with a smirk.
 
   “No,” she hissed.  “I don’t want to ever see him again.”
 
   Though he said, “All right,” he didn’t seem convinced.  “I don’t care what you want or don’t want with him.  I could use a new pocket watch.”
 
   “A pocket watch?”
 
   “Yes.  My old one has worn out its use and I’d like a new one.  Solid gold.  Expensive.  And this won’t have to be your husband’s.  I want it brand new.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “When you have it, come by for a visit and give it to me.  There’s no need for your husband to know who you’re giving it to.”
 
   She nodded and watched as he headed back into the crowded room.  At least this time she didn’t have to make up a lie on what happened to another one of Perry’s things.  That in itself was a blessing.
 
   Tomorrow she’d get the pocket watch.  Then maybe she and Perry could head out to the country the next day.  If she ever needed to get out of London, now was the best time to do so.  She took a deep breath before she wound her way through the group of people.  She glanced around to see where Daniel was but she caught sight of Perry instead.  He was laughing at something Nate was telling him.  She watched him for a moment, studying the way he leaned on his cane, a carefree smile on his face, a bit of mirth in his eyes.  How could she not love him?  He was absolutely wonderful.
 
   Deciding she’d rather not deal with Daniel, she hurried over to Perry.  When she reached his side, he turned serious.  “Paula, is something wrong?”
 
   Steadying her nerves, she slipped her arm around his.  Neither Daniel nor Stewart would dare come over to her if she remained with him for the rest of the night.  “No, I’m fine.  I just missed you, that’s all.  I hope you don’t mind that I came over here.”
 
   He smiled and gave her hand an affectionate squeeze.  “I don’t mind.”
 
   She relaxed.  Good.  All she had to do was stay with him and everything would be all right.  At least for the rest of the night.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
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   Perry wondered what had changed Paula’s mood.  When they had arrived at the ball, she’d been relaxed and laughing.  Then she came over to him and had been at his side for the past ten minutes, and if he guessed right, she had no intention of leaving him.  On top of that, she had a worried look on her face and was standing closer to him than necessary.  Granted, he didn’t know much about the way a lady’s mind worked, but he got the feeling that she was silently asking for his protection.  If he had any idea what she needed protection from, he could go after the source of her worries.
 
   “It can’t be good for any society when prices are kept higher than they need to be,” Nate said, drawing Perry’s attention back to their conversation about the recently passed Corn Laws.  “Such a thing wouldn’t be an issue if the landowners weren’t so heavily represented in Parliament.”
 
   “Maybe we should talk about this some other time,” Perry replied.  While Paula had expressed an interest in the laws, he didn’t think that was her most pressing concern at the moment.  “I think I’ll get a breath of fresh air.  It’s awfully stuffy in here.”
 
   As he expected, Nate got his hint and went off to find Claire.
 
   Turning to Paula who seemed to be unusually interested in the people attending the ball, he asked, “Would you like to step out on the veranda?”
 
   It took a moment before she looked at him.  “What?”
 
   “I asked if you would like to step out on the veranda for a while?” She nodded so he took her by the elbow and escorted her outside, remembering too late that the air was a little chilly.  “I should get your shawl.”
 
   “No, I’m fine.  Actually, I’m a little warm from being in there.  The cool air is refreshing.”
 
   He frowned, not sure whether to believe her.  While he wore a frock coat, her short sleeves didn’t offer much protection, and if he was right, she slightly shivered.  “Well, I’d feel better if you had something else on.” He slipped off his frock coat and put it over her shoulders.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Satisfied when he saw that she didn’t seem to be shivering anymore, he led her to the bench and sat beside her.  “Paula, is something bothering you?”
 
   “No, of course not.” Letting out an uneasy laugh, she glanced over her shoulder then kissed him.  “We met this way, you know.”
 
   He debated whether or not he should press her to tell him what was upsetting her.  There was no denying that she was preoccupied, and whatever preoccupied her thoughts had nothing to do with him.  More than anything, he wanted to help her—to ease her fears—but he wasn’t sure how to do it if she didn’t want to open up to him.  After a long moment, he decided he wouldn’t force her to tell him.  When she was ready, she’d say something.  He was sure of it.  In the meantime, he could reassure her that she was safe with him.
 
   “Paula,” he took her hand in his, “the day we met was the best day of my life.  Every day I’m thankful for you.  I hope you know that you can trust me with anything.”
 
   Her gaze lowered to his hand.  “When I was a child, my mother told me stories about princes coming to rescue a young lady.  In these stories, the princes were always brave and kind.” Her eyes met his and she smiled.  “I never thought such gentlemen existed before I met you.”
 
   He sensed something underlying her words but had no idea what that might be.
 
   She leaned forward and kissed him again, this time letting her lips linger on his.  Given the privacy afforded them in the moment, he responded to her.  It was reminiscent of the first time she kissed him, except this time he wasn’t too shocked to enjoy it.
 
   Reluctant, he ended the kiss.  “Would you like to talk to Claire, Catherine or Agatha?  They’re all here this evening.  I’m sure they’d love to see you.”
 
   “I just want to be with you.  Is that all right?”
 
   “Paula, that’s always all right.  I love having you with me.  I just don’t want you to feel like you can’t have some friends.  Ever since we met, I’ve heard no mention of your friends.  I know about your brother, but certainly, he isn’t the only person you know.”
 
   “Of course not.  I know other people.”
 
   The way she laughed did little to assure him of this.  For the first time since he met her, he wondered what her life had been like before they married.  He had the nagging suspicion that she’d been sheltered for a great part of her life, that her world had been very limited until she came to London.  “Paula,” he began, running his thumb along the top of her hand, “when did you come to London?  I don’t recall seeing you at any of the balls until the night we met.  You’re so beautiful, I don’t think I would have missed you if you’d attended one of them over the past four years.”
 
   “You’ve been to every ball?”
 
   “Maybe not every single one but most of them, yes.  And I noticed you as soon as you entered the ball, before my cousin introduced us.  You were the most attractive lady in the room, and my first thought was that you were either married or a widow because you were older than a lady in her first Season.”
 
   “You noticed me but you didn’t introduce yourself?” she teased.
 
   “I didn’t think there was anyway you’d consider me.  No one was more surprised than I was when you kissed me.”
 
   She leaned into him and wrapped her arms around his waist, her breasts pressing nicely against him.  “Will you kiss me this time?”
 
   Despite the heat rising up in his cheeks, he realized it’d please her if he did so he lowered his head and brushed her lips with his.
 
   “Is that it?” she asked.
 
   “Well,” he cleared his throat, “I don’t know how much longer we’ll be alone out here.  As it is, we’ve pressed our luck.”
 
   She glanced at the door and, unwittingly, his gaze followed hers.  “No one is watching us,” she whispered.
 
   He turned his head in her direction, ready to suggest it’d be safer to wait until they were at home, but she brought her mouth to his and quieted all thoughts of protest.  While he was hesitant to act on his desire for her in a place where they might be caught, he sensed there was something she needed from him, something that couldn’t be expressed by mere words.  And that being the case, she required more than a simple kiss.
 
   He enveloped her in his arms and drew her closer to him.  At once, he noticed the way she relaxed.  Encouraged, he traced her bottom lip with his tongue, seeking permission to deepen the kiss.  As he suspected, she opened her mouth to receive him.  It’d be easy to lose himself in the moment, to think only of the physical pleasure of what they were doing.  But another part of him was too busy piecing parts of the puzzle together.
 
   Something happened with her brother, and whatever that something was, it made her seek out his protection, to make sure he hadn’t changed his mind about loving her.  The question, of course, was why.  Until then, he couldn’t get to the root of the problem.  And unless he got to the root of the problem, he couldn’t resolve it.
 
   When their kiss ended, he cupped her face in his hands and studied her expression, picking out any clues he could find there.  But all traces of her earlier anxiety had been replaced by twinkling eyes and a beautiful smile that lit up her face.  He didn’t know what difference a kiss should make, but it had been enough to wash away her worries.
 
   Gently brushing her cheeks which were no longer pale, he whispered, “I love you, Paula, and there’s nothing that will ever change that.”
 
   Then, because his touch and kiss had been the balm for her soul, he lowered his head and brought his lips back to hers.  If someone came out and saw them, then so be it.  Some things were more important than fretting over what others thought.  Having given himself full permission to enjoy the moment, he finally lost himself in their kiss, and it wasn’t until they were both out of breath that he pulled away from her.
 
   He studied her expression again.  Yes, the fact that he touched and kissed her definitely made her feel loved.  Why hadn’t he realized it before?  All this time, he’d assumed that she only needed to hear the words to understand the depth of his feelings for her, and while he didn’t doubt the words were important, the physical demonstration of his love was much more profound.  So all the times he’d been holding back and waiting for her to initiate their lovemaking hadn’t been necessary.  He could have been more assertive.  If he guessed right, she would prefer that.  And really, hadn’t she suggested he touch her breasts that evening in the drawing room?
 
   He glanced at the doors, still assured no one was watching them.  “Perhaps we ought to go home.”
 
   Despite the flicker of relief that crossed her face, she asked, “Are you sure?  I know you wanted to talk to Nate.”
 
   “I can talk to him some other time.  I’ll invite him to a game of chess.  Right now, I’d rather be with you.” Retrieving his cane, he rose to his feet then held his hand out to her.  “Would you be willing to leave everyone else and come home with me?”
 
   Her lips curled up as she took his hand and stood up.  “I’d go anywhere with you, Perry.”
 
   “You’re the only lady I’ll ever be with.”
 
   Her eyes shined with unshed tears.  “I know.  You’re such an honorable and good gentleman.  The best there is.  I…”
 
   As her words drifted off, he wondered what she stopped herself from saying.  He waited for a moment, giving her time to continue, but when he realized she wouldn’t, he kissed her.  “When you’re ready, you can tell me,” he whispered.
 
   He escorted her back into the ballroom and invited Nate for a game of chess.  He pretended he didn’t notice the way she scanned the ballroom, her hand gripping his arm with more force than necessary.  Her brother was lurking around somewhere among the people who were in the room, but he figured if he was with her, her brother would stay away.
 
   It wasn’t until they were in the carriage that she seemed relieved.  “I’m sorry,” he told her as the coachman led the horses forward.
 
   “What do you have to be sorry about?” she asked, turning her attention away from the small window where she had a good view of the place they’d just left.
 
   Curious, he looked out the window.  Was she watching to see if someone followed them?
 
   “Perry?”
 
   He turned his attention back to her when he was assured that no one had.  “I didn’t realize your brother would be here tonight, though I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised.  It’s just that in all the times I’ve been to balls, I didn’t pay much attention to the gentlemen in attendance.  I knew some who went,” he quickly clarified, “but I was more interested in the ladies.”
 
   “A bachelor is apt to pay more attention to the ladies.”
 
   With a chuckle, he drew her into his arms.  As he expected, the tension left her body.  Who knew touch could have such a powerful affect on someone?  Cupping the side of her face in his hand, he lowered his head and brought his lips to hers.  Even after reading that book Christopher saw fit to give him, he had been too shy to be bold enough to initiate a kiss that was going to lead to more once they got home, but after discovering how much she needed him to be physically intimate with her, all awkwardness about it had departed.  Their lovemaking was much more than a way of receiving pleasure.  It was the best way he could love her.  And he didn’t need a book to tell him that.
 
   By the time the carriage came to a stop, he was caressing her breasts.  Too late did he think through the implications of letting himself get so aroused outside the bedchamber.  He pulled away from her and cleared his throat, aware of the heat rising up in his face.  If he wasn’t careful, the coachman would know what they were doing.
 
   “We’ll resume this in your bedchamber,” he told her.
 
   He grabbed the cane and focused on its smooth, cool handle, thinking that should help get his mind off the bedchamber, but it wasn’t working.  Even now, he could feel the soft curve of her breasts and the way her nipples hardened beneath her dress.  This was a good reason why he shouldn’t be kissing and fondling her while they were away from home.
 
   She touched his arm, an action which didn’t really help the situation.  “Is something wrong?  Did you want to go back to the ball?”
 
   “No, I want to be with you.” Then, clearing his throat, he added, “A little too much at the moment.”
 
   Her gaze lowered.  “Oh, I see.” She removed her hand from his arm.  “Think of one of your favorite chess maneuvers or the Corn Laws you and Nate were discussing.”
 
   That was a good idea.  Why didn’t he think of it?  He decided to figure out what strategy he’d use when he and Nate played chess.  The coachman opened the door and helped her out.  Perry stepped out next, thanked him, then led her up the stairs.  It wasn’t until the footman opened the front door that he wondered how Paula knew how he could quickly get rid of his erection.  It wasn’t like he had needed to do that before.
 
   “Is there anything you need, my lord?” the footman asked him.
 
   Perry considered telling him to tell his valet and her lady’s maid that they were home but decided against it.  Paula was standing closer to him than she needed to be, and he sensed that whatever her brother told her tonight was still bothering her.  Even if she didn’t want to talk about it, she wanted to be with him.  And quite frankly, he’d never deny her anything.
 
   “Not tonight, thank you,” he told the footman.
 
   Clasping her elbow, Perry led her up the stairs.  He could ask her how she knew what to do in the carriage, but the time wasn’t right.  Whatever the reason, she’d been faithful to him, and he had no doubt she always would be.  Perhaps she had a book similar to the one he did, except instead of describing the female body, hers described the male’s body.  He wouldn’t put it past Christopher to send her such a book, though he doubted even Christopher would do it in person.  Knowing him, he’d do it anonymously.  One nice thing about being in the country, his cousin wouldn’t be meddling in his life for a few months.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind that I didn’t ask for your lady’s maid,” he said when they reached the top of the stairs.
 
   “It’s fine, Perry.  To be honest, I’d rather undress myself tonight.”
 
   “Oh, well, I was hoping to do that part for you.”
 
   Her lips curled up at his teasing tone.  “I’ll never turn down the offer for you to undress me.”
 
   Pleased his bold move had paid off so well, he guided her to her bedchamber and made love to her.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
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   The next day, Paula went to Mister Williams’ house, and after she explained to him that she needed an inkwell that looked just like the one he’d made for Nate and Claire, she clasped her reticule as she waited for his response.  The fewer questions he asked, the better, though he was bound to be curious about her request.
 
   “I don’t make the same thing twice,” he replied, handing her a cup of tea.
 
   She settled back in her chair and scanned the drawing room with its shelves of projects he was working on.  “But Lord and Lady Roderick gave my husband the inkwell as a gift.  Since it’s for my husband, I don’t see how it makes any difference if you make another one.”
 
   “What happened to the one your husband had?”
 
   She was afraid he’d ask that question.  With a sigh, she said, “He doesn’t know what happened to it.” At least that was true.
 
   “Do you know what happened to it?”
 
   Drats!  Why couldn’t he make this easy?  “If you’ll keep the matter a secret, I’ll tell you the truth.” She waited until he gave a slight nod then continued, “I was the one who lost it.  I didn’t realize its worth at the time and assumed it held no sentimental value.  Please don’t make my husband pay for a mistake I made.”
 
   He pushed his spectacles up his nose and finished his tea.  “I gather that by ‘lost’, you mean you gave it to someone else?”
 
   “You would be right.” She forced her tone to remain pleasant despite her unease.  It wasn’t good that he was so perceptive.  Other gentlemen would have brushed off the matter as one of those mindless things ladies did.  But not this one.  He had an uncanny way of seeing beneath the exterior to find out what was really going on.  “I’ll give you double what Lord and Lady Roderick gave you,” she added, hoping that would sweeten the deal for him so he’d have to agree to it.
 
   “It’s not a matter of money, Lady Clement.” He rose to his feet and turned to the inkwells, cups, dolls, and other knickknacks he was making.  “I enjoy what I do, and I already have more than enough money to keep me satisfied for years to come.  The thing is that each work is a unique creation.  I can’t guarantee the inkwell will be precisely like the one I already made.”
 
   Deciding not to make a pretense of drinking her tea, she set the cup down and watched him while he ran his fingers along one of the bases of an inkwell.  “I can describe the inkwell to you.”
 
   “Oh, I remember what it looked like.  I still have the notes I took from Lord and Lady Roderick when they ordered it.” He tapped the ledge of the shelf and stepped over to his desk where he opened a drawer.  “I take it you regret ‘losing’ the inkwell a great deal.”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   “You love your husband?”
 
   Her gaze met his and she nodded.  “With all my heart.”
 
   To her surprise, his face relaxed and he smiled.  “A rare thing it is, indeed, when a wife can say that.” He rummaged through his drawer then put a piece of paper on his desk.  “All right, my lady.  Your love is an inspiration in itself.  I will make the inkwell.  Come by in three days and I’ll have it ready.”
 
   “Thank you.” Relieved, she stood up and opened her reticule.
 
   “Pay me when you receive it,” he argued.  “I will only ask the same as what Lord and Lady Roderick paid for it.  And,” he came over to her, “I won’t speak a word of this to anyone.”
 
   She closed the reticule.  “Thank you, Mister Williams.  I appreciate it.”
 
   He saw her to the door and stopped her as the butler opened it.  “Be sure you keep loving him.  A husband needs his wife’s love, often far more than she realizes.”
 
   “There will never be a day when I won’t love him.”
 
   “It was a pleasure to meet you, Lady Clement.”
 
   Had she not been so relieved that he had agreed to make the inkwell, she might have questioned his odd words.  But then she figured it was Mister Williams’ business what he meant.  And she hadn’t lied to him.  She did—and always would—love Perry.  There would never be anyone else.  A couple years ago, she wouldn’t have believed she’d ever fall in love again, but now that she had, she knew she was much better off with the way things turned out.
 
   She left Mister Williams’ residence and made it several blocks when a familiar voice called out her name.  Her steps slowed when she realized it was Stewart.  As much as she wanted to keep walking, she knew she had to wait for him to catch up to her.
 
   “What a lovely day to be outside,” he said.  “I will say, though, that I didn’t think I was going to see you twice in one day.”
 
   “Is the pocket watch already boring you?”
 
   “Oh, on the contrary.” He pulled it out and inspected it.  “I can’t recall the last time I saw anything so divine.  Who knew you had such good taste?  I should have taken you shopping with me in the past.”
 
   She decided not to comment.  The point was, she’d given it to him on her way to Mister Williams’ and now could be done with it.  “I’m glad you approve.”
 
   She took a step away from him, but he said, “I notice you have a reticule with you.”
 
   Frowning, she fell into step beside him.  “It’s not uncommon for ladies to carry a reticule.”
 
   “No, it’s not, but it is often a sign that they have some money in their possession.”
 
   So that was the matter of it.  Had she known that, she would have tucked the reticule under her shawl.  But it probably wouldn’t have made any difference.  Her brother would’ve found a way to mention money.  She glanced around to make sure no one she knew was in sight before pausing by a bench.  “I have two pounds.”
 
   “That’ll suffice.” He held his hand out and wiggled his fingers.
 
   She pulled the money out of her reticule and gave it to him.
 
   He slipped it into his pocket.  “For now.”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “That will suffice for now.  I’m going to require more.  After all, I do have a long and cold winter to get through.  I wager you and your husband will be going to the country?”
 
   “Yes,” she hesitantly replied, praying he wouldn’t insist on going to Perry’s estate.
 
   “In that case, I need a little bit more to get me by.”
 
   “How much more?”
 
   “Fifty pounds.”
 
   “Fifty pounds?” Just how was she going to come up with that much when she already bought a pocket watch and saved money for the inkwell?
 
   “You don’t want me to live like a pauper while you’re gone, do you?  Unless, of course, you’re willing to extend an invitation for me to stay with you and your besotted husband?”
 
   “I’ll get you the fifty pounds,” she blurted out.
 
   His smile widening, he pointed to her.  “I knew I could count on you.  There’s a ball next week.  It’ll be the last one Lord Reddington will give this year.  You’ll like going there, Paula.  They have a chandelier lit with a hundred candles.  It’s impressive.  And don’t get me started on his taste in music.”
 
   “All right, I’ll be there.”
 
   “With the fifty pounds?”
 
   She nodded.  This would be the last thing she’d have to give her brother this year.  After this, she could go to the country and enjoy some peace.
 
   “Good,” her brother said.  “I’ll send you a missive to let you know where to meet me at the ball.  We don’t want that husband of yours to find out what we’re up to, do we?” He winked then headed down the street.
 
   She swallowed the lump in her throat.  She wouldn’t cry.  Yes, she was lying and stealing from Perry, but she kept telling herself it was because she loved him.  If she didn’t keep telling herself that, then she’d have to admit she was only making things worse, adding to her list of sins.  Releasing her breath, she resumed her walk down the street.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Perry was reading a book when he heard the front door open.  Smiling, he put it on the small table next to the chair and grabbed his cane.  He made it to the doorway in time to see Paula heading up the stairs.
 
   “I have good news,” he called out.
 
   She stopped and turned to him.  “Good news?”
 
   He waved her down.  “Come to the drawing room.  I’ll have the butler bring some tea and scones.  Unless you want to go for a walk?”
 
   “No.  I’ve had enough of walking today.”
 
   She descended the steps, her beauty making him think of an angel coming down from Heaven.  He held his hand out to her.  “I think you’ll like what I’m going to tell you.” After she took his hand, he told the butler to bring them some refreshments and led her to the drawing room.  Once she was sitting beside him on the settee, he realized she didn’t have new gloves.  “You couldn’t find the pair you wanted?”
 
   “The pair I wanted?”
 
   “You went out to get gloves.”
 
   “Oh.  Oh, yes.  I did say that.” With an uneasy smile, she shrugged but averted her gaze so she didn’t have to look at him.  “It’s as you said.  I couldn’t find a pair I wanted.”
 
   She was lying.  She didn’t leave the townhouse with the intention of buying a new pair of gloves.  As much as he wanted to ask her about it, something told him that wasn’t the best thing to do.  She was scared.  Anything he’d do to get the information out of her would only make her retreat.  Despite her bravado of going up to him and kissing him without knowing him, she was like a scared rabbit who was hiding in its hole.  The question was, of course, who was chasing her.  Perhaps her brother?  If he had to guess, that would be his first choice.  And it made perfect sense when he remembered how she was at the ball.  That being the case, she would be especially relieved when she heard the news.
 
   The butler came in and set the tray of tea and scones down.  “Will there be anything else, my lord?”
 
   “No,” he replied.  “Please shut the door on your way out.” He waited until the door clicked into place before he poured tea into their cups.  “We’ll leave for Blackburn in two days.”
 
   “Your country estate?”
 
   He gave her a cup and chuckled.  “Our country estate.  It’s as much yours as it is mine.”
 
   “I never told you, but I like the name.”
 
   “I can’t take credit for it.  My great-great-grandfather named it.”
 
   She traced the handle of her cup with her thumb.  “Um…is it possible to leave later?  Like maybe in a little over a week?”
 
   “I thought you were anxious to leave London.”
 
   “I am but,” she sipped some tea, “I hear Lord Redd…Redd…” She sighed and looked up at the ceiling.  “It ends with a ‘ton’.”
 
   “Lord Reddington?”
 
   “Yes, that’s who it is.  I hear he’s having this ball and someone told me it’s worth going to.  He has a magnificent chandelier and has good taste in music.  I thought it’d be a good idea to go there before we leave.”
 
   It was on the tip of his tongue to ask her if her brother was the ‘someone’ who told her this but he managed to refrain.  If he attended the ball, he’d track her brother down.  And if her brother wasn’t there, then he’d know something else was amiss.  “All right,” he finally agreed and picked up a scone.
 
   “All right?”
 
   Noting the tentative question in her voice, he smiled at her.  “We’ll go to Lord Reddington’s ball.  Afterwards, we’ll go to Blackburn.”
 
   She bit her lower lip.  “You don’t mind?”
 
   “No, I don’t mind.  Paula,” he placed a comforting hand on the small of her back, “how many times do I have to say that you can tell me anything?  I promise I won’t cast you out.”
 
   Though she returned his smile, he sensed she didn’t fully believe him.  Whatever was holding her back must be serious.  If only he knew what he might have said or done that made her worry so needlessly, he’d rectify it.  But without knowing, he couldn’t really do anything but watch and wait.  Sooner or later the matter would come to light.  Christopher had gotten into enough trouble to prove the truth in that sentiment.  All he needed was to be patient.  When the time came to act, he’d know.
 
   He leaned toward her and brushed her cheek with his lips.  “If I recall right, Lord Reddington does bring in an orchestra that plays some of the most beautiful music I’ve ever heard.  It’ll be a nice way to end our time in London.  Now, I was thinking we should go to a dressmaker.  You’ll need better clothes for the upcoming cold weather than the ones you currently have.”
 
   “Certainly shopping for ladies clothes will bore you.”
 
   “Nonsense.  I’ll be with you.”
 
   “I would like to spend the time with you.”
 
   “Good.  Then it’s agreed.” He gave her a kiss.  “We’ll have a good afternoon.”
 
   She nodded and drank more tea, finally looking relaxed.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
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   Four days later, Paula held her breath while the merchant inspected her necklace.  It had to have been worth at least fifty pounds.
 
   The merchant’s gaze went up from the necklace.  “Twenty pounds,” he said.
 
   Her smile faltered.  “I know for a fact it’s worth more than that.  My father gave it to me from a wealthy widow.” Never mind what he had probably been doing with the widow to get the necklace.  “I’d say a fair price would be fifty pounds.”
 
   He let out a long sigh and studied the necklace.  “The gold and gems are real.”
 
   “Yes, they are.”
 
   “However, I am running a business.  I need to make some profit.”
 
   It was hard to argue his point, but she needed a full fifty.  “You can probably get more than fifty pounds when you sell it.”
 
   “Probably but not much.  I need to keep food on my family’s table, and with five growing boys, that isn’t an easy feat.” After a moment, he said, “I’ll give you thirty pounds.”
 
   “Forty-five.”
 
   “I’m not budging from thirty.  You can take it somewhere else and see if you can get fifty for it.”
 
   He held the necklace out to her and she thought over her options.  If she thought her brother would take it, she’d try to give it to him, but he had no use for jewelry.  And she’d already been to two other merchants who claimed to have more than enough jewelry.  The last thing they wanted was more.
 
   Her shoulders slumped, she relented.  “I’ll take thirty pounds.”
 
   While he gathered the money to pay her, she glanced around the shop to make sure no one was watching her.  She’d purposely put on one of the dresses she’d had before she married Perry so the merchant wouldn’t suspect she was a countess.  Had he any idea how much her husband was worth, he’d undoubtedly try to sell her something.  And right now making any purchases was the last thing she needed to do.
 
   After he gave her the money, she slipped it into her reticule and lowered her hat over her forehead so no one would get a good look at her face.  She managed to make it to her townhouse without incident and made her way through the servants’ stairwell.  When she reached her bedchamber, she breathed a sigh of relief and leaned against the door.  Her heart beat so fast she didn’t think it’d ever slow down.  But in due time it did, and she was able to undress in time for a knock to come at the door.
 
   “Who is it?” she called out.
 
   “It’s Miriam, my lady,” her lady’s maid replied.  “I thought you might be up from your nap and want to dress for the walk you wanted to take with Lord Clement.”
 
   “Oh, yes.  Just a moment.” Paula stuffed her dress under her bed and smoothed her undergarments.  She quickly messed up the blanket on the daybed then called out, “I’m ready!”
 
   Once she was in a much more appropriate dress, she thanked her lady’s maid and hurried down the stairs.  She was late in meeting Perry for the walk but only by a few minutes.  When she entered the drawing room, she paused when she saw that the inkwell she had bought from Mister Williams was on the desk.  Perry wasn’t in the room as she expected, but someone had found the inkwell she’d carefully placed under the desk yesterday.
 
   She hadn’t expected anyone to find it so soon.  She thought perhaps it’d take another day or two.  Walking over to it, she couldn’t help but admire Mister Williams’ craftsmanship.  He must have worked day and night to make this for her.
 
   A familiar tapping of Perry’s cane as he walked into the room made her turn around.
 
   “Did you have a good rest?” he asked.
 
   Hurrying over to him, she said, “Yes, I did.  You keep me up too late.  But,” she kissed him, “I’m not complaining.”
 
   Despite the slight pink in his cheeks, he returned her kiss.  “You’re hard to resist.”
 
   “That’s to my benefit since I enjoy being with you.” She gestured to the inkwell.  “I see it’s back.”
 
   “Yes.  I was sitting down at the desk and my cane knocked into it.”
 
   “Oh.” She thought for sure he didn’t put his cane on the left side of his desk since he used his right hand to walk with it.
 
   “I don’t know how I missed it all this time.”
 
   “I must have knocked it off the desk by accident and not realized it.” She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye to see if he believed her.  She wouldn’t blame him if he didn’t.  The lie was so absurd that anyone could see right through it.
 
   “Well, given everything that’s happened in such a short time, I’m not surprised.” He kissed her forehead and extended his arm to her.  “Are you ready to go for a walk?”
 
   She reluctantly turned from the inkwell, hoping he didn’t detect her guilt as she looked at him.  Maybe she should say something about hearing a heavy object hit the rug but being distracted when the butler came in.  But that would only complicate her lie, and as it was, she was having difficulty keeping the charade going.  Perhaps the less said, the better.  With a hesitant smile, she said, “I’d love to go for a walk.”
 
   He extended his arm to her, and she accepted it.  Next week.  Next week after the ball, they’d go to Blackburn and be safe from anyone—or anything—that could possibly tear them apart.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next day, Perry picked the inkwell up and inspected it.  He didn’t know why he expected it to be any different from the other dozen times he’d studied it.  But try as he might, he couldn’t make the chip in the lower right edge on the base appear.
 
   Christopher had been the one responsible for that chip.  One day he sat in front of the desk and kicked his feet up on it, as was his annoying habit, and his feet got too close to the inkwell.  It fell off the desk and that was when the base chipped.  Perry had been so upset with his cousin for being careless with his things at the time.
 
   But now as he examined the perfectly formed base in his hands, he hated what it meant.  Paula had done something with his old inkwell and replaced it with another one.  But why?  What could have made her do such a thing?  The original went missing before he told her how important it was, so her motives hadn’t been to hurt him.  She probably thought it had no value.  The fact that she replaced it proved her intentions weren’t to harm him.
 
   This had to have something to do with her brother.  The butler had said that her brother had come by to pay her a visit.  Maybe her brother wanted the inkwell.  But what could her brother have said or done that made her give it to him?  It was an irritating thing to be so close to the truth yet be so far from it.
 
   He set the inkwell down and rose from his chair.  He grabbed the cane and left the drawing room in time to see Paula coming down the stairs.
 
   “Did you have a good rest?” he greeted when she reached the last step.
 
   “I did,” she replied as she came over to him.
 
   “Are you feeling more tired than usual?” He didn’t recall her needing naps during the day shortly after they married.  Even in the grueling ride in the carriage, she’d managed to stay awake.  Had she not started her monthly flow that morning, he would have suspected she was with child.  But since that wasn’t the case, he wondered what else could be going on.
 
   “I’ve had a lot on my mind,” she replied.  “You know, with the upcoming ball and getting ready to leave for Blackburn.  When I lie down for a while, it helps me think more clearly.”
 
   “You shouldn’t worry about Blackburn.  The servants will handle the details on all that.  Your things will go with us.”
 
   She nodded but didn’t say anything.
 
   “Maybe a nice, long walk will help, too.”
 
   “You’re probably right.” Smiling, she set her hand on his arm.  “I am looking forward to Blackburn.”
 
   He suspected there was more truth in that statement than she was willing to admit.  At least there, her brother wouldn’t be around.  “Everything will be all right.” He placed his hand over hers and squeezed it.  “You’ll see.” Because one way or another, he was going to take care of her brother.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Perry hadn’t planned to go to Nate’s the next day, but he needed to clear his head and the best way he could do that was by playing a game of chess.  As he sat in the den, he stared at the pawns without really seeing them.
 
   “Under ordinary circumstances, I’d assume you were stumped on what you should do next, but the endless sighing tells me something else is amiss,” Nate said as he got up to pour brandy into his glass.
 
   “I didn’t realize I was sighing,” Perry replied, straightening in his chair.
 
   “You only sigh like that when something’s bothering you.” He took a sip then motioned to him.  “Out with it.  What’s on your mind?  Is it Christopher again?”
 
   “No, it’s not him.  He and Agatha headed out to their country estate, so he’s not around to bother me.”
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   “It’s Paula’s brother.  He’s up to something, and it can’t be good.”
 
   “Are you going to confront him?”
 
   “I’m going to have to.  The question is how to best do it.” Leaning back in the chair, he crossed his legs and tapped the arm of the chair.  “I’ve thought about going to his townhouse.  I almost did so on my way here.”
 
   Settling across from him, Nate sipped more of his brandy.  “What stopped you?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  On the surface, it seems like a simple matter.  I should be able to go up to him and demand what’s going on, but I don’t think he’ll come out and tell me.”
 
   “Did you ask Paula about it?”
 
   “No.  She doesn’t know I’m aware that something’s going on.”
 
   With a shake of his head, he said, “I don’t understand you, Perry.  You never confront anyone about anything.  That’s why Christopher ran rampant through London, getting into countless brawls.  You can’t stand by and let everything happen around you.  You need to take matters into your own hands and make things happen for you.  There’s a big difference between the two.”
 
   “Sometimes the direct approach isn’t the best one.”
 
   “That didn’t work for Christopher.”
 
   “Paula isn’t Christopher.  She’s kind and sweet.  At times I sense a sadness in her, and while I think a part of it has to do with her brother, something else is at play.  But,” he quickly added when he saw Nate open his mouth to protest, “she’d never do me any harm.  I know you find it hard to believe a lady who willingly creates a scandal can make a good wife, but she is the best a gentleman can hope for.”
 
   “In light of the fact that I’m married to Claire, I’ll argue that Paula isn’t the best any gentleman can hope for.”
 
   Amused that his friend paid Claire such a high compliment, he teased, “And to think when you met Claire, you believed she would doom you to a life of misery.”
 
   He shrugged.  “A slight misunderstanding.  I had no idea she didn’t willingly cause a scandal.”
 
   “It’s nice you figured that out before you made a real mess of things and drove her away.”
 
   “Hmm…  I didn’t think we’d start talking about me all of the sudden.”
 
   “We’re not.  We’re talking about your wife, and I agree that she’s a good one.  A little too good for you, perhaps—”
 
   “May I remind you that you’re in my townhouse, and I can throw you out of here whenever I want?” Nate replied, his tone hinting at his jest.
 
   “In that case, I remove my comment from this discussion,” Perry consented with a chuckle.  Good old Nate.  It never failed that whenever something bothered him, he could depend on Nate to make him feel better.  “Getting back to Paula’s brother, though,” he shifted in the chair, “I can’t say he’s like Christopher either.  While Christopher did get into trouble, I honestly believe he acted on impulse and inexperience.  Granted, he says things just to irk me, but it’s harmless.  Her brother, on the other hand, is more calculated in his dealings.  He plays the part of a gentleman, but I suspect that while he’s pretending to be honest, he’s slipping in something dangerous when he thinks no one is looking.” He rubbed his forehead.  “I don’t know how to better explain it than that.”
 
   “And you think he’s been manipulating Paula to his advantage?”
 
   Perry hadn’t thought of it that way, but Nate had a good point.  “Yes, yes I do.” He recalled how scared Paula had been of her brother when they left for Gretna Green.  He’d assured her on several occasions that he would take care of her brother so she wouldn’t have to talk to him.  “She said that she and her brother resolved their differences.”
 
   “But you don’t believe her?”
 
   “No, I don’t.  I think her brother is using something against her.” Probably something her brother knew he wouldn’t like.  But what could it possibly be?
 
   “If you’re dealing with a fox, then there’s only one thing you can do.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Outfox the fox.  Bring him into your hole.  Put him in your territory.  Make him feel comfortable.  Don’t let him know you suspect something is up.  Then watch him.  Bide your time.  Sooner or later, he’ll expose himself, and when he does, you’ll have him exactly where you want him.”
 
   “So what you’re saying is, I’ve been doing the right thing all along.”
 
   Nate’s lips curled up.  “Perhaps you are.  But you haven’t invited him to your home.”
 
   “I’ll grant you that.  I haven’t.”
 
   His smile grew wider as he moved his chess piece.  “Invite him to Blackburn.  That’ll leave the fox with nowhere to hide when you catch him.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
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   Paula glanced at the door of Perry’s bedchamber.  It was still closed.  She was alone.  No one was about to witness what she was about to do.  Letting out a shaky breath, she sat at his desk and pulled out a drawer.  No money.  She closed it and opened another one.  A small wooden box was in it.  She took it out and lifted the lid, surprised it wasn’t locked.  And it contained money.  That only proved how trusting Perry was.
 
   Wiping away her tears, she counted twenty pounds then closed the lid and slipped it back into the drawer where it had been before.  She shut the door and hurried out of the room.  She slammed the door connecting their bedchambers behind her and collapsed on her bed.  She never wanted to steal anything from him again.
 
   If only she came into the marriage with more than the necklace her father gave her, she would have had something else to sell to come up with the money her brother wanted.  But everything she had that was worth any value was because of Perry.
 
   She brushed away more tears.  Tomorrow evening was the night of the ball.  Then the next day, she and Perry would head out to the country.  She didn’t know how, but she’d find a way to make the theft up to him.  She’d find a way.  Somehow.  Someway.  Because if she didn’t, she’d never be able to look at herself in the mirror again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Paula sat on a bench at Hyde Park, staring off into the distance, barely aware of the people around her.  She’d stolen.  She’d taken something that belonged to Perry and was giving it to her brother.  But did she have a choice?  Of course, she did.  She could tell Perry everything then ask for his mercy.  He’d forgive her for taking the inkwell and money, but would he forgive her for playing the virgin when she hadn’t been one on their wedding night?  Did she dare take the risk and find out?
 
   Swallowing the lump in her throat, she dabbed the handkerchief over her eyes.  She was a bundle of nerves.  She couldn’t see Perry when she was like this.  She had to strengthen her resolve.  If only she knew how…
 
   How foolish she’d been.  Why did she assume that by marrying someone she picked, she’d be able to leave the past behind?  She should have known her brother would see to it that she’d have no peace.  Not when he could benefit from it.
 
   What was she going to do?  She needed twenty pounds.  If she could think of another way to get it instead of taking it from Perry’s box—
 
   “Paula?”
 
   Stiffening, she looked up at Claire.  Good.  It wasn’t Stewart or Perry.  Relaxing, she cleared her throat and quickly brought the handkerchief back down, wrapping her hands around it to hide it, though Claire had already seen it.  But maybe she wouldn’t mention it if Paula distracted her.  “Will you be attending the ball tomorrow evening at Lord Rett…Redd…”
 
   “Lord Reddington’s?”
 
   Letting out an uneasy laugh, Paula nodded.  “I don’t know why, but I can’t remember his title.”
 
   “It doesn’t flow very well.” She motioned to the bench.  “Mind if I sit?”
 
   “Oh, please do.”
 
   Claire settled beside her and tucked her shawl around her arms.  “Who knows how many nice days we’ll have before it feels like autumn?”
 
   “Everyone else seems to be thinking the same thing.”
 
   “There’s a lot of people out here today.” The two sat in awkward silence for a minute before Claire spoke up.  “I’m glad I found you.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “You’re Perry’s wife.  Nate and I had hoped Perry would find one, and we couldn’t be more pleased that you’re the one who married him.”
 
   “That’s very kind of you to say, but…” But what?  But Claire and Nate were sorely mistaken if they thought she deserved him?  She didn’t dare say such a thing.  “There’s nothing special about me.”
 
   “You’d never know that from the way Perry’s eyes light up when you enter a room.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen a gentleman more devoted to a lady than he is to you.”
 
   That only made Paula feel worse.  She averted her gaze from Claire’s and watched the people who strolled by.  All of them were laughing and talking as if they didn’t have a care in the world.  None of them had the heavy weight of sin pressing down on them.
 
   “What kind of things do you like to do?” Claire asked, once more bringing her attention to her.
 
   “Oh, well, not much, really.  I like going outside and taking a walk.  I like to see the trees and grass and birds.” Claire waited, probably expecting her to add more, but Paula’s life had consisted of little else besides her time outdoors and helping her mother in the cottage until Lord Holloway came into her life.  She shrugged and tightened her grip on the handkerchief.  “I’m afraid there’s not much else to me.” She forced a smile.  “How about you?  What do you enjoy?”
 
   “I also enjoying going out and walking.  I don’t enjoy horse riding, though my husband likes to take his horse out a couple times a week, especially when we’re in the country.  I’d rather sit in the gazebo and draw.”
 
   “You draw?  Are you any good at it?”
 
   “Sadly, no.  But Catherine is.  We should have invited you to take a stroll through here a week ago.  From time to time, we come out here and draw what we see.  I like to draw flowers.  She prefers to draw buildings and people.  Next year when we return, we should come here and you can see how good she is.  Do you draw at all?”
 
   “No.  I haven’t had the need to.”
 
   “So you might be good at it and not even know it.  That’s how it was for Catherine.”
 
   Maybe she could draw well.  Maybe she couldn’t.  Either way, she didn’t think Claire would invite her to go with her and Catherine if Perry found out about her past and cast her away in the country so he wouldn’t have to bear the shame of being in London with her.
 
   “Are you and Perry leaving for the country soon?” Claire asked.
 
   “Yes.  After tomorrow.  We’ll attend the ball first.”
 
   “Nate and I had planned to leave already, but he wants to discuss a few investment ideas with a gentleman.  Once he finishes up with business, we’ll be leaving.”
 
   “Are the others already gone?”
 
   “You mean Christopher, Agatha, Catherine, and Ethan?”
 
   Paula nodded.
 
   “Yes.” She chuckled.  “Between you and me, I think Christopher wants to have Agatha all to himself.”
 
   “That’s sweet.”
 
   “It is, isn’t it?”
 
   “Speaking of Christopher, do you think he’s changed?  Perry said he used to get into trouble a lot.” She hesitated to add that Perry still thought he had a wicked streak in him despite all outward appearances.
 
   “Christopher’s motives have always been good, even if he didn’t know how to best act on them.  I think people look at Christopher and only see what’s on the surface.  There’s much more to him than what appears.  He’s probably more honorable than a lot of us imagine.”
 
   She had suspected as much.  “So his past hasn’t destroyed his future?”
 
   “I should say not.  He and Agatha are happy, and in the end, that’s all that matters.”
 
   “Agatha must be an understanding person.”
 
   “Either that or a part of her enjoys the slightly mischievous side in her husband.”
 
   “Perry doesn’t though.”
 
   “I suspect that’s because Christopher finds ways to irritate him on purpose.  But he loves him.  He may never say it, but he’s shown it in his actions.  He took Christopher in when Christopher was young and he always did what was best for him.  I think it’s because Perry didn’t give up on him that Christopher didn’t become a rake.  He might have wanted others to believe he was a rake, but he wasn’t.  Like I said, what you see isn’t what you get.  Sometimes people surprise you.” She stood up and gestured to the path that curved around some trees.  “Would you like to walk with me?”
 
   Paula rose to her feet.  “Yes.  Tell me about Agatha, Catherine, and Ethan.”
 
   As Claire did, the two headed for the trees.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When Paula returned to the townhouse, she went to her bedchamber and opened the reticule resting on her vanity.  She pulled out the twenty pounds and stared at it.  She didn’t have to resort to stealing anymore.  There had to be another way she could satisfy her brother’s demands.
 
   Steadying her breath, she put the reticule back on the vanity then walked over to the door that connected her bedchamber with Perry’s.  She pressed her ear to it and waited.  Nothing.  It was silent.  Good.  Maybe he hadn’t returned from White’s yet.
 
   Just to be sure he wasn’t in, she knocked on the door.  No response.  She slowly turned the knob and nudged the door open.  With a glance around the bedchamber, she saw that she was alone.  Relieved, she opened the door all the way and stepped into the room.  All she had to do was put the money back into the box.
 
   Maybe she’d take one of the necklaces Perry bought her and sell it to that merchant.  Even if he didn’t give her the full amount for it, she could easily get the extra twenty.  Yes.  That was a much better plan.  Then she’d be selling her own things to pay her brother off instead of stealing from Perry.
 
   She made it to the desk and placed the money in the box.  Just as she shut the lid, the door to his bedchamber opened and she stilled.  Maybe it would be the valet who came to get Perry’s clothes ready for dinner.  But she didn’t have any such luck, not when she heard the familiar sound of a cane tapping the floor.  She shoved the box into the drawer and tried to be quiet about shutting it before he could see her.
 
   “Paula, what are you doing here?” he asked.
 
   She couldn’t tell if he sounded bewildered or not but hoped that was the case since she didn’t want to think he was angry with her.  “Perry, I can explain,” she replied, struggling to think of something—anything—she might say that would make sense as to why she was right by his desk.  Nothing came to mind.  She was guilty.  And worse than that, she’d been caught.
 
   He waited for her to continue, his eyes patient, his expression open to whatever she had to say.
 
   She released her breath and ventured, “I needed twenty pounds.” There.  It was the truth.  Maybe not the complete truth, but it was better than an outright lie.
 
   He went over to the desk and took the box out of the drawer.  “We’re married.  Anything I have belongs to you.” He pulled out twenty pounds and held it out to her.  “You have nothing to fear.  It’s yours to take.”
 
   She stared at the money for a long moment, hardly believing her ears.  “You want me to take it after I came in here and stole it?”
 
   His eyebrows furrowed, he counted the money in the box.  “The full amount is here.”
 
   “I took the twenty pounds out this morning after you left for White’s.”
 
   “So you came in here to return it?”
 
   She shifted from one foot to another and nodded.  Might as well admit that part, too.
 
   “It’s all right,” he softly told her.  “You can come in here any time you want and take whatever you need.  We could even get you a box to put money in so you don’t have to come here.  Here.” He indicated to the twenty pounds.  “Take it.”
 
   Despite her hesitation, she accepted it.  “Thank you.”
 
   “When we return next year, I’ll get you a box and put money in it.” His fingers brushed her cheek and he kissed her.  “It’s all right.” With a chuckle, he added, “Stop worrying about it.”
 
   She should be relieved.  She got the money and did it with him knowing about it.  But she wasn’t.  Deep in her gut, she still knew what she was doing was wrong.  And there didn’t seem to be any way that she could make it right.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
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   The following evening, Perry’s valet helped him put on his double-breasted wool frock coat then handed him his gloves and hat.  “Will there be anything else, my lord?”
 
   “No, thank you.  You may retire for the evening.”
 
   After his valet left, Perry checked his reflection in the mirror and thought over what he was going to say at the ball.  Nate’s advice was the best recourse.  He had to lure Stewart to his country estate somehow.
 
   Clearing his throat, he stared at his reflection, pretending he was looking at Stewart.  “Would you delight Paula and me by coming to Blackburn?”
 
   No.  That sounded awful.
 
   He took a deep breath and tried again.  “Since you’re Paula’s brother, it’s only right you stay for a while at Blackburn.”
 
   No.  That didn’t sound good either.
 
   He closed his eyes for a moment.  Opening them, he said, “Stewart, I’d be remiss if I didn’t invite you to visit Blackburn for a couple weeks.  I’d like a chance to get to know my wife’s brother better without the distractions found in London.”
 
   That was better.
 
   With a nod, he took his cane and left his bedchamber.  Just as he turned to head for the stairs, Paula’s bedchamber door opened.  This evening she wore a blue gown that seemed to shimmer in the candlelight.  “You’re beautiful in your new dress,” he said.
 
   She looked up from the doorknob as she closed the door.  “Anyone would be beautiful in this dress.  It’s gorgeous.”
 
   “Don’t be so modest, Paula.  You’re the one who makes the dress worth looking at.  But I didn’t expect you to be ready so soon.  I thought I’d be waiting for a half hour for you in the drawing room.”
 
   “I started getting ready early.”
 
   “Well, I suppose it doesn’t hurt to take a nice ride through town before we go to the ball since we’ll be on our way to Blackburn tomorrow.”
 
   She strolled up to him and slipped her arm around his.  “I can’t wait.”
 
   Chances were, she wouldn’t be thinking that when she realized he invited her brother to their estate, but he’d deal with that if her brother agreed to come out.  If not, then there was no point in telling her.
 
   After he reassured her that everything would be all right, he escorted her to the carriage and they took a nice, leisurely ride.  He held her hand, thinking that his touch would comfort her as it had in the past.  But she kept fidgeting and glancing at her finger purse.
 
   It didn’t occur to him why the finger purse was so important to her until he recalled the twenty pounds.  As much as he wanted to open it and find out if she was carrying that money with her, he stood a greater advantage by pretending to be oblivious to everything.
 
   They arrived at the ball in due time, and he offered to dance with her.  Though she accepted, he sensed her mind was on other things.  She kept scanning the large ballroom.  He was tempted to follow her gaze but managed to refrain.
 
   When the dance ended, she waved to someone.  This time, he did look over his shoulder, but he couldn’t figure out who she was waving to.  “I should talk to an old friend while I have the chance,” she said, turning back to him.  “Do you mind?”
 
   He shook his head.  “No, I don’t mind.” This friend was probably her brother, and since he didn’t see her brother where she’d been looking, he guessed she was going to search for him.  Maybe he’d find Stewart first.  “Go on and talk to your friend.  I’ll see who else is here.”
 
   Though she seemed relieved he hadn’t put up an argument, he sensed her reluctance to leave him.  He watched her as she walked away until she passed enough people so that he couldn’t see her anymore.  Turning his attention to the gentlemen in the room, he searched for her brother.  But within a minute, someone was calling out his name.
 
   Even before he looked at the gentleman, he knew it was Lord Pennella.  Hiding his grimace, he stopped, leaning on his cane so he wouldn’t hurry off to get away from him.  He had thought by now Pennella had left London, but here he was, still slithering around to annoy as many people as possible.
 
   Forcing his tone to remain polite, he said, “I already told you Christopher didn’t tell someone who works at the Tittletattle about the wager you and Davenport made at White’s.  Christopher might be guilty of many things, but he wouldn’t betray a secret.”
 
   “I know he did it, and I know who he told.”
 
   “Then all your problems have been resolved.”
 
   Perry made a move to leave, but Pennella stepped in front of him.  “That ward of yours has caused me a lot of difficulty, and this wasn’t the first time.”
 
   “He’s no longer my ward.  He’s a married gentleman now.”
 
   “But he is still your cousin and will inherit your title if you don’t get an heir.”
 
   With a sigh, he glanced around the room.  At this rate, he’d never get to talk to Paula’s brother.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Once Paula reached the corner of the large room, she opened her finger purse and took out the folded missive her brother had sent that morning.  Now that she was here, she could follow his instructions.  He told her to go down the corridor off the east side of the room, pass three doors and take the fourth one, saying it was small enough where no one would find them.  How he could know no one would find them, she didn’t know, but even if someone did, all she had to do was find another way to give him the money. 
 
   She folded the paper back up and put it back in her finger purse.  All right.  Now that she was here, she could find the east corridor.  Her gaze went to it and she took a deep breath to steady her nerves.  She could do it.  This would be the last time she’d have to see her brother before she left for Blackburn.  And next year…  Well, she’d deal with it when the time came.
 
   Her gaze traveled the room, making sure no one was watching her as she wove her way through the guests.  Perry was on the other side of the room.  From the looks of it, he didn’t seem to be enjoying his conversation with a gentleman she didn’t recognize.  Whatever the matter was, she hoped the gentleman wasn’t giving him a difficult time.
 
   She had to find her brother.  Nothing was going to get done until she took care of business.  Gripping her finger purse, she hurried over to the corridor and rushed down it.  She found the little room he mentioned and slipped into it, surprised by how dim it was when the others were so bright with all the candles that decorated the place.
 
   “Stewart?” she whispered.
 
   All she had to do was give him the money she’d tucked into her finger purse and this horrible ordeal would be over.
 
   “Stewart?”
 
   She jerked when someone touched her arm.  “Stewart,” she hissed and spun around.  But instead of her brother, Daniel stood before her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You can’t intimidate me into giving you money,” Perry finally told Pennella when he’d had enough.  “Whatever qualms you have with my cousin, you’ll have to work it out with him.  I’m no longer responsible for anything he does.  If you bother me about this in the future, I’ll have you removed from White’s.” When Pennella opened his mouth to protest, he added, “Don’t doubt for a minute that I don’t have enough leverage with the other gentlemen to make it happen.”
 
   Pennella closed his mouth, a silent acknowledgment that Perry did, indeed, have more influence among the members than he did.
 
   Tapping his cane on Pennella’s leg, Perry said, “If you’ll excuse me, I have something worthwhile to do.”
 
   Pennella moved aside, so Perry passed him.  Few times had anyone pushed him to the point of making such a threat regarding White’s, and he had a nagging suspicion Paula’s brother wouldn’t be any more pleasant to deal with once he figured out what was going on.
 
   He found Stewart dancing with a lady and remained still, patiently waiting for the music to end.  He glanced around the room but didn’t see Paula.  She could be anywhere in such a large room with so many people enjoying their last ball before they left for the country.  Turning his attention back to Stewart, he focused on him.  Based on outward appearances, one would never suspect he needed careful watching.
 
   As the music came to an end, Perry hurried over to him.  When he reached him, he offered him a smile, hoping it’d let the other gentleman’s guard down.  “Mister Leighton, what a pleasure it is to see you again.”
 
   If Perry judged right, Stewart’s gaze darted from one end of the room to the other.  Finally, he looked at Perry and gave him a wide smile.  “Lord Clement, I didn’t realize you and my sister would be here.”
 
   The gentleman was as bad at lying as Paula was.  Well, that only made his task easier.  “She insisted we come tonight.  She heard the music was the best in London and wanted to see the grand chandelier.” Though unnecessary, he motioned to the beautiful object hanging from the ceiling.  “The least I could do was oblige her since after this we’ll be heading out to the country where she’ll likely grow bored.  There’s not much to do there, I’m afraid.”
 
   “Oh, you don’t need to worry about Paula.  She grew up in the country.  She learned to find ways to pass the time.”
 
   He couldn’t be sure, but he thought Stewart gave a light smirk.  “Perhaps.  There are horses to ride.  She might take delight in the gazebo or lake since she enjoys taking long walks.  Of course, she’s likely to spend most of her time exploring the east and west wings of the manor.  There’s so much room, a person could get lost if they wanted.”
 
   Stewart’s eyebrows rose in interest.  “Oh?”
 
   “Yes.” Then to gauge his reaction further, Perry added, “Maybe she’ll enjoy spending hours going through the many possessions out there.  Lots of valuable things.”
 
   As he suspected, Stewart seemed even more intrigued.  Now things were beginning to make sense.  The missing inkwell, the twenty pounds…  Stewart was greedy.  That being the case, it shouldn’t be too hard to set the bait.
 
   “I just had a thought,” Perry began.  “Why don’t you come to the estate for a few days?  Maybe even a couple weeks?”
 
   “Oh, I couldn’t impose.” Though he protested, the tone in his voice suggested he’d love nothing more.
 
   “It’s not an imposition.  You’re Paula’s brother.  She’d be disappointed if you didn’t go.”
 
   “Is that what she said?”
 
   “She didn’t have to.  I was there that day she went to your townhouse.  You heard her tell me she wanted to see you.”
 
   “Yes, she did say something to that effect.”
 
   “I insist you be our guest.  She would never forgive me if you didn’t come out.  There’s no use in arguing with me, Stewart.  I won’t take no for an answer.”
 
   “I can’t say yes until I make sure I’m not needed in London.  I’m a busy gentleman.”
 
   Perry gripped the head of his cane.  So he wasn’t going to jump at the opportunity as he hoped.  But he hadn’t said no either.  He relaxed his grip and forced himself to relax.  If he didn’t find out what was going on this winter, there was always next year.  “Send a missive to Blackburn if you’re able to make it.”
 
   He turned to leave but Stewart called out, “Before you leave, I thought I might tell you a few amusing stories from Paula’s childhood.  We never did have that brother-in-law discussion yet,” he said in a teasing tone with an underlying edge of panic.
 
   Was Stewart distracting him on purpose?  Perry glanced around the room, still not seeing Paula anywhere.  No, Stewart couldn’t be distracting him.  Perry had been the one seeking him out, not the other way around.  He was trying so hard to pick up clues that he was starting to see things that weren’t there.  Paula would find him soon enough and since she wanted to give her brother the money, it wouldn’t be long before she found them.
 
   “Sounds interesting,” Perry told her brother.  “Go on and tell me some of the amusing things she did as a child.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
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   Paula bolted for the door.
 
   Daniel darted in front of her and shut it.  “It’s been a long time.”
 
   “Not long enough.  Get out of my way.  I must go to my husband at once.”
 
   “And I must get to my wife…eventually.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her to him.  She struggled to get away from him, but he pinned her against the door and shot her that devilish smile that used to make her weak in the knees.  “It’s all right.  No one will interrupt us.” He reached behind her waist and clicked the lock.  Then he lowered his head and kissed her neck.
 
   “I’m not interested.” Her cheeks burned with a mixture of rage and humiliation.  No one had the right to kiss or touch her but Perry.
 
   “Oh, Paulie, don’t be like that,” Daniel whispered in a soothing voice that had once sent chills of delight running up and down her spine.
 
   “I told you I hate that nickname.  My name is Paula.” She swatted his hand away when he reached out to touch her cheek.  “Leave me alone.” She glanced around the room to make sure no one could see them.  If anyone caught them together, she’d never live it down.
 
   “If you’re worried someone will catch us, you have no need to worry.  I chose a very discrete place.”
 
   “I don’t want to be with you.  How hard is that for you to understand?”
 
   She tried to push him away, but he used his body to hold her in place.  “I remember a time when you sought me out.  You remember that, don’t you?  Four years ago, I’d come to that little cottage you and your mother lived in, and I’d sneak in to your room at night.  Then there was that time in my carriage when I slipped my hand beneath your dress and realized you weren’t wearing anything.  We found many pleasant ways to be together.”
 
   She shook her head.  She didn’t want to remember any of it.  Even now, it made her sick to her stomach to think of how often she’d blindly gave herself to him, not realizing the heartache she’d endure when she woke up one morning to find a note telling her he decided to marry the Duchess of Breckman because he needed the money.  She’d been so devastated all she could do was cry in bed for two months, refusing to let anyone console her.  At that time, her mother had sent for her brother and it was up to him to cover up her sins so that he could take her to London to find a suitable husband.
 
   “You can’t tell me that you don’t think of me and how much we meant to each other,” Daniel continued.
 
   “I was young and stupid.  I should have known a titled gentleman would never marry someone who had no money or a family name.  You knew that and you took advantage of it.”
 
   “Yes, I did know that, but I loved you and wanted to be with you.  I still want to be with you.  There’s no reason we can’t be lovers.  We’ll be discrete.  No one has to know.  Paula, I never stopped loving you.  In all these years, I’ve often dreamt of being with you again.  I only married my wife because she was wealthy.” He traced the curve of her back and cupped her behind in his hands, pressing her intimately against him so that she could feel his erection.  “I didn’t want to leave you that morning we were supposed to get married.”
 
   “But you did,” she hissed and finally succeeded in pushing him far enough so that there was some space between them.  “You used me and threw me away when you were through.” She shoved him away again and he finally relented.  Relieved, she unlocked the door.  “If you had really loved me, you would have given up whatever it took to be with me.”
 
   “It wasn’t that easy.”
 
   “For you, it wasn’t.  But for me, it is.  I love Perry, and I will never share my bed with anyone but him.”
 
   She hurried out of the room before he could respond and rushed down the corridor until she found the ballroom.  She stopped outside the door and scanned the room to be sure no one would notice her slip into it.  The last thing she needed was for someone to see her and start rumors that would hurt Perry.
 
   Glancing over her shoulder to make sure Daniel hadn’t followed her, she slipped into the room, edging her way along the wall.  Once she found a group of people who were too busy talking to each other to notice her, she bypassed them and stepped further into the room.
 
   When she found Perry, he was talking to her brother.  Her steps slowed.  What was her brother doing?  He promised her that he wouldn’t tell Perry anything about her past as long as she gave him whatever he wanted, and up to now, she’d been diligent about meeting his demands.  She’d even snuck off to another room to give him the money he asked for.  And how did he repay her?  Did he know that Daniel would be waiting for her?  Were the two of them conspiring against her?
 
   Perry glanced in her direction, and she hesitated to proceed further until he smiled in that way of his that let her know he still loved her.  Relieved, she picked up her pace.
 
   When she reached his side, he gently touched her elbow in a reassuring manner that further relaxed her. “Your brother was telling me you used to play the piano when you were a child.”
 
   She glanced at Stewart who, if she understood right, was smirking at her.  So he had arranged for her and Daniel to be alone together.  Did it really please him to see her in such a perilous situation where she could have been caught?  No one would believe nothing happened between her and Daniel if they’d caught them.  Her brother had to have known that.
 
   “If you enjoy the piano, I can get one,” Perry told her.
 
   She shifted closer to him.  “No.  I didn’t like it.  My mother insisted I play it.”
 
   “Really?  You didn’t enjoy it?” her brother asked.  “I thought you did since every time I came by for a visit, you were playing it.”
 
   “There was little else to do in the country,” she replied.
 
   “Ah, I understand.  It’s a good thing you and Mother received a visitor from time to time to ease away the boredom.”
 
   She stiffened at his meaning.  They both knew exactly which visitor he was referring to.  “I don’t miss receiving a visitor,” she told him, hoping he’d understand that he was to never arrange it so that she and Daniel were alone again.  She turned her attention back to Perry.  “Can we go home now?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Her brother cleared his throat.
 
   “Will you give me a moment with my brother?” she asked.
 
   He nodded and motioned to the doorway.  “I’ll wait for you over there.”
 
   “I won’t be but a minute.” After he left them, she focused on her brother.  “The next time you tell me to meet you, you’d better be there.”
 
   His eyebrows rose in surprise.  “Well, that’s gratitude for you.  I thought you’d be pleased to see Daniel.”
 
   “Well, I wasn’t.”
 
   “It’s not uncommon for a countess to take a lover,” he said in a lower voice.
 
   “I don’t care what other countesses do.  I will not betray Perry that way.  It’s bad enough I’m stealing things for you.  I will not add adultery to my list of sins.”
 
   He chuckled.  “What you do or don’t do in your spare time is none of my concern.  I only care about whether or not you bring me what I want.  Now, did you bring it?”
 
   “Yes.  It’s all there.” She slipped him the money from the finger purse, hoping no one else noticed.  From where Perry stood, he didn’t seem to be watching them.
 
   “Good.  Now, I’ll let you get back to the doting husband.”
 
   Relieved, she went over to Perry, barely noticing the other people in the room.
 
   When she reached him, he asked, “Are you feeling all right?”
 
   She took him by the arm and led him out of the ballroom. “I’m fine.  I just want to go home with you.”
 
   She’d never been so glad to get into a carriage as she was that night.  Seeing Daniel and finding out Stewart arranged the meeting were too much to handle for one evening.  What she wanted, more than anything, was to be with Perry in bed and stay there for the rest of her life.
 
   As the carriage made its way down the street, Perry put his arm around her shoulders and drew her close.  She rested her head on his shoulder, taking comfort in his solid presence.  Tears filled her eyes but she blinked them away so he wouldn’t realize she wanted to cry.
 
   There were things she wanted to say, things she didn’t dare, and things she was too afraid to reveal.  The evening had been a trying one.  She kept hoping things would get easier, that the weight of her guilt wouldn’t get in the way of her newfound happiness.  But happiness was such a fleeting thing when the world crept in to destroy it.
 
   “Paula, if you don’t tell me what’s wrong, I can’t help you,” he whispered, rubbing her back in gentle circular motions.
 
   She swallowed the lump in her throat then waited until he wouldn’t hear the sound of tears in her voice.  “I just want to know you still love me.”
 
   “There isn’t anything you will do that will make me stop loving you.”
 
   A tear slid down her cheek.  If only he knew how wrong he was.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
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   Paula pushed aside the green drapes in the drawing room and examined the landscape.  She and Perry had arrived at Blackburn after sunset the previous evening so she didn’t get a good view of it.  But now as she scanned the rows of trees with their changing colors, the large stable, and the quaint gazebo, she had to pinch herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming.  She was the countess of this estate?  Never did she think she would be the mistress of anything so grand.  And better yet, her brother was far away in London.  She could spend the next few months free of him.
 
   “I hope you approve.”
 
   She turned in time to see Perry enter the room.  With a smile, she motioned to the grounds.  “It’s lovely.  I feel like I’m in an enchanted world.”
 
   “It’s enchanting because you’re here.”
 
   Letting the drapes fall back in place, she shook her head and approached him.  “Come now.  It’s always been beautiful out here.”
 
   “It might’ve been beautiful, but it was a lonely place.”
 
   “Even when Christopher was here to create mischief?”
 
   He chuckled at her joke.  “He made things interesting in London.  When he was here, he grew restless.  He spent a lot of time reading or running off to visit his friend.”
 
   “Lord Edon?  The one I met at the dinner party?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   Unable to resist the inquiry, she asked, “Did they create mischief together?”
 
   “Actually, I don’t know what they were up to, but I’m sure whatever it was, it wasn’t good.”
 
   “Admit it.”
 
   “Admit what?”
 
   “Even though Christopher says things to get a response from you, you missed him when he wasn’t here.”
 
   “I won’t deny it,” he consented with a slight shrug.  “But the scenery is certainly better with you here instead.”
 
   Her smile widened.  “Since you put it that way…” She closed the gap between them and kissed him.
 
   “I get a kiss just for saying that?”
 
   “Yes, you do.”
 
   “What would I get if I took you for a walk?”
 
   “Take me and find out.”
 
   “Sounds like an intriguing proposition.”
 
   “It is, but only if you’re willing to do it.”
 
   “Well then, it’ll be a good time to show you more of the grounds,” he said as he went to the wall and pulled a cord.  “It’d be more practical if we went for a horse ride, though.  We’ll cover a lot more ground that way.”
 
   “Maybe but it won’t be as fun.”
 
   His eyebrows rose.  “And a walk is?”
 
   “I’d say yes, considering what will happen.”
 
   “Now I have to find out what you have in mind.”
 
   Chuckling, she led him to the entryway where he slipped into his coat and hat and she put on her hooded cloak.  Once they were outside, she snuggled up to him, surprised when he slowed his steps.
 
   “What is it?” she asked.  “Did you forget something?”
 
   “No.  I…” He glanced around them.  “Are you sure we should be this close out here?”
 
   “You’re only warming me up.”
 
   “I know but what if someone sees us?”
 
   Laughing, she wrapped her arm around his waist and gave him a light squeeze.  “You worry too much.  We’re only walking.  We’re married.  And besides all that, we’re in the country.  You needn’t be so uptight out here.”
 
   He frowned.  “You think I’m uptight?”
 
   “You’re a wonderful gentleman, Perry.  But from time to time,” she reached for his cane and took it, “it wouldn’t hurt if you worried less about what others thought.  Just enjoy the moment.” She slipped the cane under her arm.  “Lean on me.  I’ll get you to where we’re going.”
 
   After a moment, he laughed.  “You’re right.  I shouldn’t spend so much time worrying about others.  What’s important is that you’re satisfied with me.”
 
   “I’m more than satisfied with you.  I wouldn’t want to be married to anyone but you.” And she felt that way even more after seeing Daniel again.  Though she wouldn’t have believed it the morning he left her, she was grateful that he made the choice to return to London to marry someone else.  She wouldn’t have been able to marry Perry otherwise.  “You once said that you were glad it didn’t work out with the other ladies in your past.  I’m glad it didn’t, too.” Pausing, she turned to him and gave him a kiss on the cheek.  “I love you.”
 
   Cupping her face in his hands, he lowered his head and caressed her lips with his.  The action was so sweet and gentle that she couldn’t help but melt in his arms.  When he ended the kiss, he smiled at her.  “The important thing is, we’re happy.”
 
   “I’ve never been happier.”
 
   He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer as he led her down the path.  “So, where would you like to go?”
 
   “The gazebo.”
 
   “As my lady wishes it, it shall be.”
 
   She giggled.  “You’re ever the nobleman, Perry.”
 
   They continued on their stroll in a comfortable silence.  When they reached it, she placed his cane next to the bench and encouraged him to sit beside her.
 
   “I’ll give you the cane back when we leave.  I promise,” she added when he stared at it.  “It’s safe on my side of the bench.”
 
   “I’ve gotten so used to putting it next to me.  It’s almost a part of who I am.”
 
   “I know.  I won’t let anything bad happen to it.”
 
   He settled beside her and brought his arms around her.  “It’s not just for show.  Christopher thinks it is.  He says I used it as an excuse to explain why I couldn’t secure a wife.  Some ladies didn’t like the fact that I had it.”
 
   “I don’t mind that you have a cane, Perry.  You’re dignified whether you use it or not.”
 
   “Oh, I know you don’t mind.  And I appreciate that.  What Christopher doesn’t understand is that it helps me walk.  My knees and ankles feel better.  I have some padding in the shoe of my shorter leg, but the cane provides extra support that I’ve grown accustomed to.  It also makes me feel more comfortable around people.  In some ways, it’s a form of security.”
 
   “I understand.” She snuggled up to him.  “And if a lady is so petty that she’s going to reject you because you have a cane, then she’s not worth your attention.”
 
   “Would you think less of me if I confessed that was one of the reasons I pointed it out to each lady I met?”
 
   “No,” she whispered.  “In fact, I think that was a wise move.  You don’t want to waste your time with someone who can’t love you for who you are.”
 
   “Of all the people I’ve known, you’re the only one who truly understands me.”
 
   Touched and honored he should compliment her so highly, she kissed him again, this time letting her lips linger on his.  When the kiss ended, she shot him a wicked smile.  “You know that thing I promised you if we went for a walk?”
 
   Returning her smile, he said, “Is it time to go back inside so you can show me?”
 
   “No.” She unbuttoned his Carrick coat.  “I’m going to do it out here.”
 
   Clearing his throat, he glanced behind them at the manor.  “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Relax.  No one can see what we’re doing.  We’re too far from them.  And,” she continued when he started to protest, “our backs are to them.” She took off her gloves then brought her hands to his trousers and undid the buttons.  “For all they know, we’re merely talking.”
 
   Before he could respond—and possibly stop her—she leaned toward him and kissed him again, this time brushing her tongue along his lower lip.  Up to now, she’d wanted to do something highly improper with him and thought he’d most enjoy this.  Her tongue interlaced with his in an attempt to distract him while she slid her hand inside his drawers.
 
   He let in a sharp breath and pulled slightly away from her.  “I don’t know if we should do this.” He glanced behind them.  “Out here.”
 
   Grinning, she traced his erection, an action which made him shiver in pleasure.  “I think there’s a part of you that wants me to continue,” she whispered.
 
   Then, before he could respond, she kissed him again, this time more passionately.  Her heart raced in excitement as she lightly touched the tip and ran her fingers down his shaft.  It was an intoxicating experience to explore him so openly, to offer him pleasure while they were fully clothed.  And she suspected this just might become one of his favorite activities if he’d ever learn to get over his shyness.
 
   She wrapped her hand around him and lightly squeezed him.   Her hand went to the base of his shaft, came swiftly up to his tip and then back down again.  He brought his hand down over hers and for a moment, she thought he was going to pull her hand away but then he groaned and tightened her grip.
 
   “You’ll like where this is going,” she whispered and proceeded to stroke him.
 
   He glanced at her and let out another moan.  “I have no doubt about that.”
 
   Then he closed his eyes and released her hand, giving her full reign over his body.  So he hadn’t been hard to convince.  That was good.  She suspected they could have a lot of fun in the carriage the next day.
 
   She continued her ministrations, slowly increasing the pressure and speed of her movements, taking a wicked delight in the gradual build of tension that would eventually result in his climax.  He wiggled beneath her and his hips rocked along with her strokes.  Leaning forward, she kissed his neck and then traced his ear with her tongue.  When she realized this heightened his pleasure, she continued to do it.  His arm tightened around her shoulders and he murmured her name until he grew taut and his seed poured over her hand.
 
   After a few moments, he relaxed, his breathing still heavy.  He opened his eyes and looked at her.  “That,” he cleared his throat, “was definitely worth taking a walk for.”
 
   She laughed and gave him a kiss.  “I told you it would be.”
 
   “I’ll never doubt you again.”
 
   “We’ll have to try some other things,” she replied as she buttoned his clothes and his coat so no one would notice what they’d been doing out there.  “And I believe you’ll enjoy them just as much as this one.” Giving him a suggestive wink, she put her gloves back on and stood up.  “Care to join me inside?  Being out here with you has made me quite eager for more.  Care to go to your den and see how many clothes we can keep on while we work on an heir?”
 
   Though his face was still flushed from their recent activity, she detected his shyness coming back.
 
   “Come on.  It’ll be just as fun as what we just did.  I promise.” She held his cane out to him.
 
   After he rose to his feet, he took it and slipped his arm around her waist.  “You’re the most thrilling person I’ve ever met.”
 
   She kissed his cheek.  “Good.” 
 
   “Paula,” he began, his tone becoming serious, “if you don’t have a son, I won’t be disappointed.  Christopher will get my title if there’s no heir, and since he’s married to Agatha, I know if he has an heir, she’ll make sure he’s deserving of the title.”
 
   She studied his expression as they stepped down from the gazebo.  “You really mean that, don’t you?”
 
   “Oh yes.  She’s got a way of making sure Christopher stays out of trouble.  She’ll do the same with their children.  I wish I knew her secret, but alas—”
 
   “No.  About the heir.  You’ll be happy even if I never have a son.”
 
   “Life is about more than titles or money.  It’s about the people we love and the moments we have together.  Paula, I had parents who loved each other.  I watched Christopher’s parents, and they didn’t.  There’s a difference between the way a home feels when a husband and wife appreciate one another.  What we have is the most important thing in my life, and as long as I have you, I’m complete.”
 
   She blinked back the tears in her eyes.  “You say things like that and you wonder if I’m satisfied when you make love to me?  Perry, it’s because you love me so well that I enjoy our intimate moments.” On impulse, she stopped walking and hugged him, and he brought her into the protective warmth of his embrace.  “When you make love to me, I feel loved.  I feel wanted.  I feel complete.  You don’t have to ever doubt yourself.  You can touch me and kiss me anywhere you want to.  You don’t need to ask.” Looking up at him, she cupped his face in her hands, wondering why even now, he should seem hesitant to act on his desires.  “You don’t have to be shy.”
 
   “Well, I have been reading a book,” he glanced skyward, “someone brought to my attention.”
 
   “A book?”
 
   “I haven’t gotten through all of it yet.  It’s something I read from time to time.” He cleared his throat.  “It’s about pleasing a lady in bed.”
 
   She watched as his face grew bright red and fought the urge to laugh.  The poor man was so incredibly sweet and nervous.  “Do you want to try something you read in the book?”
 
   “I’m not sure if the book is accurate.  I mean, it’s supposedly written by a lady, but who’s to say that a gentleman didn’t write it and was just saying he was a lady to gain some credibility?”
 
   “I’ll tell you what.  Why don’t you let me read the book, and I’ll tell you if it’s right or not.  Then we can try something you’d like to do.”
 
   “It wouldn’t embarrass you to do that?”
 
   “No, because you’re my husband.” And if it would help him feel more comfortable in bed, then he’d finally be free to do the things he’d been wanting to do but holding back in fear he’d somehow upset her.
 
   “Well, all right.  But I want to do that thing you mentioned by the fireplace first.  You know, the one where we keep as many clothes on as possible while working on an heir.  That sounds like a lot of fun.”
 
   This time she did laugh.  “You have my word.  When we’re back inside, we’ll do that one.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A week later, Perry was going through his ledger in the den when a knock came from the door.  Glancing up, he saw the butler and waved him in. 
 
   “This came for you, my lord.”
 
   Perry took the missive.  “Thank you.”
 
   After the butler left, he opened it.  It was from Paula’s brother, and better yet, he had agreed to come out for a two-week visit.  Perfect.  He didn’t expect anything in the first week.  The first week would merely be about making Stewart feel comfortable and secure.  During the second week, Stewart was bound to do or say something that would expose his true intentions.  Soon.  Soon, Perry would get to the bottom of what was going on.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
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   Perry stared at Paula from across the table a week later as they finished their morning meal.  He had to tell her.  She wasn’t going to be happy knowing that her brother was coming, which was why he delayed the news for as long as he could, especially since she’d been happy after they arrived at Blackburn.  He got to see the young, vibrant lady she truly was, got to know her much better than he had while in London, and she was altogether charming—a much needed refreshing change from what he’d been used to in his solitary world.
 
   But he couldn’t put the news off any longer.  He had to do it and it was best to do it today.  He picked up the cloth napkin from his lap and wiped his mouth.  “It’s a nice day.  Would you like to go outside?”
 
   Her eyes twinkled as she made eye contact with him.  “Are you in the mood for another walk?”
 
   Catching her subtle meaning, his skin warmed.  How she had talked him into engaging in intimate play at the gazebo, he still couldn’t figure out, but if he was honest with himself, he had to admit that she could talk him into doing anything.  Unfortunately, he didn’t think her mind would be on trying the things they had read about in the book after she found out what he needed to tell her.
 
   “Actually, I was thinking of taking a carriage ride today.” 
 
   “A carriage ride might be a nice change.”
 
   She winked at him and he glanced at the servants, praying none of them knew what she was hinting at.  “I’ll send for the coachman at once.”
 
   A slight smile curled her lips upward as she rose from her chair.  She wouldn’t be smiling for long.  He hurried off to arrange for the carriage ride while she slipped into warmer clothing. 
 
   In due time, they were sitting together in the carriage, and he brought her into his embrace.  She rested her head on his shoulder and wrapped her arms around his waist in a way that spoke volumes of how much she loved him.
 
   He kissed the top of her head.  “Paula, I love you and nothing will ever change that.”
 
   She lifted her head off his shoulder and looked at him, her eyebrows furrowed.  “You sound serious.  Are you about to tell me something I won’t like?”
 
   Giving her a gentle squeeze, he said, “I received a missive from your brother, and he’ll be coming out here tomorrow.”
 
   “Tomorrow?”
 
   “I know I should have told you sooner, but we were having such a wonderful time and I didn’t want to spoil it.”
 
   She turned her gaze to the small window and didn’t answer for the longest time.  When she finally did, her voice was so low, he barely heard her.  “How long will he be here?”
 
   “Two weeks.”
 
   Her eyes wide, she looked back at him.  “Two weeks?”
 
   Not surprised that she nearly shrieked the question, he took her hand and gently squeezed it.  “Paula, not too long ago, you were at his townhouse and seemed to be getting along with him.  What’s going on?”
 
   She let out a long sigh.  “Nothing.  I…um…I’d like to spend time alone with you, that’s all.  As you said, we’ve been having a wonderful time.  Just the two of us.  I like it that way.” She glanced out the window.  “I didn’t think he’d invite himself all the way out here.”
 
   “Actually, I invited him when we were at Lord Reddington’s ball,” he forced out, knowing full well this wouldn’t please her any more than the news of her brother’s impending arrival. 
 
   “You invited him?”
 
   “I can’t go into my reasons, but I had to.”
 
   “Did he make you invite him?”
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   “Did he say something?”
 
   “Something like what?” he asked, hoping she’d slip and give him a hint into what was going on.
 
   “Something about me wanting him to visit?”
 
   “No.  I extended the invitation and he accepted.  I’d like to get to know him better.  However,” he began, a twinge of guilt making him reconsider his plan, “when he arrives, I’ll tell him a matter’s come up and he’ll have to return to London.”
 
   He thought she might agree to it by the way her body relaxed.  And as disappointed as he’d be since he wanted nothing more than to figure out what was going on, he’d rather do that than put her under more strain than she could handle.
 
   She shook her head.  “No.  Don’t send him away when he arrives,” she said, her tone soft.  “It’s only two weeks and after that, he’ll be gone.”
 
   He’d be lying if he didn’t admit how relieved he was that she relented.  And that being the case, he wouldn’t try to coax her into telling him what hold her brother had over her.  He’d find out soon enough.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Paula pressed her hands over her stomach, afraid at any moment she might lose her lunch as Stewart’s carriage pulled up to the front of the house.
 
   Two weeks.  It was only two weeks.  Surely, she could do this.  Because if she didn’t allow him to visit, who knew what he’d tell Perry?
 
   She glanced at her husband as he stepped toward the carriage to wait for the footman to open the door.  The fact that Perry hadn’t pressed her for more information should have made her feel better about the whole thing.  He knew she didn’t want her brother there and yet didn’t insist she tell him why.  He merely accepted her answers and still treated her as if she was the most important person in his life.  How could someone so wonderful exist?  She couldn’t find any fault in him.  He was altogether lovely, and she was very much undeserving of his love.
 
   Stewart got out of the carriage, his gaze lingering on the manor as Perry welcomed him.  No doubt he was in awe of how big the place was.  Even Paula had marveled at the size of it when she came here.  And more than that, the grounds were immaculate and the stables in good order.  Everything Perry owned was well-cared for.
 
   “You must be exhausted after your long journey,” Perry told her brother.  “I’ll have the butler show you to your bedchamber and have a bath brought up for you.”
 
   Her brother’s eyebrows rose as he glanced in her direction.  “My sister has done very well in marrying you, my lord.  Had I known how good you would be to her, I never would have protested the union the night we met.”
 
   Through great force of will, she managed to avoid rolling her eyes.  No doubt he was thinking that Perry had more money than even the Duke of Leavenshire, and that was to his benefit.
 
   “That’s all in the past.  The important thing is we make a profitable future together,” Perry told him.
 
   She studied her husband, wondering why he should choose the word ‘profitable’.  It almost seemed as if he said it to catch her brother’s interest, but that couldn’t be the case.
 
   “Indeed,” her brother agreed.
 
   She nearly gagged.  Could he sound any more excited?  If he wasn’t careful, he was going to give his intentions away.  Then Perry would begin to ask questions, and those were questions she didn’t want to answer.  She rubbed her stomach, sure she was going to be sick.  How was she going to survive the next two weeks acting as if everything was all right?
 
   As Stewart passed her, he slowed his steps and whispered, “Are you expecting?”
 
   “No,” she hissed.  How dare he ask her something so personal in front of everyone?  Even if he was quiet, someone might have overheard.
 
   “I meant no offense,” he replied, his eyes widening innocently.  “You look as if you’re ready to vomit, and I can only think of one reason why that might be.”
 
   “Is something wrong?” Perry asked as he approached them.
 
   “I merely made an inquiry regarding my sister’s health,” Stewart replied.  “I thought she looked ill.  Thankfully, she’s feeling fine.”
 
   Perry placed a comforting hand on the small of her back and led her into their home, the butler leading her brother in behind them.
 
   “Before I see my room, may I have a word alone with my sister?” Stewart called out.
 
   Her stomach rolled.  She was going to throw up.  She just knew it!  He was probably ready to demand she give him money.  And she didn’t have any excuses to give Perry about needing to buy something.
 
   Perry turned to her.  “Did you need to change for dinner?”
 
   Sweet Perry.  Always looking for ways to protect her.  He was giving her the perfect opportunity to bow out of this awkward situation.  But she didn’t dare upset her brother who could let something slip at any moment.  “I’ll go to my bedchamber in a moment.  I’m sure whatever Stewart has to say, it won’t take long.” She glanced at him and silently pleaded with him to accept those terms.
 
   “It won’t,” Stewart—thankfully—consented.
 
   “All right then,” Perry replied then looked at her.  “I’ll be getting ready for dinner.” The footman came in with Stewart’s luggage and took it up the stairs.  “We’ll have you all settled in soon,” Perry told her brother.  “Paula, if you need me, you know where to find me.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Will you require anything to eat or drink?” the butler asked.
 
   “No,” she answered before Stewart could open his mouth.  “As my brother said, this will be only a moment.”
 
   “Summon me when you’re ready to go to your bedchamber,” the butler told Stewart.
 
   Not bothering to see if her brother responded, she hurried to the drawing room.  Her knees were so weak that she had to sit on the settee or else she would have fainted.  Having Stewart under the same roof was going to be a more trying experience than she anticipated.
 
   Her brother shut the door and made a show of inspecting the furnishings as he approached the chair next to her.  “I didn’t think your husband’s things would be more expensive in the country.  I thought he only displayed his best where others could stop in and see it at a moment’s notice.”
 
   “The portrait is Perry’s grandfather.  The desk belonged to his great-grandfather.  The other furniture all belonged to his father.  As for the inkwell and everything else on the desk, they belonged to his mother.  You can’t have anything in this room.”
 
   He settled in the chair next to her and put his feet on the small table in front of him.  “I don’t recall saying I wanted something in this room.”
 
   “Before you did, I’m just letting you know you can’t.  Everything has sentimental value.  He’ll notice if you take any of it.”
 
   “Does everything in this manor have sentimental value?”
 
   “Most of it does.”
 
   “These things in his possession were handed down to him from one generation to another?” He rubbed his chin, a slow grin spreading across his face.  “But I notice everything is in excellent condition.  He has to have money to manage that.  And the servants are better dressed than some noblemen’s.  The poor man has nothing to do but spend money on people.  I’ll be doing him a service.  He needs help disposing of his unlimited wealth.”
 
   “I may not be privy to how much he’s worth, but I assure you, it’s not unlimited.”
 
   “Well, he has far more than most noblemen.”
 
   “Stewart,” she warned, her anger starting to overcome her fear of him, “he’s already a generous person.  It’s not right for you to take advantage of someone so nice.”
 
   He smirked.  “My dear, dear sister, if he’s too nice to say no when someone needs financial assistance, then it’s his fault if he gets taken advantage of.”
 
   “I mean it, Stewart.  Don’t take advantage of him!” Realizing her voice had been louder than she intended, she glanced at the door and prayed no one overheard her.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re getting so upset about.  It’s not like he can’t afford it.  But,” he rose to his feet and examined the room, “in order to stop you from acting hysterical for the next two weeks, I’ll be discrete.  If you are that worried, you could always distract him by taking him to bed.  A lady with your past must be good at that kind of thing.”
 
   She stood up to slap him, but he was already on his way to the door.  Her jaw clenched, she sat back down.  Her body shook with rage.  She’d love nothing more than to get rid of him, once and for all.  But doing so would cost her Perry’s love, and if there was one thing she couldn’t lose, it was that.  She took a deep breath and slowly released it.  Two weeks.  It was only going to be two weeks.  She could make it to then.  Her fingernails dug into the palm of her hands.  She hoped.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
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   “I must say, this is a splendid meal,” Stewart raved before he took a sip from his wine.
 
   Perry wiped his mouth with his cloth napkin and set it back on his lap.  “Thank you.  Cook will be pleased to hear you think so.”
 
   A glance in Paula’s direction showed Perry that she’d barely eaten her food.  Biting back the urge to plead with her to eat, he settled for smiling instead.  He couldn’t be sure, but he thought tears filled her eyes before she returned her gaze to her plate.
 
   “I can’t compliment him enough.  I’ve never had venison this good before,” Stewart said, either oblivious to his sister’s condition or too wrapped up in himself to care.
 
   But as much as Perry didn’t want to think it, he suspected Stewart knew full well how much she was hurting.  Forcing aside the rise of guilt he experienced at putting her through this, he set the napkin on the table and nodded to the butler that the meal was over.
 
   “Paula, why don’t you retire for the evening?” Perry suggested, thinking she needed to get away from her brother right away.  As it was, she’d start crying in front of everyone if they lingered any longer.  “Stewart and I will play a game of chess in the den.”
 
   “A game of chess?” Stewart asked.  “I haven’t played in years.”
 
   “Then I’ll try to go easy on you.”
 
   He chuckled and finished his wine.  “I hope so.  Otherwise, it’ll be the quickest game ever played.  I was never that good at it to begin with.  Isn’t that right, Paula?”
 
   Grabbing his cane, Perry rose to his feet and went around to Paula’s side so he could gently take her by the arm to help her stand up.  “Paula’s had a long day.  Before you came, we went horse riding together.” He motioned to the maid.  “See our guest to the den and provide him some brandy while he’s waiting for me.”
 
   While Stewart got up from his chair, Perry pulled her to the side of the room.  He would have taken her to the hallway if he thought he could have beaten Stewart there, but his limp wouldn’t give him the speed needed for it.  After everyone cleared the room, he clasped her hand.
 
   “Do you mind if I play chess with him?” he asked, his voice low.
 
   “You can do anything you want,” she replied, her head lowered.
 
   Placing his finger under her chin, he lifted her face so that she’d look at him.  “Paula, what’s wrong?”
 
   She blinked back her tears.  “I’m afraid you’ll stop loving me.”
 
   He expected her to say nothing was wrong.  He’d hoped she’d tell him something about her brother that would help him.  But he hadn’t expected her main concern to be whether or not he’d continue loving her.  “Why are you afraid I’ll stop loving you?”
 
   “You’re a good gentleman, Perry.” A tear slid down her cheek, so he brushed it away.  “I wish I’d known you were going to be in my life.  If I had…” She swallowed.  “I don’t deserve you.”
 
   “Contrary to what you think, I’m not perfect.”
 
   “Yes, you are.  Everything you do, you do for the benefit of others.  There are people who’ll take advantage of that.”
 
   While that might be true about her brother, his heart was safe with her, which was why he couldn’t understand why she’d say she didn’t deserve him.  Some of the ladies he met took one look at his cane and didn’t want to have anything to do with him.  Some didn’t think he was exciting enough to be with.  The rare few who might have taken an interest in him ended up married to someone else before he had a chance to know them.
 
   “I don’t care what brought us together,” he told her.  “I’m just glad you’re with me.”
 
   “Once you talk to my brother, you might not feel that way, but whatever he tells you, please don’t let him take advantage of you.”
 
   He opened his mouth to ask her what her brother could tell him that would possibly change his opinion about her, but she excused herself and hurried out of the room.
 
   “Will there be anything else, my lord?” the butler asked as he entered the dining room.
 
   Listening to her retreating steps as she ran down the hall, he shook his head.  “No.  Not right now.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “And that is why the Corn Laws were passed,” Perry concluded as he moved his chess piece and won the third game of the evening.  “Sometimes all it takes is for people in a certain position to do things that aren’t for the good of all.”
 
   Across from him, Stewart covered his mouth to stifle a yawn.  “Yes, that’s very interesting.” He picked up his glass and chugged down the rest of the brandy.  “I’ll be honest.  I don’t pay much attention to what’s going on in Parliament.  I’ve been too distracted by more pressing matters.”
 
   “What matters would those be?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t want to trouble you.” He glanced at his pocket watch.  “Besides, it’s late.”
 
   Perry knew full well Stewart was hinting around at something, but he was smart enough to figure out that it was too soon to ask him for money.  He’d need to wait just a bit longer until he believed Perry was more likely to give him what he wanted.  And that was fine.  Perry could wait.  He didn’t expect Stewart to expose his intentions immediately.  Stewart would need a few more days, and in that time, he would continue to hint while he offered Perry false praise in an effort to win him over.
 
   Deciding to follow his example, Perry took out his pocket watch.  “You’re right.  It is late.  I can’t believe how quickly the games went.”
 
   As they rose to their feet, Stewart set his glass down and chuckled.  “I told you I wasn’t the best player.”
 
   “Oh, you did fine.”
 
   Perry had no doubt Stewart was as bad as he claimed to be at chess, but Stewart’s aim was probably to make Perry feel like a good player.  That, of course, was downright insulting since Perry really was a good player.  He didn’t need someone letting him win a game to know it.
 
   As the two made their way out of the room, Stewart said, “I can’t thank you enough for inviting me here.  Paula was right about you.  She said I’d enjoy talking to you.”
 
   “It was nice of her to put in a good word for me.”
 
   “She couldn’t have picked a better husband.” He patted him on the shoulder.  “Maybe tomorrow I’ll get to join you for a horse ride.”
 
   “I hope you brought a good riding outfit for this time of year.”
 
   “I brought my best one.  It might not be in prime condition anymore, but I believe it’s doable.”
 
   There it was.  Another hint at his lack of funds.  “If it’s not suitable, we can certainly play more chess.”
 
   “Or take a tour of this place,” Stewart suggested as he glanced around as they headed for the staircase.
 
   “I’ll be happy to show you around.”
 
   Once Perry saw to it that Stewart had his valet’s assistance for the night, he proceeded to his bedchamber.  Tonight, he didn’t feel like having his valet help him.  His concern was Paula.  It hadn’t been easy to find things to talk to Stewart about.  The gentleman hadn’t been forthcoming with anything useful, choosing instead to offer senseless flattery.  But it was all part of the game he was playing, he supposed.
 
   Not sure if Paula would be awake, he chose to put on his nightclothes.  Unless it was her lady’s time of month, he had made it a habit of going to bed without clothes on.  But tonight, she might already be asleep.
 
   He entered her bedchamber.  The candles had all been blown out and the curtains drawn, so it was hard to tell if she was awake or not.  He whispered her name as he approached her bed.
 
   “Perry?” she asked in a soft voice that had a hint of uncertainty in it.
 
   He slipped into the bed and reached for her and felt her night clothes.  “I thought you might be asleep.”
 
   “I wasn’t sure if you’d come to me tonight.”
 
   “Of course, I came.  I came even when you had your monthly flow.” Even if they hadn’t done anything, it was nice to be in the same bed with her.  “I like sleeping with you.  The bed is empty without you beside me.”
 
   She clung to him and buried her face in his neck.  “You still love me?”
 
   With a sigh, he kissed the top of her head.  “Always and forever.”
 
   Then, to prove the sincerity of his words, he proceeded to make love to her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “This is a genuine vase from the Ming dynasty?” Stewart asked the next day.
 
   “My grandfather collected items from other countries,” Perry replied.
 
   Paula watched in dismay as her brother drooled over the object resting in the room full of valuable antiques.  Why didn’t she warn Perry that taking her brother on a tour of the place was the worst thing he could do?  She knew full well that her brother was trying to gauge what he could leave with, and worse, he’d probably get her to slip it to him.
 
   “And this,” Perry motioned to a goblet, “belonged to Henry VII.”
 
   “Surely, you jest,” Stewart protested.
 
   “I assure you, I’m not.”
 
   She cleared her throat.  “Perhaps we should get ready for dinner.  I hear Cook will make veal.” She gave Stewart a pointed look.  “That’s your favorite.”
 
   Fortunately, he turned from the goblet and faced Perry.  “She’s right.  It is.  While I have enjoyed every moment of the tour, I don’t want to upset Cook by not arriving to the evening meal on time.”
 
   “Very well,” Perry replied.  “We’ve seen almost every room anyway.”
 
   They walked out of the room and Paula saw her brother take a look back at it, probably trying to decide what item—or items—he planned to take with him when he left Blackburn.  “Perry, do you mind if I have a word with my brother?”
 
   “If that’s what you wish,” he replied, his concerned eyes penetrating hers.
 
   Glancing away from him, she nodded.  “I haven’t talked to him since dinner last evening.  It’s only right I don’t avoid him altogether.” Though she laughed, it came out as a hollow sound.
 
   “I’ll be upstairs,” Perry told her before he left them alone.
 
   Stewart turned to her and snickered.  “There’s no need to offer me something in that room right now.  I can wait until the day I head out of here.”
 
   “You won’t get anything from that room,” she whispered, careful to make sure no servants were lingering nearby.
 
   “Why must you be so heartless?  You know how much I need a vase that matches the inkwell you gave me.”
 
   “You can get that with the fifty pounds I gave you.”
 
   “Not from the Ming dynasty.”
 
   “You have no sense of decency in you at all.  I have a mind to…” Her threat fell short as she considered the consequences of such a reckless move.
 
   “You have a mind to what?  Tell Perry I’ve been blackmailing you so I won’t tell him about you and Lord Holloway?  About one time in particular I caught the two of you in a very compromising situation by the lake where you didn’t think anyone would be at that time of day?”
 
   Heat flushed her cheeks.  “You what?”
 
   “Don’t worry.  I didn’t tell poor Mother.  It would have sent her to an early grave.  I often wondered why Lord Holloway came around as often as he did.  But when I saw you two, it all made sense.  Then I realized that’s why he gave you and Mother money from time to time.”
 
   “It wasn’t because of that.  He gave us money because you didn’t give us enough and he felt sorry for us.  Your pitiful allowance barely covered one meal a day.”
 
   “And now you’re doing better than either of us expected.” He patted her cheek as if she were a child.  “You impress me.  If I had known you could have attracted such wealth, I would have aimed higher than Leavenshire.  Perry’s got much more than he does.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a dinner to get ready for.”
 
   She waited until he disappeared down the hall before she went to her bedchamber.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
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   Perry endeavored to give Paula as many excuses as he could to avoid her brother.  So two days later after breakfast, he didn’t argue when she said she was going to rest in her room.
 
   “There wasn’t much to do in the country,” Stewart had said while she left the room.  “She liked to curl up in bed and read until she fell asleep.  I’m not surprised she’d rather do that than be in the chilly weather riding a horse.”
 
   “But you’ll be coming, won’t you?  I have yet to show you the grounds.” Perry suspected this was the day that her brother would finally disclose his financial hardship in hopes of getting some money.  It was best if Paula wasn’t there for such a conversation.
 
   “I’d be delighted.”
 
   “Oh, since your current riding outfit is worn, I thought you might be more comfortable in the riding outfit my cousin Christopher used to wear.  You’re about the same size.  I’ll have the valet bring it to you.”
 
   “You’re much too kind.”
 
   “You’re family.  And family takes care of its own.” In this case, he was talking about Paula, not Stewart, a subtle difference that Stewart wouldn’t recognize.  “I’ll send the valet soon.”
 
   Stewart indicated he understood, and Perry slowly made his way up the stairs.  There were times he wished he could just bound up the stairs like Christopher often did.  He wanted to see Paula.  He’d been spending so much time with Stewart in an effort to figure him out that he’d been neglecting her, and that had to have made things more difficult for her.
 
   After his valet helped him into his riding outfit, he sent him to Stewart then tapped on the door separating his and Paula’s bedchambers.
 
   She called out for him to enter and he was surprised that she was on her daybed wearing nothing but her shift.
 
   “Am I to assume you were hoping to convince me to stay indoors?” he teased.
 
   As he hoped, she laughed at his joke.  “I certainly wouldn’t mind your company, but I thought you wanted to go for a horse ride.”
 
   “Riding a horse isn’t nearly as fun as riding you.”
 
   Her eyes grew wide but then she laughed again.  “I never thought of it that way before, but I can see how well it fits.”
 
   He relaxed.  “My jokes aren’t as good as some people’s.”
 
   “That was a wonderful joke.  Perry,” she stood up and approached him, “you have a marvelous sense of humor.  Don’t let anyone tell you differently.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek.
 
   He grimaced.  “Please don’t tell me we’ve been married for so long that you can wear only a shift in front of me and give me a chaste kiss.” She stared at him for a moment, making him wonder—again—if he’d said something wrong.  “What is it?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong.  It’s just that you’re…” She shrugged.  “I don’t know how to explain it except that before, you seemed timid when it came to things of a more intimate nature.  I had to take the lead.”
 
   “I wasn’t sure what you wanted me to do.  Well, until you read that book and helped me figure it out.”
 
   She took his hands in hers and squeezed them.  “Perry, you love me.  Really love me.  You’re gentle and kind.  Everything you do for me, you do because you want what’s best for me.  Why would you think anything you do wouldn’t please me?  Do whatever you want with me.” With a teasing grin, she added, “I’ll enjoy it.”
 
   This time when she kissed him, she pulled him closer to her.  Engulfing her in his arms, he deepened their kiss.  He missed this side of her.  He wished she was always like this.  Maybe she would be once he resolved the issue with her brother.
 
   When the kiss ended, he cupped the side of her face with his hand and studied her face, noting the contented smile, the blush on her cheeks, and slight twinkle in her eyes.  “You’re very beautiful, especially when you’re happy.  I’m going to do everything I can to make sure you will always look at me this way.”
 
   “I wouldn’t mind it if you always looked at me the way you are right now, too.  It makes me feel as if I’m the most important person in your life.”
 
   “You are.” He brushed her lips with his thumb.  “Paula, you do know I’d rather be with you than with your brother, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, I know.  But he’s our guest and you have to spend time with him.”
 
   “He won’t be our guest much longer.  I suspect after this, we’ll never have to deal with him again.” Before she could ask him what he meant, he continued, “I was thinking of inviting Christopher and Agatha for a visit, but I wanted to get your opinion first.”
 
   “Are you sure you want Christopher out here?  He’s likely to bother you about something.”
 
   “I know, but I also know it’s because I let him.  It wouldn’t hurt me to relax and laugh a little more.”
 
   “He wouldn’t try to bother you if he didn’t care about you.”
 
   “You’re probably right.”
 
   “I’d love to see Christopher and Agatha again.”
 
   By the way she smiled, he knew that was true.  There was a world of difference in the way she talked when the topic was on Christopher and Agatha versus when it was on her brother.  “I’d much rather stay here with you,” he whispered.
 
   Especially when her breasts were pressed nicely against his chest.  But then his mind went back to more immediate matters.  He was three days into his plan and couldn’t be distracted, at least not until the evening after Stewart retired for the night.  Sighing, he traced her bottom lip with his thumb once more.  “Believe me, there’s nothing I’d rather do than spend the afternoon up here with you, but I must go.”
 
   Her smile faltered.  “I know.  You promised Stewart you’d take him for a horse ride.”
 
   “I won’t be long.  Maybe we’ll have a little time to spend together before dinner.”
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   He didn’t doubt the truth in that statement.  And that being the case, he supposed he could manage to be distracted for a little while after his return.  He gave her a lingering kiss before heading out.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Perry led Stewart along the grounds of his estate, going directly to the row of trees that decorated the landscape.  The leaves had changed color, allowing for one of the most breathtaking displays he’d ever seen.  He loved autumn most.  And now that he hadn’t returned to Blackburn with another failed attempt to secure a wife, he had an even better reason to be content.
 
   “You were right,” Stewart said as his horse kept up the leisurely pace with Perry’s.  “The air is simply invigorating.  I’d forgotten how refreshing it is to ride a horse in the country.”
 
   “Did you ride often?” Perry asked.
 
   “Not as much as I wanted.  I’m afraid I had more pressing matters to tend to.  After my father departed from this earth, I had to take care of my mother and sister.  I had to go to London in order to gather enough for their allowance.”
 
   He suspected this wasn’t necessarily the case but that was true for most of everything that came out of Stewart’s mouth.  “It must have been hard to do that.”
 
   “I won’t say it was easy, but it was worth every sacrifice I had to make.  When I see how happy Paula is, I’d do it all over again.”
 
   “I’m sure any brother in your position would feel the same way.” Or at least should feel the same way.
 
   Whether either Paula or Stewart were aware of it or not, the last couple days had opened Perry’s eyes to many things.  He never realized just how things must have been for Christopher before he became Perry’s ward.  His parents often claimed they needed some money to help take care of their son, and Perry—fool that he was—didn’t hesitate to give them whatever they wanted.
 
   Later, he found out they were using that money on themselves, not for their son.  Christopher didn’t know this, and Perry knew he wouldn’t like to find out his parents had used him as a way to enjoy their lavish lifestyle.  But what hadn’t occurred to Perry, up until now, was that Christopher must have felt unloved for many years.
 
   No wonder he acted the way he did.  Always getting into trouble.  It was the only time his parents gave him any attention.  And Perry, in not understanding this, had done the same thing.  Perhaps if he’d spent more time appreciating Christopher when he did something good, he wouldn’t have gotten into as much trouble as he did.
 
   “Tell me, what is your secret?” Stewart asked.
 
   Perry broke out of his thoughts and turned his attention back to Paula’s brother.  “What secret?”
 
   “How you managed so well.  I’ve met other earls and I can’t think of one who has done as well as you.”
 
   “You mean, how did I acquire so much money?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Simple.  I’m generous with what I have.”
 
   Stewart waited for a moment then laughed.  “Certainly, it can’t be that easy.”
 
   “I can’t be reckless with money.  I don’t participate in the gambling hells or waste money on mistresses.  But I do help people who need it, especially those I care about.”
 
   “You loan them money and reap the interest?”
 
   “No.  I give it.”
 
    “Give it?  Without expecting anything in return?”
 
   Noting the disbelief in Stewart’s tone, he nodded.  “It’s not a gift if you expect something in return.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you end up losing everything if you keep doing that all the time?”
 
   “Not if you’re careful about who you give it to.”
 
   “Ah,” Stewart replied.
 
   “The point is,” Perry continued as the stable came into view, “I’ve learned long ago that a generous person who is wise will never lack for anything.” Not that he expected Stewart to take the advice to heart, but now Stewart could never claim he didn’t try to help him.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
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   Paula stared at her brother as he played chess with Perry.  Perhaps it’d been a bad idea to sit by the fire and try to read a book.  She had a hard time not wanting to break down and cry or scream in frustration.  Most of the time, she retreated to her bedchamber.  But she’d been hiding for most of the seven days her brother had been there and was tired of it.  What she really wanted was to be close to Perry.  And unfortunately, to do that, she had to see her brother.
 
   At the moment, Perry was explaining why Napoleon lost at Waterloo.  Stewart did a lot of nodding and agreed with everything Perry said.
 
   “Napoleon wasn’t prepared,” Perry concluded as he moved his pawn across the board.  “I suspect he thought he was invincible.  Once that happens, people are inevitably bound to fail.”
 
   “What an astute observation,” Stewart commended then moved his own pawn.  “I didn’t see how he could keep winning all the time.”
 
   Paula gritted her teeth and forced her eyes back on the book in her lap.  Her brother had no interest in politics—or chess.  He was flattering Perry with the same sickening sweetness that he used on the Duke of Leavenshire.  No wonder it was hard to eat whenever he was around.  Her stomach growled, but she just couldn’t swallow much.  And it only got worse with each passing day.  She could feel the tension building up inside her and worried she wasn’t going to make it another week before she snapped.
 
   Coming down here was a bad idea.  She should get to the safety of her bedchamber.  She got ready to shut the book when Perry approached her.
 
   “I need to tend to personal business.  I won’t be long,” he said.
 
   She indicated she understood.  Too bad she didn’t think to leave before he left.  Now she had to be alone with her brother.
 
   Stewart stood up and walked over to the decanter.  “Am I right to assume you’ve been avoiding me?”
 
   “You’re not here to see me, so what do you care?”
 
   “Come now, Paula.  You mustn’t be so harsh.”
 
   Despite her better judgment, she turned to face him as he settled back into the chair.  “Harsh?  You’ve been blackmailing me.”
 
   He waved his hand dismissively.  “You don’t have anything to worry about.  I’m not going to require you to give me money for my silence anymore.”
 
   Hardly daring to believe her ears, she stood up and went over to him so she could make sure he wasn’t joking.  “You’re not?”
 
   “No, I’m not.”
 
   “Why did you suddenly have a change of heart?”
 
   “A gentleman can live like a king in this place.  Your husband has more money than he’ll ever use.  The last thing I want to do is ruin it for you.  If I ruin it for you, I’ll ruin it for me.” He drank the brandy and winked.  “Your husband is the greatest friend I ever had.”
 
   She frowned.  “You think he’s boring.  I can tell by the way you try not to yawn when he talks.”
 
   “My dear sister, he can be as boring as he wants when he has all this.” He motioned to the room then picked up a scone from the tray by the small table next to him.  “I will do everything I can to make sure Perry never finds out about your past.  And as it turns out, I don’t need you to get money.  When we went horse riding earlier this week, he told me he likes to give money to family and friends.  And when I say ‘give’, I mean he won’t expect me to pay it back.”
 
   It took a moment for his meaning to dawn on her.  “You’re going to ask him for money?”
 
   “A mere two-hundred pounds.  He won’t even miss it.”
 
   “But you won’t stop at two-hundred pounds.  You’ll demand more.”
 
   “I won’t demand, Paula.” He bit into his scone and swallowed it before taking a sip of his brandy.  “I don’t have to demand anything.  That’s the beauty of this whole thing.  You married him, which immediately brings me into his good graces.  All I have to do is pretend to like him and he’ll give me what I ask for.  And better yet, I’ll get to come by for visits and be treated like a king.  I’m telling you, Paula, you married the best gentleman possible.”
 
   She clenched the book in her hands.  “You’re going to use him.”
 
   He grimaced.  “That’s such an unpleasant way of putting it.”
 
   “Then how would you say it?”
 
   “I am going to enable him to get more money by letting him give me money.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “I know, but it’s what he says he does and I’ll go along with it.”
 
   She doubted Perry came out and said it like that, but since she hadn’t heard the conversation, she couldn’t effectively argue the point.
 
   “Did I miss anything interesting?” Perry asked from behind her.
 
   She spun around in time to see him entering the room.  She opened her mouth to tell Perry what they’d been discussing but saw the way her brother’s eyebrows rose and thought better of it.
 
   “I was just telling my sister that it’s wonderful you two have a love match,” Stewart finally said.  “You don’t often hear of such marriages anymore.”
 
   “No, you don’t.” Perry turned to her and smiled.  “Which is why I’m a fortunate gentleman.”
 
   “It’s good to see someone who knows my sister’s worth.”
 
   “I need to go,” she mumbled and hurried out of the room, ignoring Perry as he called for her.
 
   If she stayed any longer, she was going to throw up.  She just knew it.  It’d been a terrible mistake to join Perry and Stewart.  Lifting her skirt, she raced up the stairs and didn’t stop until she was back in the comfort and safety of her bedchamber.  And her tears were already falling by the time she slammed the door.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That evening, Paula decided to go without dinner.  Instead, she sat in front of her vanity, dressed in one of the beautiful gowns Perry had bought her.  When she looked at her reflection, she saw the lady he created: someone lovely, someone honest, someone true.  But it was all a charade, and she couldn’t go to the dining room and act as if everything was all right.
 
   A tear slid down her cheek.  No matter how much her brother acquired, he always wanted more, and in his whole entire life, he was never satisfied.  No matter how much he got.  Their father had left a sizable inheritance upon his death, and though Stewart was instructed to leave Paula and their mother a decent monthly allowance, they barely saw enough to get them through.  He wasn’t hurting for money.  He was living comfortably and could for the rest of his life. But it just wasn’t good enough. 
 
   Her hands shook and more tears fell.  The only way to protect Perry was to tell him about Lord Holloway.  Once she did, her brother wouldn’t be able to use Perry.  She had no choice.
 
   Perry was going to hate her.  Not only did she have a tainted past, but she’d lied and stolen from him.  She brought the handkerchief up to her face and wiped her eyes, but it was no use.  She couldn’t stop crying, and the more she tried to stop, the faster the tears came.
 
   Even in his disappointment, he’d be kind.  He’d probably find her a cottage to spend the rest of her life in and, unlike Stewart, he would make sure she had enough of an allowance to live comfortably.  But she’d be away from him.  He wouldn’t hold her or kiss her anymore.  He wouldn’t come to her bed to make love to her.  She’d have to live without his love.
 
   She was such a fool to think her past wouldn’t catch up to her—to think that she could have any kind of future with someone like Perry.  She should have run off before they reached Gretna Green.  She could have spared herself and Perry so much pain.
 
   A light tapping on the door of her bedchamber made her temporarily stop crying.  She stood up and walked to the door.  After a shaky breath, she managed, “Perry?” But then it occurred to her that Perry would use the door connecting their bedchambers, not the one that led to the hallway.
 
   “My lady,” her lady’s maid began, “I came to tell you that Mister Robinson and his wife have arrived.”
 
   Mister Robinson?  Oh, Christopher!  “I’ll be down shortly,” she called out.
 
   “Do you want me to help you, my lady?”
 
   “No, I’m fine.”
 
   She went to the basin and poured water in it then washed her face.  The water felt cold against her hot cheeks.  Looking in the mirror, she realized everyone would be able to tell she’d been crying.  Her blotchy red cheeks and puffy eyes weren’t going to go away for at least a half hour.
 
   Her first thought was to make up some excuse and wait until no one could see she’d been crying to come down, but that would be another lie and she was tired of lying.  She’d just have to go down there and face everyone.  Pulling a new handkerchief out of her vanity drawer, she wiped her face again then left the room.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “We would have waited for an invitation if we believed one was coming,” Christopher said as he stepped out of the carriage.
 
   Perry glanced over his shoulder to see if Stewart or Paula had come outside to greet his cousin and wife, but the stairs leading up to the manor were still vacant.  Turning his attention to Agatha as Christopher helped her out, he bowed a greeting.  “I’m glad to see you.  And,” glancing at Christopher, “you, too.”
 
   Christopher looked around then pointed to himself.  “You mean me?”
 
   On impulse, Perry decided to do something he hadn’t done since Christopher’s parents died.  He hugged him.
 
   Christopher pulled away from him.  “Are you dying?”
 
   “Of course not.  I’m just happy to see you.”
 
   “We need to get a doctor,” Christopher told Agatha.
 
   Laughing, Perry patted him on the shoulder.  “I don’t need a doctor.  I’m doing fine.  I was going to ask you to come visit.  Having you here will be good.”
 
   “All right.  Who are you and what did you do with Perry?”
 
   “Just be glad he’s happy to see you,” Agatha told Christopher and smiled at Perry.  “I take it things are going well with Paula.”
 
   “They are.  I can’t remember a time when I’ve been happier,” Perry replied.
 
   “I don’t think your wife would agree with you,” Christopher muttered in Perry’s ear.
 
   Perry leaned on his cane as he turned to the stairs, surprised when he saw that Paula had been crying.  He thought she and Stewart had an argument while they were alone earlier that day, but he didn’t realize it upset her so much that she cried.  Why didn’t he think to have the butler go in with something to eat?  Having someone else in the room would have prevented them from talking about anything personal.
 
   “Why do you constantly resist reading that book?” Christopher whispered, his tone indicating his surprise.
 
   Leave it to Christopher to assume Paula was crying because she wasn’t satisfied in bed.  Sighing, Perry glared at him.  “This has nothing to do with the book.  I’ll explain later.”
 
   “Paula,” Agatha said as she hurried over to her, “what’s wrong?”
 
   Stewart chose that moment to glide down the steps as if he didn’t have a care in the world.  “I hear we have more guests.”
 
   Christopher glanced from Paula to Stewart, his eyes growing wide.
 
   “Christopher, this is Paula’s brother, Stewart Leighton.”
 
   “Yes,” Christopher slowly said, “I remember him.”
 
   Right.  Christopher was there to cheer Paula on for her quick thinking when she managed to avoid having to talk to her brother at the ball where they met.  “He wished to congratulate Paula and me on our marriage so I wanted to invite him for a visit.”
 
   Christopher’s gaze went back to Paula.  “I see.”
 
   Perry had to hand it to Christopher.  He was quickly figuring out that she was crying because of her brother.  And that might make it easier to pin Stewart down.
 
   Agatha wrapped her arm around Paula’s and led her back inside, talking to her in low, soothing tones.  It was definitely good that Christopher and Agatha had arrived.  Paula needed a lady she could confide in, and being a lady, Agatha would have a better way of comforting her than Perry did.  Perry had tried everything but it wasn’t enough.
 
   Perry motioned to Christopher and told Stewart, “This is my cousin, Christopher Robinson.  His wife, Agatha, went inside with Paula.”
 
   “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Stewart greeted.  “I’m afraid we weren’t properly introduced the first time we saw each other.”
 
   Christopher offered a nod.  “How long will you be staying?”
 
   “Only a week.  I don’t want to wear out my welcome.”
 
   “That’s probably a good idea.  There’s only so much chess a gentleman can take.”
 
   Perry chuckled.  “Christopher, you’re a decent player when you choose to be.”
 
   He grimaced.  “Chess is boring.”
 
   “I’m surprised you think so when you’re so good at strategy.”
 
   Christopher’s jaw dropped, and Perry hid the urge to grin.  He had no idea that complimenting his cousin would startle him so much.
 
   “Well,” Perry continued as he motioned to the entrance where the footman waited for them, “dinner will be served soon.” Then he led them inside.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I don’t think the gentlemen will mind that we decided to eat up here,” Agatha said as the maid set their dinner on the table in Paula’s bedchamber.  Once they were alone, she sat across from Paula and smiled.  “Besides, after the long ride with Christopher, it’s nice to have another lady to talk to.”
 
   “Did Christopher bore you?” Paula asked as she slowly took a cloth napkin and spread it over her lap.
 
   “Hardly.  But he refused to keep his hands off of me.”
 
   Paula looked at Agatha to see whether or not she was jesting, but Agatha didn’t strike her as the type of person to make such jokes.
 
   “Not that I mind being touched by my husband,” Agatha added.  “But he was trying to get me to do it in the carriage, and there’s no way that’s happening.”
 
   “Do it?  You mean…it?”
 
   She nodded as she buttered a roll.  “I might be willing to try some new things, but I don’t want to be in the middle of a passionate moment when the carriage hits a large hole in the road.  I don’t care what he thinks.  That would be very uncomfortable.”
 
   The carriage wasn’t the best place, but there was no way Paula would explain why she knew that.  “If Christopher puts up a fuss about it, just tell him the anticipation will make it even better when you finally do it in a place that’s more comfortable.”
 
   “I’ll have to remember that.” She gestured to the food in front of them.  “Won’t you have something to eat?”
 
   “I’m not hungry.” To her irritation, her stomach growled, betraying her.
 
   “You mean you don’t have an appetite?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Agatha finished her roll and wiped her mouth with her napkin before setting it back on her lap.  “I’m a private person.  If something bothers me, I tend to keep it inside.  So I understand if you would rather not talk about anything that’s bothering you.  But I want you to know that if you need to talk, I’m a good listener who can keep a secret.”
 
   Paula lowered her gaze to the napkin and ran her fingers along the edges of it.  While it was tempting to confide in a lady, it wouldn’t be fair to Perry.  He was the one she had to tell, and she wouldn’t shame him by telling another person.  “I can’t.”
 
   “All right.” With a sympathetic smile, she asked, “Is there anything you would like to discuss?”
 
   Relieved Agatha wasn’t going to press her for more information, she picked up her spoon and dipped it in the soup.  Maybe she could eat something light.  “Well…um…why did you and Christopher come here?”
 
   “That’s easy.  He wanted to see how things are going for you and Perry.  Don’t tell anyone, but I think Christopher sometimes misses him, even if he claimed that his cousin didn’t let him enjoy life enough.”
 
   Her lips curled up.  “I think Perry misses Christopher, too.”
 
   “They’re such an odd pair.  Perry is serious while Christopher’s whimsical.”
 
   “Perry is serious, but he doesn’t always seem to be that way.”
 
   “Oh, he isn’t, and Christopher isn’t always whimsical.” With a chuckle, she added, “When we got out of the carriage, Perry told Christopher he was glad to see us and gave Christopher a hug.  I almost burst out laughing but that would have only embarrassed Christopher so I managed to hold it in.  That was the first time I’ve seen Perry put Christopher off guard.  Usually, Christopher is the one who shocks Perry.”
 
   “It sounds like Perry’s figured out a way to not let Christopher bother him.”
 
   “I think you’re right.”
 
   Her tension easing, Paula tasted the soup.  Maybe tonight, she wouldn’t go to bed hungry.  But she still had to face Perry.  She had to do it before Stewart asked for the two-hundred pounds.  Perry had to say no because if he didn’t, Stewart would only keep coming back, and she owed it to Perry to make sure that never happened.  But first she’d eat.  Then she’d figure out what to do next.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
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   Christopher pulled Perry aside before they followed Stewart into the drawing room.  “You are aware that he’s not your friend?” He nodded toward Stewart who poured some brandy into his glass.
 
   “I’m well aware of that,” Perry whispered.
 
   “I mean, he doesn’t have your best interest in mind.”
 
   “Yes, I know.”
 
   “Then why is he here?”
 
   “Because I need to help Paula.”
 
   “With what?”
 
   “I don’t know yet.  Now, come in before he gets suspicious.” Perry used his cane to move the door open a little further then stepped into the room.  “Hopefully, the ladies will join us soon.”
 
   Stewart sat in a chair and let out a contented sigh.  “I’m not a lady, so I have no idea how long they take to do anything.”
 
   Christopher sat in another chair.  “But you have a sister.  Certainly, you had to wait for her at some point.”
 
   “Paula always did her thing and I did mine.”
 
   “Didn’t you eat your meals together?”
 
   “Most of the time, I didn’t eat at home.”
 
   Perry sat on the settee and glanced at the doorway.  If Paula chose to come down tonight, he’d like to sit beside her.
 
   “Are you saying you weren’t interested enough in your sister to want to share some meals with her?” Christopher asked.
 
   “Christopher,” Perry warned, still gripping his cane.  “It’s not our business what Stewart did with his time.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t mind the questions,” Stewart told Perry.  “When my mother died, I made it my duty to find Paula a suitable husband.  In doing so, I spent a lot of time talking to gentlemen to get an idea of who would make a good match.”
 
   “And you chose that repugnant Duke of Leavenshire?” Christopher asked.
 
   Noting the disgust in his cousin’s voice, Perry said, “That doesn’t matter at this point.  I married her.”
 
   “A fact which didn’t make Stewart happy at the time,” Christopher added.
 
   “Only because I wasn’t sure she’d be provided for,” Stewart said.  “I wanted to make sure that all of her needs were taken care of.”
 
   “Somehow I don’t believe—”
 
   “She married me and all of her needs are met,” Perry told Christopher.  “End of discussion.”
 
   Though Christopher gave a slight shake of his head, he remained silent, something Perry was thankful for.  So Christopher could keep his mouth shut if he tried.
 
   After an awkward silence, Perry asked his cousin, “How was your trip out here?”
 
   “Horrible,” Christopher replied.
 
   When he didn’t elaborate, he pressed, “Did your carriage get stuck?”
 
   “No.  That would have only been frustrating.”
 
   “Is the carriage in poor condition?  I don’t mind pitching in for a new one if Agatha had a rough ride.”
 
   “No, it’s nothing like that.  The carriage is fine.  Actually, it’s not worth discussing.  Can we talk about something else?”
 
   “It’s nice to know that when I’m not around, you complain about me,” Agatha said from the doorway.
 
   At once, Christopher jumped out of his chair and turned to her.  “My dear Agatha, I didn’t hear you.”
 
   “No, I venture not since our ride together was such a horrible experience.”
 
   He let out an uneasy laugh and glanced at Perry and Stewart.  “I didn’t say horrible.”
 
   “Really?  I distinctly recall hearing the word ‘horrible’ as I was coming down the hall.”
 
   With a groan, Christopher took her hand and pressed it to his heart.  “I wasn’t talking about you.  You are the shining star in my life, my very reason for waking up in the morning.”
 
   “As poetic as that sounds, Christopher,” Perry interjected when it occurred to him that his cousin was only going to dig himself further into a hole if he continued, “may I suggest that after a long day of traveling, you should get a good night’s sleep?  You can go to your old bedchamber.  I believe you know the way.”
 
   “Wonderful idea, Perry.” 
 
   As Christopher hauled an arguing Agatha down the hall, it suddenly dawned on him why Christopher had claimed the carriage ride was horrible.  He grimaced.  Had he known it had to do with his cousin’s primal urges, he would never have asked the question.
 
   “I suppose it’s just you and me again,” Stewart said.  “I feel lucky tonight.  I might be an actual challenge to you if we play chess.”
 
   With another glance at the doorway, Perry realized Paula wasn’t going to come down.  He had hoped with Christopher and Agatha here, she would feel comfortable enough to join them.  But that was moot since he made the stupid suggestion they go to bed early.  Had Christopher not been confronting Stewart so aggressively, he wouldn’t have thought of it.
 
   Forcing a polite smile, Perry rose to his feet.  “Are you sure you aren’t bored of the game yet?”
 
   Shaking his head, he stood up and sipped some brandy.  “No.  I could play the game all day and never get bored.”
 
   Perry doubted that.  And though he never thought it possible, he was beginning to tire of the game himself.  But since he suspected this was the evening Stewart would be asking him for money after hinting at it for a week, he figured a relaxing game of chess was in order.  “Follow me and we’ll see if you get closer to winning tonight.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Maybe eating dinner was a bad idea.  Even if Paula only ate soup and some bread, her stomach was heavy.  It was the impending conversation she needed to have with Perry that was responsible for it, not the food itself.  Knowing this did little to quell the wave of nausea that came over her as she opened her bedchamber door.  She swallowed and stepped into the hallway.
 
   She could do this.
 
   She had to do this.
 
   With a soft click, she shut the bedroom door and faced the stairs.  She closed her eyes and steeled her resolve.  She would find Perry and ask to speak with him alone.  She’d be discrete.  Whatever the outcome, she would not do anything to embarrass him.  She opened her eyes and wiped a tear from her cheek.  Maybe she could talk him into having the conversation in the dark.  The last thing she wanted was to see disappointment in his eyes when he realized she wasn’t the virgin he thought he married.
 
   Forcing her feet forward, she thought over all the ways she might tell him.  She struggled to find the best angle to go with, but no matter how she worded it, nothing sounded right.  She was just going to have to tell it as simply as possible and be done with it.  Her mother was right.  It was best to take the medicine fast and get it over with.
 
   When she made it to the bottom of the steps, she almost turned around and ran back up but reminded herself she needed to do this.  She proceeded down the hall, her slippers soft on the floor.  From the den, she heard familiar voices.  One was her brother’s.  The other voice was Perry’s.  Her steps slowed.  She swore the sudden beating in her heart was going to make her faint.
 
   Clasping her hands in front of her, she entered the room.  Neither gentleman noticed her.  Their attention was on the chessboard in front of them.  She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled.
 
   As she opened her mouth, Perry told Stewart, “I can give you two-hundred pounds.”
 
   “I know, it’s a lot to ask,” her brother replied, looking relieved, “and I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t absolutely necessary—”
 
   “It’s not necessary,” she blurted out before she had time to think.  This wasn’t how she planned her talk with Perry.  But when both gentlemen turned their gazes in her direction, she couldn’t undo her bold action.  With far more bravado than she felt, she stepped forward so they could get a better look at her in the candlelight.  “I can’t let you do it, Stewart.  It’s not right.” Ignoring the dark scowl on her brother’s face, she made eye contact with her husband.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “What is this about?” Perry asked as he retrieved his cane and stood up.
 
   “Paula,” her brother said, a slight warning underlying the pleasant tone in his voice.
 
   “No,” she told her brother.  “I’m going to tell him.” She paused.  “Everything.”
 
   “Don’t be a fool.”
 
   Perry approached her.  “Let her speak.”
 
   She glanced at her brother who narrowed his eyes.
 
   “Do you need to speak with me in private?” Perry asked in that all-too-familiar gentle way of his.
 
   She couldn’t look directly at him.  “No.  Stewart knows everything already.”
 
   “And you wish him to be here?”
 
   No, not really.  But she needed to expose him for the person he really was, and it was easier to do that if he was in the room.  She nodded.
 
   “Wait for just a moment.” Perry went to the door and shut it before he returned to her.  “What is it, Paula?”
 
   She had to do this.  There was no backing out.  “I…um…I’m not the person you think I am.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “She means she was Lord Holloway’s mistress before she met you,” Stewart snapped.
 
   Her cheeks warmed.  “I was never his mistress.”
 
   “But you slept with him without being his wife, and he gave you money.”
 
   “It wasn’t like that.  Exactly.” Unable to look at Perry, she focused on her hands.  “When I first met him, he came to the cottage my mother and I lived in because his carriage broke down and he and his coachman needed a place to rest.  As a way to thank us for our hospitality, he gave us some money.”
 
   “And he kept coming back to enjoy your bed,” Stewart growled.
 
   “Let her tell this,” Perry ordered.  In a softer tone, he said, “Go on.”
 
   “He found out about Stewart when he returned to London.  Stewart’s always had money.  Father was well-to-do.  Stewart was supposed to provide for Mother and me, but we barely had enough to live on.  Lord Holloway felt sorry for us.  He came out to give us extra money.  And,” she forced out, “in time, things of a more personal nature developed between us.  It happened so fast.  None of it was planned.”
 
   “So what happened?”
 
   “I didn’t have any money I could bring into a marriage so he married someone else.” She swallowed and blinked back her tears.  “I’m not proud of my past.  I wish I had come to you untouched by another gentleman.  You deserved that.”
 
   He set his cane by a nearby chair and closed the gap between them.  “Now it makes sense.  All those times you asked me if I loved you…”
 
   Cupping her face in his hands, he tilted her head up so she had to look at him.  Instead of the condemnation she expected to see in his eyes, she saw tenderness.  And it was that tenderness that made her break down and cry.  He pulled her into his arms and let her lean on his strength.
 
   Perry looked at her brother.  “I gather you threatened to tell me about Lord Holloway if she didn’t give you my inkwell and twenty pounds?”
 
   “It was fifty, but I sold my necklace to make up for thirty of it,” she spoke up, knowing full well her brother would never disclose the details.
 
   “I don’t need to stick around for this,” Stewart muttered as he jumped up.
 
   “No, you certainly don’t,” Perry replied, his voice uncharacteristically sharp.  He released her and limped over to him.  “I’ll have the butler see you and your coachman off within the hour.  And in case you think of using someone else in the same way you used Paula, I’m going to make sure all of London knows exactly what kind of gentleman you are.”
 
   “You don’t have that kind of influence.”
 
   “No, I don’t.  But I know someone who does.  Life is going to get awfully uncomfortable for you when you return home.” After Stewart stormed out of the room, he pulled the cord to call the butler.  “You don’t need to worry about him,” he told her.  “He won’t be causing problems for you anymore.”
 
   “You…you’re not disappointed in me?” she hesitantly asked.
 
   “No, I’m not disappointed.  Paula, I keep telling you that there’s nothing you can do that will make me stop loving you.”
 
   He collected her into his arms.  Relieved, she collapsed against him.  It was over.  Now she didn’t have her past overshadowing her life with him.  Finally, she was free.  Truly and completely free.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   After Stewart left the manor, Perry was exhausted.  The day had been a long and trying one, but it was over and Stewart would no longer be a problem.  He had expected Stewart to reveal something, but it had been Paula who broke under the strain of the past week and told him the truth.  And in so doing, he saw just how much her past tormented her.  The last thing she needed was more condemnation.  What she needed most was to put the past behind her and proceed into the future with a fresh start.
 
   “I’m sorry I put you through this past week,” he whispered as he led her to her bedchamber.
 
   “You didn’t put me through anything.  I did it to myself by letting my brother control me.”
 
   “You were scared.  No one can blame you for what you did.”
 
   They stepped into her bedchamber, and she turned to face him.  “Perry, I tried to get the inkwell back but he wouldn’t let me and then I paid someone to make another one just like it—”
 
   He closed the gap between them and pressed his fingers to her lips.  “The past is the past.  You can’t change it.  And to be honest, I’m not interested in your past.  I’m interested in your future.”
 
   She clasped her hand around his and kissed his fingers.  “You have my future, Perry.  There’ll never be anyone but you.”
 
   “I know.  And I won’t have anyone but you either.”
 
   He leaned forward and kissed her.  After they undressed, he thought he’d do something playful and picked her up in his arms.  As he hoped, she giggled in delight.  The mood lightened considerably, something that was a great relief after the strain of the past week.  Grinning, he carried her to the bed, hardly noticing his limp as he did so.  It was funny how he used to be so self-conscious about it, but when he was with her, it was like he didn’t have one.  She accepted him—all of him.  He didn’t have to be someone else when he was with her.  He could be who he was, flaws and all.  And better yet, now she was free to be herself as well.
 
   When he settled beside her on the bed, he took a moment to inspect her in the candlelight.  “You’re beautiful,” he whispered, venturing to trace her soft skin with his fingertips, starting at the base of her neck then settling over one of her breasts.
 
   Her gaze met his and she rubbed his back in gentle circular motions.  “Make love to me, Perry,” she whispered.
 
   He leaned forward and kissed her.  She responded to him, parting her lips to accept him into her mouth.  His fingers resumed their exploration of her breasts, first spending time on one then going to the other.  She seemed to especially like it when he traced the area around her nipples until they grew hard.  On impulse, he lightly squeezed her nipple which made her moan.
 
   “You like that?” he asked, his voice soft in the quiet room.
 
   “I like everything you do,” she replied.
 
   “But I might not be good at what I’m doing.” He hadn’t meant to voice that thought aloud, but it slipped out and immediately, he wished he could take it back.  There was nothing that said inadequate like a gentleman who said such a statement.
 
   She shifted so that she could face him.  “There’s a difference between making love to a lady and having a meaningless dalliance with her in bed.  You make love to me.”
 
   Considering her experience with Lord Holloway, he had no doubt she was right.
 
   She cupped the back of his neck and pulled him to her so that his mouth met hers.  Relaxing, he decided he wouldn’t stress the book so much.  Sure, it had given him some ideas of what he could do, but in the end, what mattered most was that she knew that this act meant everything to him.  He wasn’t going to run off and leave her.  He was going to remain with her.  She was the only lady he’d take to bed, and that was really what she longed for.
 
   When their kiss ended, he brought his mouth to her nipple and traced it with his tongue.  He was rewarded with a contented sigh.  He continued to caress her breasts, taking his time to fully enjoy her.
 
   At one point, she guided his hand to the dark curls between her legs.  “I need you to touch me here,” she whispered, slightly out of breath.
 
   She slid two of his fingers into her and moved his thumb so that it was over a small nub.  She proceeded to demonstrate how he could best increase her pleasure by rubbing her nub in circular motions.  Then she rocked her hips in a gentle rhythm.  It didn’t occur to him right away that the book had suggested this very thing.  As much as it pained him, he supposed he should have read the thing sooner…though he’d never let Christopher know that.
 
   Recalling something else the book suggested, he moved lower down her body and repositioned himself so that his mouth was over her sensitive nub.  The book had claimed that either his hand or his tongue was sufficient for maximizing a lady’s pleasure, but he was now curious about the difference and was rewarded with a sharp gasp when his tongue touched that part of her.  As he continued his ministrations, her moaning grew louder and her fingers dug into his shoulders.
 
   Something he hadn’t anticipated was how arousing the whole thing would be, for either one of them.  There was a sense of euphoria in bringing her closer to sexual release.  And before long, she stilled and cried out his name.  Her body clenched around his fingers, pulling them further in.  When she relaxed, he got up and crawled on top of her, pleased to note the look of contentment on her face.
 
   He lowered his head and kissed her.  She let out a soft sigh then wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer to her.  He entered her and she rocked her hips once more, this time not as impatient as before.  He wanted to prolong this experience.  He’d taken her to completion and even now her body clenched around him from the effects of it.
 
   He hoped to give her sexual fulfillment every time they came together in the future.  While he believed that she was completely satisfied up to now, there was a certain empowerment in knowing he could take it a step further.
 
   When he found his release, he held her close, murmuring her name and kissing her neck.  Few things were as wonderful as being wrapped in her embrace.  He remained with her for a long time, content to continue kissing her, loving how intimately they were connected.
 
   Eventually, he settled next to her and pulled up the blanket to their shoulders before gathering her into his arms.  Resting his cheek on her head, he closed his eyes and smiled.  If anyone had told him how perfect his life would become, he wouldn’t have believed it.  But there was no denying how much better off he was because Paula was in his life.  And that was something he’d never take for granted.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next morning before Paula woke up, Perry got dressed and went to the drawing room to see if Christopher or Agatha were up yet.  When he found Christopher reading a book with a cup of hot tea and a tart on the table next to him, he sat across from him.  “You’re reading a book.  Let me guess.  It’s either about pleasuring a lady or ways you can upset gentlemen at White’s.”
 
   His cousin didn’t bother glancing up at him.  “It’s a shame when people think they’re funny but they really aren’t.  I mean, do you tell them the truth or humor them and laugh?”
 
   “Humor them and laugh, of course.”
 
   “Ha ha.”
 
   Not to be deterred by his sarcasm, Perry leaned forward and saw the title.  “Gothic horror?  You’re still reading those?”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   After a moment, Perry leaned back in his chair.  “I have a favor to ask of you.”
 
   Christopher sipped his tea then looked up at him.  “What favor is that?”
 
   “I want you to ask Agatha to mention Stewart’s tendency to manipulate people in order to rob them of their wealth.  It doesn’t have to be worded exactly that way, but make sure people understand he’s greedy and has no problems using people to his advantage.”
 
   “What good is telling Agatha this going to do?”
 
   “She needs to put it in the Tittletattle.”
 
   Christopher, who was about to take another sip, dropped the cup and tea poured out all over the rug.
 
   “What’s gotten into you?” he asked as he grabbed a cloth napkin to soak up the spill.  “I can’t remember ever seeing you so clumsy.”
 
   “How do you know Agatha works at the Tittletattle?”
 
   Perry grinned.  “You honestly don’t give me enough credit.  Out of all the gentlemen at White’s, you were the only one who would find out about the wager between Lord Pennella and Lord Davenport, and more than that, your engagement to Agatha happened right after the thing was exposed in the Tittletattle.  I might be many things, Christopher, but I’m not stupid.” Though, to be fair, he hadn’t figured it out right away.
 
   “I suppose not.”
 
   “There was no other way someone as lovely as Agatha would marry you unless she was afraid you’d expose her secret to the world.”
 
   “Wait a minute.” He straightened in his chair, looking as indignant as he had at any of the times in the past when Perry caught onto what he was doing.  “Are you saying that I’m not good enough for her?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m saying.  But,” he patted his shoulder, “since you are an expert in pleasuring a lady, I’m sure she’s found a way to be content with her lot in life.  As for my wife…  She’ll just have to be content with intelligence, good looks and wealth.  Though, she did ask me to come right back to her bed after I talked to you, so I better get going.  I don’t want to make her wait for me longer than she’s able to bear.”
 
   He gathered his cane, his smile growing wider as Christopher tried in vain to come up with a clever comeback.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You look happier today,” Agatha greeted as Paula came into the drawing room early that afternoon.
 
   Heat rose to her cheeks.  She probably should have come down sooner, but Perry had distracted her during that morning…twice.  Then there was the long and relaxing bath.  It had been such a wonderful morning, the kind prompted by the newfound freedom she was now enjoying.  No more secrets.  No more lies.  Just blissful intimacy with the gentleman she loved.
 
   Agatha chuckled and waved her to the settee where she was sitting.  “Come on over and have some tea and scones.  You didn’t have breakfast and you ate so little last night.  You must be famished.”
 
   “Actually, I am hungry,” Paula admitted as she sat next to her.
 
   “Perry will feel better when he knows you’re eating properly.” 
 
   “He was worried about whether or not I was eating?”
 
   “He asked me to go to your bedchamber and make sure you ate something last evening.”
 
   “Did he?”
 
   “Yes.  He loves you.  The poor gentleman wants nothing more than to dote on you.” Handing her a cup of tea and a scone, Agatha added, “You’re worth doting on.  You see him for who he really is and better yet, you appreciate him.  There’s nothing he’d deny you.”
 
   “There’s nothing I’d deny him either.”
 
   “Good.  Then make sure you eat.”
 
   Paula laughed then quickly obeyed her.  She had no idea Perry fussed over her so much, but it was wonderful that he did.  “Where are our husbands?”
 
   “Oh, they’re out riding their horses.  You won’t believe it, but Christopher is at a loss for words for the first time since I met him.  Perry’s been winning the battle of wits with him and Christopher doesn’t know how to handle it.”
 
   “I’m sure he’ll figure it out.”
 
   “In due time, I’m sure he will, but something tells me Perry won’t be so easily horrified by anything Christopher says again.”
 
   Paula finished her scone and tea.  “I’m sure Christopher will live with it.”
 
   “He will.  If there’s one thing he knows how to do, it’s adapt to change.”
 
   The front door opened and as soon as she recognized Perry’s voice, Paula jumped off the settee and hurried down the hallway.  Before waiting for him to greet her, she flung her arms around his neck and kissed him.  “I missed you.”
 
   Christopher glanced at Agatha.  “Why don’t you greet me that way when I come home?”
 
   “Give me a reason to and I will,” Agatha shot back, a teasing gleam in her eye.
 
   “My dear Agatha, you get more and more beautiful every day,” he replied.
 
   She walked over to him and kissed his cheek.
 
   “That’s it?” he asked.  “Has the passion already left our marriage?”
 
   “I think you need to read a certain book again,” Perry told him, jabbing him playfully with his cane.
 
   Christopher groaned.
 
   “What book is he referring to?” Agatha asked, her eyebrows raised in interest.
 
   “Oh, nothing important,” he quickly replied.  “So when is it time to eat?  I worked up an appetite out there.”
 
   “Lunch will be in an hour,” Perry said and gave Paula a kiss.  “I hope you’ll be able to eat more than you did yesterday.”
 
   “She already ate a scone,” Agatha spoke up on her behalf.
 
   “And I’ll be hungry enough to eat lunch,” she assured her husband.
 
   “Good.” He kissed her again then released her.  “I need to change out of these riding clothes then take a bath.”
 
   “Don’t be too long,” Paula said.  “I miss you when you’re not with me.”
 
   “You can come with me.”
 
   She glanced at Agatha and Christopher.  “I don’t know.  We have company.”
 
   He turned to them.  “We’ll meet you in the drawing room in an hour.” Before Paula could respond, he slipped his arm around hers and led her to the stairs.
 
   Barely within her hearing, Christopher told Agatha, “I had no idea my cousin had such a wild streak in him.”
 
   To which Agatha replied, “Well, you hoped Paula would loosen him up and you got your wish.”
 
   Perry winked at Paula and continued leading her up the stairs.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
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   Two years later
 
    
 
   Paula gave a final push and the doctor told her the baby was out.  Exhausted, she collapsed on the pillows behind her, glad the ordeal was over.  When she heard the baby let out a strong wail, she peered around her monthly nurse as the doctor wiped the baby’s face with a clean cloth.
 
   “Congratulations, my lady,” the doctor called out over the baby’s cries.  “You have a healthy baby boy.”
 
   Laughing, Paula accepted the nurse’s help as she brought her up into a sitting position and fluffed the pillows behind her.  “A boy?”
 
   “And he’s a strong one,” the doctor said.  “He keeps kicking his blanket off.”
 
   “I’ll get him swaddled up for you,” the nurse told her before she took the child and wrapped him tightly in his blanket.
 
   Eager to hold her son, Paula stretched her arms out and brought him to her bosom.  He wiggled against her for a moment then settled down and let out a contented sigh.  Tears filled her eyes as she examined him.  He was so tiny.  And perfect.
 
   The nurse patted her on the shoulder.  “I’ll let the father know he has an heir.”
 
   She nodded her thanks then turned her attention back to her son.  Her son!  She hadn’t been sure she could conceive, given that her time with Daniel hadn’t resulted in a child.  But early that year, she had discovered she was with child, and here she was just two days away from Christmas and she was holding her son.
 
   “You did fine, Lady Clement,” the doctor said, turning his attention to taking care of the afterbirth.  “Your husband will be pleased.”
 
   Yes, he would.  Though Paula knew he would have been happy with a girl, she was glad she could give him an heir.  Curious about her son, she pulled back the blanket and inspected his little fingers that were clenched.  He let out a yawn and opened one of his hands so she reached out to touch his palm.  He curled his fingers around her forefinger.  Chuckling, she whispered, “You are strong.”
 
   She continued to hold and speak to him in low, soothing tones until the doctor was finished.  “You and your son are doing well.  I’m happy to say you had a good birth and should have no problems having more children in the future,” he said.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I’ll tell Lord Clement it’s safe to come in.”
 
   The monthly nurse returned just as the doctor left and smiled at her.  “I’ll get him cleaned up for you, my lady.”
 
   Though it was hard to part with him so soon, she handed the baby to her and watched while she gave him a quick bath, surprised he should cry.
 
   “It’s nothing to be alarmed about,” the nurse assured her.  “Babies don’t like the cold air.  They spent nine months in a very warm place.”
 
   A gentle rapping on the door brought Paula’s attention to Perry who stood at the doorway.  Her smile widening, she motioned for him to join her.  “You have a son.” She couldn’t resist saying it, even though she already knew the nurse had told him the good news.
 
   “Now I can tell Christopher he doesn’t have to feel guilty for having a daughter,” he replied, his tone light as he came over to her and settled next to her on the bed.
 
   “He can have all girls if he so desires.  The pressure to pass on a title to an heir is no longer going to burden him down,” she quipped, recalling the way he responded when Perry had teased him about not having a boy three months earlier.
 
   “I’m sure he’ll be relieved.”
 
   Giggling, she turned back to the nurse who came over with her son.  “Unless you need me for anything else, I’ll give you a few minutes alone,” the nurse said.
 
   “We’ll be fine,” Paula replied then waited until she and Perry were alone before she spoke again.  “What do you want to name him?”
 
   A smile crossed his face.  “I’d like to name him Anthony, if that’s all right with you.”
 
   “Anthony’s a good name.  You want to hold him?”
 
   “I don’t know.  He looks so small.”
 
   “You won’t hurt him.  Come on.  Hold out your arms.”
 
   Despite the slight unease in his expression, he obeyed and gingerly held his son.  “He barely weighs anything.”
 
   “I know, and that’s surprising since he felt huge in my womb.”
 
   “Will you miss carrying him?  You often mentioned how much you enjoyed it when you could feel him kick.”
 
   “I’ll miss that part of it, but I love seeing you with him.  You’ll be a wonderful father, Perry.  You can teach him everything you know about chess and horses.”
 
   “And we’ll take him for walks in Hyde Park and to the gazebo.”
 
   “Do you really enjoy walking?”
 
   “I do but only because I’m with you.  I wouldn’t feel comfortable doing it otherwise.”
 
   She kissed his cheek and settled her head on his shoulder.  “You needn’t—”
 
   “I know, I know.  I shouldn’t worry so much about what others think.”
 
   “I understand.  It’s easier said than done.” She traced her finger along their son’s nose and cheeks.  “Why did you pick the name Anthony?”
 
   “It’s Nate’s middle name.”
 
   “Is it?”
 
   He nodded.  “I could have named him Nathaniel, I suppose, but I prefer Anthony.”
 
   “It’s a fine name and will serve him well in the years to come.”
 
   “Next time we have a child, you can choose the name.”
 
   “You’re very sweet, Perry.” She gave him another kiss.  “I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too.  Thank you for making my life complete.”
 
   With a contented smile, she returned her gaze to their son, thinking of all the good things waiting for them in their future.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Other Books in the Marriage by Scandal Series
 
    
 
   The Earl’s Inconvenient Wife: Book 1
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   Nathaniel Buford, Earl of Roderick, doesn't want a wife, but his brother died, passing on the title of earl to him. Now he is bound by duty to get an heir. Unfortunately, to get the heir, he must find a wife. As luck would have it, he gets caught in a scandalous situation not of his doing, and the next thing he knows, he's married...and to a lady whose family is reported to desire money above all else. 
 
    
 
   Miss Claire Lowell wanted to get married. But she never intended to marry a gentleman who felt trapped into it, and she certainly never thought her family would have a hand in the scandal that forced Lord Roderick's hand in marriage. Can love find a way to thrive under such conditions or will her father's eagerness to see her married off to an earl condemn her to a loveless marriage?
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   A Most Unsuitable Earl: Book 2
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   Ethan Silverton, the Lord of Edon, is very content with his life. He’s carefully sculpted it so that everyone thinks he’s a notorious rake. For years, he’s worked hard to build his reputation to secure his place as the most undesirable bachelor in London. And it’s worked. No decent lady will have him. 
 
    
 
   But one simple error in judgment has just sealed his fate. His intention was to dissuade a horrid mother from matching him up with her equally horrid daughter. Seeing no one but Lady Catherine without a dance partner, he tells a lie. He approaches Lady Catherine as if they are betrothed, and the ploy works. The horrid mother and her daughter abandon their pursuit of him. 
 
    
 
   But Ethan’s mother spies his ploy and is so relieved that she’s found a way to marry him to a reputable young lady that she tells everyone of their engagement. To his horror, word spreads and it’s his duty to see the lie through. This is the worst thing that can happen, and no one but his mother is happy about it. Not Lady Catherine. Not her doting father. Not even Ethan. But his mother is sure it’ll all work out…eventually.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   His Reluctant Lady: Book 3
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   Will she choose marriage to avoid a scandal?
 
    
 
   From the moment Mister Christopher Robinson meets Lady Richfield at a ball, he wants to marry her. But Agatha Lyons has no desire to enslave herself to another cruel husband. She’s very happy as a widow and is determined to stay that way. Unfortunately, she is hiding a secret, and if it's discovered, it could ruin her reputation. 
 
    
 
   When a little slip exposes this secret, Mister Robinson sees his chance and makes her a deal: marry him or risk scandal. Will she keep her independence as a wealthy widow or will she succumb to a second husband who not only threatens to ignite her dormant passions but makes her want to give up her heart as well?


 
   
 
  




 
   Also Available as a Standalone Regency…
 
    
 
   Her Counterfeit Husband
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   The Duchess of Watkins' husband just died, and her unscrupulous brother-in-law is ready to step in as the Duke of Watkins. In desperation, the duchess enlists the help of the butler, and the two agree to quietly bury her husband and pretend he's still alive. It will be a secret they will take to their graves. 
 
    
 
   After burying him in a forest, they come across a gentleman who has been beaten and left for dead. And this gentleman happens to look exactly like her husband. Seeing this as the answer to their prayers, they take him home in hopes he'll agree to be the new Duke of Watkins. There's only one problem. When he wakes up, he doesn't remember who he is. 
 
    
 
   Dare they replace her husband with a counterfeit? And if they do, what consequences will come as a result of their lie?
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