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			He’s her ticket into high society...

			Banking heiress Ursula Nunes has lived her life on the fringes of Philadelphia’s upper class. Her Jewish heritage means she’s never quite been welcomed by society’s elite...and her quick temper has never helped, either. 

			A faux engagement to the scion of the mid-Atlantic’s most storied family might work to repair her rumpled reputation and gain her entrée to the life she thinks she wants...if she can ignore the way her “betrothed” makes her feel warm all over and stay focused on her goal. 

			She’s his ticket out...

			Former libertine John Thaddeus “Jay” Truitt is hardly the man to teach innocent women about propriety. Luckily, high society has little to do with being proper and everything to do with identifying your foe’s temptation—an art form Jay mastered long ago. A broken engagement will give him the perfect excuse to run off to Europe and a life of indulgence. 

			But when the game turns too personal, all bets are off...

			One-click with confidence. This title is part of the Carina Press Romance Promise: all the romance you’re looking for with an HEA/HFN. It’s a promise!
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			In loving memory of Myra Lee Grossman (1931–2012). You’re still the first person I want to call if anything happens, good or bad, and I know, somehow, some way, you’re celebrating this with me. Both Ursula and I hope that we can grow up to be as fabulous as you someday.
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			Chapter One

			June 1841, Centerville, Delaware

			Throw one chair when you’re eleven and you’re a pariah for life.

			Ursula ran her finger along the edge of the gilt-wood console table in the Truitts’ vestibule, alone. The music and conversation of the rollicking party in the adjoining rooms wafted through the empty space.

			Her presence at the soirée was secured out of obligation—humiliating, but at least being the sole child of a banking baron provided some benefits. Loans were hard to come by in this economy, especially in Delaware, so if the husbands had any say in the guest list, the Nunes name was etched on an invitation.

			Bollocks. Her father always complained that parties were frivolous and boring, but if she wanted to see Hugo, this was the place to be. It was time for him to propose. True, the season had hardly begun, but if he did as promised, the night’s outing wouldn’t be a complete waste.

			Her chin steady, she ascended the hosts’ grand double staircase. Almost as impressive as the one in her father’s house, though a bit old-fashioned.

			She shoved a crème puff into her mouth to ease her rumbling stomach. Perhaps she should take one more gander at the refreshment table and swipe a few more treats. Last time they’d served the most delicious baked apples, and pound cake with sugared berries, and fruit dipped in chocolate. She closed her eyes at the memory.

			Chocolate. Ambrosia had nothing on chocolate. With strawberries. Divine. Later—Hugo first, sweets later.

			Marriage was the only prudent course of action. He was her best friend, and she was his, and if they didn’t marry each other, they’d have to marry strangers. Or, worse, no one would marry her and when her father died she’d be all alone. Besides, they had a pact.

			She hitched her skirts and crept into the upstairs hall.

			Hugo Middleton’s familiar form slumped so low he covered more chair rail than wall. His shoulder rested against a portrait of some long-dead Truitt ancestor. The frame was already crooked. She’d have to fix that before they left.

			She tapped his shoulder. No need to beat around the bush. It was time. If he did it now people would congratulate her, act friendly towards her, smile at her, pretend she belonged so for once, she didn’t have to tiptoe over glass. “Are you going to talk to my father tonight or tomorrow?”

			“Ursula.” Hugo stuttered her name, his pale eyes wide.

			She blinked. Was that displeasure on his face? Unlike everyone else, Hugo was never unhappy to see her. Unease scalded her stomach. “You need to ask him. It’s time.”

			“Now, Ursula, you know I adore you, have always adored you, and if there was any possible way...” The stuttering increased as he grasped her hand.

			Clammy. She wrinkled her nose but stifled her distaste. She’d buy him some talc.

			He began again. “My family’s business has had some setbacks. The Middleton fortune and name aren’t what they once were. My parents are in a bit of financial trouble.”

			The man had to be joking. Money? This was about money? Money was easy. She could dance in relief. Money was what the Nuneses did best. The whispered criticisms involved them having too much, not too little.

			“Hugo, my family is the wealthiest in Delaware. Our Dutch and British holdings can charge whatever interest we desire, and my father will do anything I want so we could help your parents, purchase Middleton Carriers. My father’s always looking to expand, and...”

			She bit her lip. Should she say it? Would it be rude? Her father said marriage required trust and honesty. And Hugo loved his own parents so he’d want the truth. Ursula fiddled with the emerald-eyed lion’s head on her bracelet, one of her mother’s favorites. “Now I don’t want to appear forward or ill-mannered or what have you, but Middleton’s model is outdated. Have you looked at rail transport? The steam engine is the way of the future.”

			Hugo mopped his brow. The man could certainly sweat. Not his most becoming quality, but no one was perfect—she was far from it, no matter how hard she worked. Besides, Hugo was close to ideal, at least for her. He never mocked her, was kind to her animals, never told her how frizzled her hair was or that her gowns weren’t the right color or cut. Besides her father, Hugo was the only person who let her breathe.

			“We can’t. I know we had plans for our mutual protection, but my parents forbid it. I’m sorry. It’s not just the business, it’s my father. He wants—needs, really—a judgeship, a Federal one—a circuit court one. We’re going to Philadelphia. My parents need me to marry someone who...” Hugo mumbled the end of his sentence into his sleeve.

			Her heart galloped away, dragging all hopes of surviving adulthood with it.

			What did she do wrong this time? Was it the chair again? Or the chafing dish? She’d tried so hard. She’d behaved. She’d followed most of the rules too. And who could remember what words were impolite or how to fold one’s napkin anyway? What more could people want? Her throat was tight as if she’d swallowed an entire biscuit—one made of lead.

			“Someone who what?” Was that a catch in her voice? Blazes, Nuneses didn’t cry. Even when they lost. Crying was weakness and people in her circle filleted the weak for breakfast.

			“Ursula, I’m sorry. I really am. I adore you. You’re still the only woman I’d ever want to marry.” He fumbled with his cuff. “But your father is, well, not Christian.”

			Bollocks, double bollocks, and blast.

			Why did that have to be such an issue? It didn’t matter. It shouldn’t matter. Why was her money good enough, but not her? She clenched her fists, her nails biting into her skin.

			She could convince him. No one could argue like she could. That’s what her father said, and her father was always right, except when he said no to her, which was almost never.

			She straightened her shoulders.

			“You’d never notice. We never spend time with other Jews. I mean, we live in Delaware.” She shook as she spoke, unable to halt her mouth or body. Curls spilled loose from their holdings and flopped in her face. “We see family, I suppose, but rarely. My father takes me to parties and the opera, not synagogue or church. We’re too amusing for that. And we pray before most people wake. You could sleep through it.”

			She knit her fingers. It made sense. She and Hugo made sense. Wasn’t that enough?

			“Ursula, I can’t, I just really can’t.” Hugo’s eyes darted in her direction one last time as he fled down the stairs, his coattails flapping, before the sob-like gasp escaped her lips.

			 

			Jay Truitt leaned against the doorframe and downed the remainder of a glass of champagne, his third, not enough to sleep, but enough to loosen the garrote around his gut. The air was thick as tar in his parents’ house.

			The vest was a mistake. He tugged at the garment. At least he wasn’t old and stiff and in need of a corset like half his friends.

			Why did his mother invite him home anyway? He was a failure. The woman’s two-month experiment was pointless. He might as well leave instead of waiting around for his father to take charge. Jay gulped. No way he’d survive the man’s “cure” again.

			He patted under every surface in the second-floor guest room for the third time. He could’ve sworn he’d hidden a stash behind the mirror. Dash it. This is what his parents wrought. Two years he’d held himself together, but the moment he returned home a single craving ensorcelled his senses—too many people, too many rules, too many memories.

			At least his perch permitted him a front row seat to a rather stimulating conversation and confirmation he wasn’t the only miserable guest. Bravo. He should toast the unfortunate couple.

			Poor, poor Hugo. He and Ursula Nunes would never work. The Middleton name, though old as his own, lacked cachet and finances. The family’s holdings were decimated when the American banks crashed and the Middletons lacked the political pull for Hugo’s father’s ambitions. His own father, the fourth John Thaddeus Truitt, gossiped about the whole affair the other night. Perhaps he should’ve listened harder.

			Or not. The Middletons and their problems were dull—Delaware dull.

			The lady in question was another matter. How old was she again? Twenty, twenty-one? She couldn’t have been more than fourteen the last time she’d been in his house for a party.

			Ursula Nunes was all grown-up now. Big blue eyes, thick lashes, cascading blonde curls, adorable pert mouth, any fetching feature one could want. Her jaw and brow were a bit wide, but no one was perfect.

			Besides, what made little Miss Nunes interesting and, more, delicious—was her figure, on complete display in a snug-bodice gown cut to show her shoulders, collarbone and much more. Like her impressive décolletage—two crème puffs set atop a flute of plum wine. A bit much for some people’s taste, but only the boring frowned upon excess.

			Her lack of interest in anyone else’s money or status was a bit refreshing, actually, as was her confidence. But for Hugo? Poor, poor Hugo. She’d never do, unless the man aimed for a heart attack and early grave. Everyone in Delaware knew the Middletons were so stodgy Puritans appeared hedonistic by comparison.

			Jay clasped both hands over his mouth to muffle his laughter. All he could picture was the pushy blonde next to Hugo at Lower Brandywine Presbyterian Church in scarlet or something equally inappropriate. She’d probably critique the Gospel.

			Loudly.

			He peered out the cracked guest room door. Her looks really were a waste. If she’d been fortunate, she’d have been born docile-but-plain or at least a sedate pretty. Society rewarded conformity. The woman was doomed. Ursula Nunes was a four-time deviant. Her Jewishness, her wealth, her near-aggressive beauty, and her charm—or lack thereof—made her almost hopeless.

			Jay paused as she wrapped her arms tighter around her body, clutching her elbows. Her shoulders shook, but she made no sound.

			“What to do, what to do?” She repeated the phrase as she stalked back and forth between the bannister and the wall, half muttering, half projecting.

			He blinked. Good lord, she was bouncing. The puffed sleeves slid down from her slender shoulders. Jay swallowed. It’d been too long. Way too long. Why had he sworn off women again? Whomever decided that their collars should lay beneath their shoulders should be elected president, or better, be given his own riverboat.

			“Philadelphia. I have to get to Philadelphia. If I can talk to his parents, I’ll make them understand. They’ll have to let us marry if I argue it right. I just need to get into the parties. How hard can that really be?” She nibbled on her fingernails, diluting her attractiveness a smidge.

			He held his breath to fight his raging case of the snickers.

			The woman was delusional, but intriguing. Not even her father with all his money would be able to secure the right invitations outside of Wilmington.

			And arguing her position to Hugo’s parents? Yes, a perfect way to display her social aptitude. Jay swallowed his chortle. If Ursula Nunes thought she could convince those self-important snobs of anything, she was the one who belonged in an asylum. Not him.

			He cracked the door open a touch more. Her eyelashes were wet, but her cheeks remained dry. Most people, not just women, would’ve withered in her shoes, and yet she still fought. Fascinating.

			An idea formed—a terrible, awful, wonderful idea.

			His mother’s words echoed in his head.

			You’re more than you think, Jay. All you need is a bit of stability, perhaps a wife. Come home. If you can show your father you’ve changed, he’ll trust you and we can be a family again.

			As if his father would ever trust him. The man found fault with the tone of his cry when he emerged from the womb. As for a wife—he was never doing that again. If his mother only knew...

			Jay inhaled through his nose. If the scheme turned out, perhaps his parents would leave him alone. As for Miss Nunes, well, he’d do his best. Maybe he could give her a few pointers.

			He squinted through the crack. Was she still muttering nonsense to herself? More than a few pointers. Not the worst occupation for his mind.

			Even if he couldn’t fix her, watching her and Hugo’s drama would be decent distraction for the next two months. He glanced back at the mirror. If he wasn’t in his father’s house there’d be less temptation.

			Yes, the next moments held quite a bit of promise. He just had to execute. Time to turn on the charm—to be the old Jay, the one who collected multiple garters at every party—one last time.

			Glass in hand, he swung the door open until it cracked against the wall. Ursula jumped. He centered himself in the doorway and settled into a lean.

			“Good evening, Miss Nunes.” He lifted the flute in her direction. “You probably don’t remember me. I’m Jay. This is my parents’ house and I have a proposal for you.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			Had he been listening the entire time? Ursula’s cheeks burned. Jay, Jay Truitt. John was his real name, wasn’t it? John Thaddeus-the-something, like his father. He hadn’t been home in years.

			There was gossip about him, and not the good kind. She frowned. Something about him being a drunkard? He was certainly staring at her with a particularly foolish grin—probably with a devastating quip at her expense right on the tip of his tongue. As if she needed that. The backs of her eyes ached.

			Time to get rid of him.

			“I don’t do business with intoxicated individuals.” She pointed at his empty glass in case he couldn’t understand.

			School. That was the bent of the rumors. Well, actually, schools. Plural. He’d been kicked out of multiple schools, quite the feat for someone with the Truitt name and legacy.

			Wasteful miscreant.

			“I’m not drunk.” He lifted the glass, jiggling it. “I’ve had two of these, maybe three.”

			He hiccupped.

			Typical.

			Society was a mystery. This man was celebrated while she, and her mother before her, were ostracized over a few too many beads and some innocuous verbal stumbles?

			“I can handle three. I’m not a small man.” As if to emphasize his point, he straightened his back and stepped towards her.

			No, he wasn’t small. She was a decent height herself, yet he was at least a head taller and in the chandelier light, much more handsome than he’d been when they’d last crossed paths. His chestnut hair, full and thick, was shorter than fashionable and without sideburns.

			Not lean, not bulky, Jay was just, well, large, like a Great Dane. With a wolf’s attitude. He certainly was no Saint Bernard bent on rescuing innocents, though who’d rescue her?

			Ursula swallowed. His eyes were something else. What color were they? Green, brown, gray, all three? A fascinating mixture.

			“Still, it just wouldn’t be fair.” She hugged herself. Maybe she’d shrink herself down to nothing and he’d leave her be.

			His smirk deepened. Perhaps not. She gulped.

			“What wouldn’t be fair?” One long stride and he was mere feet away.

			Do not be intimidated, Ursula, do not be intimidated.

			“Taking advantage of a poor drunkard.” She brushed past him, her sleeve grazing the brass leaves at the bottom of a sconce.

			Her lungs pumped her ribs against her corset boning. She needed to find her father. She’d convince him to take her to Philadelphia. He’d get her into the parties. Money was money. Everyone had a price. Where to stay, that was another matter. No, she was getting ahead of herself. First thing was to get rid of Jay Truitt.

			The last thing she needed was to be humiliated by some smug, spoiled profligate. His type adored her for “pranks.” She couldn’t stomach another “accidental” spill down her bosom or wine in her hair after what happened with Hugo.

			And the metal biscuit was back, cutting off her air, along with a burning behind her eyes.

			Think Ursula, think.

			She grasped for a barb from the gossip she could hurl to repel him. “Isn’t that why you were asked to leave, where was it, Harvard? And then Yale?”

			Jay strolled over and leaned against the railing, his body so close the wool of his frock coat kissed the silk of her sleeve.

			“My parents would’ve preferred that.” He stretched his arms above his head in the most undignified manner possible. “Harvard’s dean didn’t appreciate my friendship with his daughter, and Yale’s with his niece. Fortunately, Brown’s dean was an only child with sons. To be fair, my marks weren’t anything to write home about either.”

			Jay’s arm brushed against hers again and she shivered.

			When she caught his eye, he cocked his head as if he dared her to react, to move away, or worse, move closer. Like she’d give him either satisfaction.

			“It’s a wonder you even have a degree.” Ursula scrunched her nose. “So, a dullard, not a drunkard, and libertine to boot. I’m not sure if that’s an improvement.”

			“Have you been conversing with my father?”

			He raised an eyebrow and dared to wink at her like she was some barmaid. Why did people toy with her so much? Why couldn’t they leave her be? It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t.

			“I like to argue I’m just a bit of an underachiever,” he added.

			“Either way, I don’t think you have anything of value to offer me, Mr. Truitt, and I believe any negotiation would put you at a deep and unfair disadvantage. I try to be very careful with those who aren’t as blessed as I am in certain departments.”

			She clutched at her gown. Good lord, she was sweating worse than Hugo.

			Jay placed the glass on the floor. He shook his shoulders and spine, like a peacock fanning his tail. He was only inches from her so the rise and fall of his chest was visible. A faint scent—almost like cloves mixed with wood and a trace of sweetness, but tart, like cherries—flit towards her. She’d have bet on alcohol. There was a hint of liquor, maybe whiskey, but not overpowering nor even unpleasant. The look he gave her though, was another story—a squirm-inducing other story.

			“You are certainly well-endowed, in more ways than one.” His eyes didn’t meet hers and instead settled several inches lower.

			Oh, for the love of—well, at least the corset and dress did what they should. All the servants swore her figure was perfect, and the other girls were jealous, though that was probably a lie aimed at preventing the extra work of cleaning tear stains out of silk.

			She gritted her teeth. She should slap him. She really should, and yet, somehow, she couldn’t muster the indignation. There was something—what was the word? Boyish, yes, almost boyish—that was it. And the way he teased was so...no. No, no, no, no.

			How was he muddling her so much?

			Ursula sighed. “What do you want, Mr. Truitt?” She might as well hear him out. She’d never see him again. After he finished, she’d find her father, plot in peace and everything would go her way. She’d make it.

			“It’s Jay, and what I want is to become engaged. With you. To you.”

			She blinked and swished the back of her teeth with her tongue. Just sugar, she hadn’t had any spirits so she wasn’t inebriated. But couldn’t have heard right. “Pardon me?”

			“Tonight, if possible, though I suppose I’ll have to officially ask permission from your father tomorrow.” His lip twitched.

			“Why?” The word was more of a gasp.

			He had to be mad. Also, did he have to stand so close?

			She wrinkled her nose. “Why would you want to become engaged to me? We don’t even know each other. We have nothing in common.”

			And they didn’t. They might have been born less than two miles away from each other, in similar houses, but the gulf between their experiences could never be traversed. Jay lived in a world free of real consequences. His type paid a pittance, if anything, for their mistakes, while hers could execute flawlessly and still be denied even the smallest opportunities.

			Ursula clenched her fists so hard she shook. “I mean, I’m serious and enjoy numbers and books. I need a husband to match my interests, one that will suit the Nunes businesses, and I’m sure people say you’re charming or some such nonsense, but I’m—”

			A single finger pressed against her lips. She blinked again, over and over. She had to be dreaming. He couldn’t really be touching her mouth.

			“I’m going to end that monologue before you say something you’ll regret, or more likely, before you say something you should regret. Though I’m not sure you’re capable of that emotion.” He closed his eyes. “I don’t want to actually marry you, Ursula.”

			She grabbed his wrist, yanking his hand from her mouth by his sleeve. Excellent quality material and stitching. The man might be daft and kind of mean, but at least he had some taste.

			“Then why do you want to...?” She couldn’t say all the words.

			“You have a problem. You’d like entrance to some of Philadelphia’s most exclusive social engagements to convince Hugo Middleton’s parents to permit your nuptials, or, better convince him to—how do I put this delicately?—grow a spine. However, your last name, background, and certain incidents in your past, at least so I’ve heard, will make that rather difficult. I have no such issues, despite my reputation for excess. My name still impresses people. Better, people of a certain set covet what Truitts have. Jealousy is an excellent motivator.”

			Ursula bit her lip. Why did he have to make actual sense? It would be much easier if he’d just passed out on the stairs or did something else irresponsible wastrels did. Worse, what was wrong with her that she was not only listening to, but considering his plan? Was marriage to Hugo worth that sort of humiliation?

			An image of herself wandering her father’s estate in the dark, face wrinkled, in complete, oppressive silence flashed in her mind. No invitations. No visitors. Her father’s family wrestling any control of the business from her...she’d be so bored and lonely she’d start pretending her animals talked back.

			Her heart squeezed.

			Worth it. Very worth it. Because, honestly, who besides Hugo would even entertain the idea of marrying her? With her mother gone and no friends to speak of she needed someone.

			She exhaled. “What do you want out of this arrangement?”

			Jay turned and gazed at the foyer below. He ran his fingers through his hair. She moved next to him, imitating his position, her elbows resting on the glossy railing.

			“My parents want me to return to Delaware, settle down and manage the business.”

			“And you don’t want to?” She suppressed a gasp. How could he not? Truitt Industries was vast and prominent, even if it had shed its most profitable line two years ago for a song. They’d previously cornered the market on tincture of opium in America, but even without that...to head that sort of enterprise would be incredible. Jay’d get to devise a strategy to maximize profits over a variety of lines and markets. It’d be like playing chess, billiards, and cards all at once.

			“No.” Jay bent his neck, his voice almost serious. “I don’t have a talent for it. It’s better if I just stay away. I have cousins whom everyone finds more suitable.”

			“What do you want to do?” She studied him. What did this man enjoy? Besides the obvious?

			“I don’t know. I’ve never really thought about it.” He shrugged, still staring out over the party. “Travel? I like meeting people.”

			“And finding ways to remove their clothing.” She snorted.

			He whipped his head around, his eyes wide and she slapped both hands over her mouth. Ugh, she sounded like a hog. Her face grew hot. Double ugh, red was not a flattering color on her.

			Jay whooped, his laughter so loud it was a wonder the partygoers below didn’t stare up at them.

			“That wasn’t bad.” He wiped his eyes. “Are you offering?”

			The cretin had the nerve to lick his lower lip. His full, perfect, lower lip.

			“Hardly.” Damn it all, she was sweating again. Next party she was dousing herself in talc. “That’s a negotiation you shall never win, Mr. Truitt.”

			“Never is a long time, Miss Nunes.”

			Her hands shook so hard her fan bobbled against her wrist. She couldn’t use it. She didn’t dare.

			“So.” Ursula cleared her throat. “Back to the previous discussion, how would a temporary engagement solve your problem?”

			Jay tugged at his high collar. Perhaps he was becoming a little warm as well. Too bad he didn’t have a fan. That many layers of clothing...perhaps there were some advantages to womanhood. At least her neck was free.

			“Isn’t it enough that I find you amusing? The comment to Hugo about the steam engine was brilliant, intentionally and un. In my opinion, you’re the least boring person in Delaware. I’m not sure I want to know all the stories from your past, but as long as I have all my appendages after the engagement ends, I should be most satisfied.”

			Liar. Definite liar.

			She forced her spine straight. “I don’t believe it. No one, save my father and Hugo, has ever wanted to spend time with me.” She folded her arms and glared as darkly as she could. “This better not be some sort of elaborate prank designed to humiliate me because if it is I will see to it that none of the Truitt businesses ever get a loan from us again. Or any other bank.” Her throat burned, lemons followed by whiskey.

			Jay held his palms up to her, almost as if he was about to defend himself from a blow. “Woah, all right. No, I swear, that’s not what this is.” He brushed her shoulder, a small, intentional josh, as if they were friends. “Look, I’m supposed to go to the parties anyway and to attend with a beautiful woman on my arm who can joke and doesn’t require me to be anything more than myself... All I need you to do is jilt me. For once, I won’t be the villain. A good faux broken heart will be enough for my parents to stop trying to make me into something I’m not.”

			She gazed into his eyes and scowled. What was sincere? His explanation was almost too neat. There had to be more, but if there was, he certainly wasn’t sharing. Fiddlesticks. She’d never been able to read people, and Jay Truitt was confusing, to say the least.

			Still, what exactly did she have to lose? He was right in many ways. Her mind drifted to the letters her father wrote to Hartford Female Seminary, St. Mary’s Hall, Mount Holyoke Female Seminary, and several others, offering generous donations to admit her. The responses were the same. The lump in her throat grew spikes. Certain doors would never be open to her or her kind. Jay Truitt was probably her only hope of getting near Hugo for the next few weeks.

			Besides, it wouldn’t be so bad. She’d win, in the end. She’d have a big, beautiful wedding with tons of flowers and jewels and a dress like no one in Delaware had ever seen, and she’d be a Middleton. No one would ever be mean to her again. And she’d have a human companion who wasn’t related to her. Who’d chosen her.

			She sucked in another breath—blasted boning, she’d be bruised in the morning. Jay winked again and her stomach fizzed. If only she’d grabbed a few more crème puffs.

			“So, if I agreed, how exactly would this work?”

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			The Nunes carriage hit a bump and the top of Jay’s skull slammed against the roof—the curse of being tall. At least the vehicle was well appointed, though a little ostentatious for his taste. Who knew one could gild so many types of fabric? He’d counted at least two dozen. Not to mention the trims. But what else could he do? No one had even glanced at him since he sat down almost an hour ago. He yanked at his tie.

			Too bad the Nuneses with all their riches neglected to bring ice. The box was like a blasted oven. Worse than outside. A difficult feat as Hell had nothing on summer in Philadelphia.

			“You think I’m going to fail.” Hostile was the tone Ursula chose for her opening remark.

			Fitting. After all, she hadn’t gotten her way. None of her excuses held muster and she was stuck with him the entire ride. The way she hid nothing—every emotion on the surface—and the problems it caused her were fascinating. So fascinating he’d hardly thought of anything else since his parents’ party three days ago.

			He stammered a vague response, which was met with a loud sniff.

			“Blast, Jay, that wasn’t an answer. Didn’t they teach you diction in those fancy schools?”

			He coughed back a laugh. One had to give her points for refusing idle chatter or even pleasantries. She had a bit of a singular mind, like some sort of ratter. A shapely, blonde ratter. She only looked like a poodle.

			What was so special about Hugo Middleton anyway? How anyone could think that pussy-footed, tongue-tied lackey was worth so much trouble was beyond him.

			A Harvard degree was one matter, but the man wasn’t even special to look at. Thin and pale, like an invalid, with brows that inched too close together. His taste in clothing was dour. He never drank, never told jokes and danced like he’d sat on a railway spike—after being clobbered on the head with the object.

			If Ursula hadn’t been a Jew, Hugo’d be so far beneath her it’d be laughable, chair tossing or no chair tossing. Encouraging her designs towards the man was almost like taking advantage of her.

			Jay sucked in a breath. “I think you underestimate the pressure that Hugo is under.”

			“But why?” She mewled the question, through her nose. Like an oboe. Played off-key.

			Just when she piqued his sympathy too. Jay gripped the silk fabric of the seat. Maybe there was no “almost” about her hopelessness. A man would have to be drunk or dead or a complete fool to find whining attractive. Especially with Ursula’s level of verve. And vocal tone.

			Perhaps he should walk to Philadelphia to rescue his ears. And nerves.

			He eyed her animals. The cat snored and the monkey was distracted by the rolling hills out the window. What were their ridiculous names again? Artemis—Arte and Hecate? Ludicrous. At least she hadn’t brought the damned bird. That thing had almost clawed his head.

			And the dog had watered his shoe. Thank goodness most of his extensive wardrobe was unscathed. For now. He shuddered.

			At the moment though, the situation was almost safe. Too bad she wore a travelling cloak. The flesh to fabric ratio was out of proportion.

			Also, there was the matter of Rose, the maid. Though silent, the glint in her eye conveyed she’d be of no assistance, at least not to him.

			 

			He drummed his fingers on his knee. What was the proper tack with his faux fiancée?

			“The Middletons need connections you can’t give them, more than they need money.” He made his voice patient, emulating his mother, not his father.

			“Those social constructions aren’t as important anymore. I mean, President Jackson was an abomination, but no one could say he didn’t transcend. Men voted for him, and he was an uneducated incompetent. I’m better than that. I’d never get rid of the Bank of the United States. Also, isn’t what Hugo wants enough to make them relent? My father’d never do that to me.”

			“Your father is—” Jay pursed his lips, searching for the right word. His mind wandered a little when she said the word “bank.” If only there was a way to suggest words to ban in social situations without losing an appendage to a primate.

			And how to explain her father? The man was...unusual. Ursula detailed the entire scheme to him and yet Nunes agreed—agreed to permit his daughter to either marry Hugo Middleton or make a fool of herself trying.

			Certain things have to be learned, even by the cleverest.

			Whatever Nunes meant by that. Some sort of game was afoot, though what its parameters were was anyone’s guess.

			The whole meeting with the man had been odd. A private chat with a young lady’s father was never Jay’s ideal activity. Judah Nunes had sat like a king on his throne, sipping brandy from a golden glass without offering Jay a drop.

			And staying with the family in Philadelphia, engaged but not married? The man just offered the arrangement—excellent for the plot, but completely improper. No parents he knew would permit such a configuration. Was it some sort of Jewish norm?

			Jay frowned as he caught a whiff of his shoe. His faux father-in-law’s smirk as the butler toweled him off flashed in his mind. The elastic-gusset Chelsea boots were his favorite. He might be beyond redemption, but his innocent wardrobe shouldn’t have to pay his penance.

			Fine. If this is what Ursula’s father thought appropriate, far be it from him to tell the man otherwise. Nunes could fight the gossip himself.

			Jay turned back to Ursula. Why was he being so delicate? She could handle the truth.

			She tightened her folded arms and tapped her toe—at him, at his careful, considerate silence.

			He resisted an impolite gesture. She was still a lady, after all. Sort of.

			“Your relationship with your father is unique. He serves you, not the other way around. I’m sure there’s some reason why, but that’s not the way it’s usually done, especially not with sons, firstborn sons, sons with responsibilities to their families.”

			Can you not take anything seriously, Jay? Do you care about anything besides your own pleasure? How old had he been when his father first asked those questions? Seven?

			“Really?” She cocked her head. “So how do your trips to New Orleans and New York comport? Why were you permitted to fail out of multiple schools while Hugo has to give up everything that he wants?”

			New Orleans. She had to mention that city, the place he’d left his soul if he ever had one. He gritted his teeth. “I wasn’t ‘permitted to fail out of multiple schools.’ My parents weren’t pleased. We just had enough capital that it wasn’t a problem. Life isn’t fair, Ursula.”

			Why did she needle so much? She had no idea who he was or what his life was like. She had no responsibilities except to marry someone who wasn’t a complete imbecile and wouldn’t destroy one of the fastest growing banking empires in the world. More, she’d never failed anyone.

			His skin itched. Jay dug his nails into his palms so he didn’t scratch. Despite two years of going without, the moment he reached Delaware the sensation returned. He could smell it too, even if his father had burned every trace of the stuff in the Truitt properties, and, apparently, found everything he’d hidden. The temptation inflamed his senses. Despite his family’s precautions, he could obtain the substance his body craved. He still had sources. He’d have already gone to them if he hadn’t been so distracted by Ursula.

			“Says the man who always wins in that equation.” She pouted and pressed her face to the window, oblivious to his discomfort.

			The monkey shot him another glare before it nuzzled her cheek.

			He gripped at his trousers. “Your life will be satisfying, Ursula, even if you don’t marry Hugo Middleton. You’ll find someone. I’m sure someone of your own kind—”

			Her head whipped around. “My own kind?” Her voice rose an octave.

			Jay grimaced. Not exactly what he intended. What had gotten into him today? People were his strong suit, but with Ursula, she rubbed off on him instead of the other way around. Disastrous. The course needed to be righted and fast.

			“I beg your pardon, Ursula.” He forced himself to pause, breathe, think. “I meant that wouldn’t your father be happier if you married someone more like him?”

			“My father is special. But if you meant another Jew, possibly.”

			She fingered a golden tassel on one of the seat cushions. “I don’t really know. My parents were never really part of the community. We pray in the morning, light candles, don’t eat pork, fast on certain days, but for us it’s more a lack of engaging in activities that people who aren’t Jews do.”

			No pork? How tragic. Jay licked his lips in honor of his morning ham.

			“We limited our interactions with the community in Philadelphia, though my uncle is very involved. It all had something to do with my mother not getting along with my father’s family. They didn’t like her or she didn’t like them.” She frowned. “No one ever told me the whole story.”

			A secret. Jay stifled a gasp. “And you never asked?”

			He would’ve inquired until his father sent him to bed without supper, after which he would’ve broken into every office the man owned searching for the truth. Considering how much she’d recalled about him, a mere acquaintance who’d left Delaware when she was still a child, how could she not have studied and analyzed every detail of her parents’ lives?

			There was a catch again in Ursula’s voice. “My mother was always ill and when she was gone it didn’t really matter any longer.”

			Didn’t it? How could Ursula be so uncurious about her own family—her own life? Though, if her mother was sick, maybe she was preoccupied. “How long ago did she die?”

			“Seven years.” Ursula stroked the cat, her hand running over the creature’s ears. Her swallow was visible. “A cancer.”

			“I’m sorry.” The reply was automatic, but true. Whatever troubles he had with his own parents, at least they both were present.

			He picked his brain for memories of Ursula’s mother. A vague image of a woman with ash-colored curls popped into his head. He’d been home, in between schools, and overheard a conversation between his aunts regarding the late Mrs. Nunes, and not a complimentary one, as it centered on the woman’s rather prominent bosom. Well, Ursula had inherited one feature from her.

			Where did Ursula get the blonde hair though? Her father was so dark. She possessed his mannerisms, that was certain—particularly the obnoxious ones.

			As if she could hear his thoughts, Ursula waved a hand at him. “It’s fine. I feel terrible for my father though. He’s all alone.”

			Jay pictured Nunes’ smirk at his predicament and, widower or not, he couldn’t quite muster the requisite sympathy for the man to consider him “poor.”

			“You desire to give him grandchildren?” Was pleasing him why Ursula was so bent on marriage to Hugo?

			“Perhaps. I don’t know. I’m not sure what will improve his life or mine. I’m twenty-one so I suppose I only have so much time.”

			Her cloak slipped down her shoulders, rewarding him with a view at last.

			What sort of woman already talked like a jaded widow this early in the season? She was a mystery.

			“How romantic. Hugo must be so flattered,” he said.

			“I adore Hugo. He’s the only person in Delaware, other than my parents, who never mocked me. When we were little, I was at one of his cousins’ for tea and I was in the garden crying because a few of the other girls, well—” Ursula swallowed again. “My mother dressed me. I always thought her beautiful, though looking back on it, she never was quite in fashion.”

			Ursula wrinkled her brow. “I also might have fibbed a little so to not look foolish and really, how was I supposed to know that a kaleidoscope wasn’t a medical device and...”

			Oh, why did she have to do that? Why did she have to be human too?

			“Lot of tears?” he asked.

			“Only after I screamed at them, called them a whole host of improper names that gentiles are particular about, and, perhaps, threw a chafing dish.”

			Ursula smiled, though her eyes glimmered a bit too bright. “But Hugo wandered into the garden and sat with me and we talked. He read the same books I read. We were both thrilled by Fourier’s Analyse des equations determines, and I’m not sure, after that we found excuses to sit with each other and just read or discuss topics that matter.”

			And that was the thing of it, wasn’t it? They were friends. That explained so much. An odd friendship, but Hugo was so meek, studious, and quiet that people often forgot he existed. Ursula was probably one of the only people who even noticed him.

			Jay frowned. Before he could say anything more Ursula released a loud sigh. She fished a leather-bound volume out of her valise and flipped through the pages, twisting her mouth to the side again and tugging at a curl.

			Odd, but endearing.

			Why did those two words always pop into his head when he watched her? She wound the curl harder as she became more and more engrossed. The cat gave him a warning hiss. He bared his teeth back at her. Ridiculous beast. Ursula didn’t even notice. Now he was curious.

			“What are you reading?” he asked.

			She paused but didn’t meet his eye. “Just the books for one of the companies Nunes invested in. We only have a small stake, but I like to personally verify the summaries we receive. We get sent copies of the books every three months.”

			She gestured as she explained, knocking the window so the monkey shuddered. Her voice grew in volume and enthusiasm though she still didn’t lift her head. Was it so interesting she wouldn’t even look at him? What was the matter with her?

			“Don’t you have a bookkeeper?” he asked.

			“He reviews it first. I study it second.” She waved a hand, dismissing him. She was serious. A balance sheet, with numbers, beat him, Jay Truitt, for her attention.

			Jay caught the maid’s eye. Her lips pressed together as if to hold in laughter. He returned his gaze to the top of Ursula’s head.

			“Do you find mistakes?”

			“Sometimes.” She ran her pointer finger over each line. “Those usually are found in the books of the charities we support. Those bookkeepers aren’t well paid, despite my suggestions.”

			His lip curled at the image of her arguing with bored society ladies over what to pay charitable staff. That must go well.

			She didn’t wait for a verbal response. “It’s more to know if we want to increase our investment or cut our losses. If there are suggestions to be made, I write them down for my father and he writes to the companies. Sometimes they take the suggestions, sometimes they don’t, but I watch. The bank is the primary source of income, but I’d like to carve out alternative sources, make the investment wing of Nunes really thrive.”

			The more Ursula spoke, the faster and more animated her voice grew. Her head, though, remained down, her eyes on the drab white pages in her lap, all her pretty features obscured.

			“Do you ever make eye contact when you speak?” He almost covered his mouth. Why was her bluntness so contagious?

			She lifted her chin and bright blue eyes glistened. Topaz, no sapphire, no something more brilliant nature hadn’t yet discovered. Jay’s breath hitched. All that passion. She was breathtaking.

			“I’m not skilled at eye contact. Besides, I’m concentrating.” Down went her head again, the light hidden once more.

			“Fair enough. I suppose I should’ve brought some reading material,” he said.

			“Oh, you know how?”

			His mouth flew open. What had he done to deserve the immediate insult? And more, how did Ursula, with all her social ineptitude, know exactly where to land her blow?

			I’d like an explanation of these marks, Jay. Are you stupid, lazy, or plain disrespectful?

			Dizzy, Jay willed down the echoes of his father.

			“Have I offended you?” He sought mildness, but his tone crept into a hostile classification. He clasped his hands. Natural emotional matching, that’s all.

			Ursula paused. Her brow knitted and her mouth pursed, twisted to the side in a strange but adorable expression. “No, not at all, at least not today, well at least not a great deal. The other night, you treated me like I was desperate—”

			Jay raised an eyebrow.

			The cat on her lap stiffened and she stroked the beast’s head. “I could’ve found a plan myself. You’re making matters easier, but I would’ve succeeded on my own. You and I are just different. You don’t offend me, but I just can’t imagine either of us ever speaking to each other if it wasn’t for this plot.”

			She was a puzzlement. How to respond? Everything she said was true or should be true, but the recitation, in that calm, assured tone mangled something deep inside his gut.

			They hit another bump, and his head connected with the velvet-lined ceiling again. If not for the showy fabric, he’d have passed out. Flamboyance had its perks.

			Jay winced through all the discomfort. “That’s fair. Though, I suppose, we’re going to be forced to spend quite a bit of time together these next few weeks, and since we’ve agreed on no physical enjoyment, I’d at least hoped we could try for some decent conversation.”

			A wry smile spread over her face at the mention of carnality.

			“I’m not sure what we shall converse about, Mr. Truitt, at least for an extended period of time, but speaking with you isn’t a chore. You may not be an intellectual man, but you’re amusing, almost adroit in your dialogue.” She nodded and her smile turned warm because...mercy, that was a compliment. A generous one too—at least in her mind.

			Good lord.

			Jay threw his head back and did the only thing he could do. He laughed. He laughed so hard Hecate screeched, and Artemis hissed, but he paid them no heed. He just couldn’t stop.

			Tears swarmed in his eyes. He should check himself back into the asylum, it would be easier. He was about to make a similar quip, without the confession, when another sound surprised him. Ursula had joined him, hers a loud, full giggle, and damned if that wasn’t the best sound he’d ever heard. He closed his eyes.

			Wonders never did cease.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			The three-hour, thirty-mile ride to Philadelphia was much more pleasant than anticipated. True, Ursula wasn’t able to go through as much of the books as she’d scheduled, but who knew Jay Truitt could be entertaining? He’d been to so many interesting places: Paris, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Cairo. She tapped her chin. Well, if one thought about it, he, himself, wasn’t entertaining, more his lifestyle. Though he could tell a story and had witty turns of phrase.

			Outside the carriage, she stared at the house in dread. Almost half a city block in size and six stories, just off Delancey Street. It wasn’t ugly, just forbidding. The residents’ disdain for her mother—and by extension, her—wafted off the sedate bricks. So much silence, so many glares.

			Why did Jay’s expression have to be so curious when she explained? Or didn’t explain. Because she couldn’t. Because her parents and their past were a mystery. Because reading people might never have been her strong suit, but the air around some topics was too thick, too melancholy, too ominous to traverse. Besides, what did it matter now anyway? Her mother was gone. And never coming back. And without her father...no, she’d be married before that happened.

			Rose fiddled with Ursula’s collar and smoothed her immaculate skirt one last time. No doubt every inch of her was flawless. The maid was good.

			If only Rose could attend all the parties too, be her companion, her friend. She twisted her pendant. The pink topaz had been one her mother’s favorites. The gold flowers and ribbon detail had glowed against her hair. She’d been so lovely. Why did she have to leave them?

			Now though, she’d get to experience the power of the Truitt name, at least for a little while and after that, the Middleton one forever. No one would snub her again. She should be excited.

			Footmen retrieved their bags, and the butler ushered them inside, towards the parlor where a series of servants hurried about opening shutters to permit the cool night air inside the room.

			Her father, having arrived earlier in the day to meet with their lawyers, rose from a heavy, over-carved, near-black armchair and kissed her on the cheek. Ursula closed her eyes. Safe. Her father would make things all right once more, would protect her.

			He shook Jay’s hand. A sheen glistened on her faux fiancé’s brow and her father reached for his handkerchief the moment he released. So someone else developed Hugo’s malady. At least she wasn’t the most out-of-place person in the room, for once.

			Judah indicated two young girls, in their late teens, side by side on a deep crimson and yellow silk chaise. The smaller of the two had the same coloring as her father and her aunt—her cousin, Rachel. She was much prettier and softer than the elder Nuneses. Her jet hair and smooth skin shone onyx and pearl, while her deep brown eyes held an almost sweet expression.

			The other girl was a different story. Taller and thinner, she possessed a pinched, pink mouth and small eyes that darted from side to side, though most frequently fell on Ursula, well, at least on her neckline.

			She shan’t blush, she wouldn’t give the girl the satisfaction. She was what she was, right or wrong, though no matter what she did, she usually lost in that assessment. But why? The dress was of the latest style. Still, Ursula moved to the side, behind Jay’s arm, to keep the most prominent part of her anatomy out of view.

			“Mr. Truitt, please meet my niece, Rachel, and her friend, Lydia. My nephew, Isaac, is about, somewhere, and my brother-in-law will return after the men at Mikveh Israel tire of his browbeating and adjourn their committee meeting,” her father said.

			Ursula swallowed. Uncle Bernard. Why couldn’t he be in Newport with her aunt and older cousin and the new baby? The way he asked questions with no correct answers...hopefully he had quite a few gatherings at his beloved hundred-year-old synagogue scheduled over the next few weeks, so she could avoid him altogether.

			“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Jay bowed and flashed an almost princely smile. He certainly enjoyed showing off his skill set. She folded her arms before forcing them to her sides.

			No reaction, no weakness. Weakness invites predators.

			Why was the only safe place her father’s house? Or alone somewhere with Hugo? Or...well...she wasn’t safe, per se...but in the carriage, with Jay...there wasn’t malice, for once. And no games she’d never win.

			Her father shifted on his feet. “You and Ursula must be tired and hungry. The staff has leftover supper for you. I’m sure the young ladies can keep you company while you eat.”

			Was he joking? She barely knew Rachel and this Lydia girl—he had to notice the expressions, the glares that always followed, like the ones directed at her mother. It was as if everyone could see the Nunes women weren’t quite right, weren’t quite what they were supposed to be.

			Ursula tucked her thumbs into her fists and followed Jay to a settee.

			He beamed another irritating, full teeth-showing grin at both younger girls, while a maid handed him stew. He nodded in thanks, never taking his eyes off the two people across from him, like they were the only ones in the room. “How is the season going for you?”

			Rachel lowered her gaze and blushed, but Lydia released a full, horse-like laugh.

			“Oh Mr. Truitt, you’re too kind. Rachel and I aren’t old enough to be thinking about anything like that, though there was a Jewish debut here in Philadelphia this year. Now, though, we’re much more concerned with our school work and some of the local charities.”

			Ursula sucked in her snickers so hard she had to cover her choking with coughs. Lydia might want to study harder if a single word from Jay Truitt turned her into a giggling ninny.

			Three heads swiveled towards her, with expressions ranging from Rachel’s anxious triple blink to Jay’s suspicious squint. Well, a smug, knowing sort of suspicious.

			“Must be dust from the road,” she stammered.

			The corner of Jay’s mouth twitched, but his face remained earnest as he refocused on the girls. “And what do you most enjoy studying?”

			“Well, Rachel has such beautiful penmanship, and I’m known for my recitations.” Lydia flapped her fan and batted her lashes. The combination though was a bit difficult for the girl and soon her eyes opened and shut at different intervals, giving her a daft affect.

			Snickers were easier to cover than snorting, unfortunately. Jay solved the issue by stepping on her toe. Hard. Her yelp of pain did the trick.

			Ursula studied his face: no amusement whatsoever, and yet, the gleam in his eye said something different. How was he so good at this game? Moreover, why could she never be anywhere near that good?

			“They’re wonderful, Lydia.” Rachel’s melodious, serene voice warmed the space. She squeezed her friend’s hand.

			Her amusement fled as pressure filled Ursula’s throat. No one outside her parents ever touched her in such a kind way, not even Hugo, certainly no other girl her own age.

			“You’ll have to recite some for us later. You like poetry, don’t you, Ursula?” Jay’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

			“Yes, poetry is lovely.” She forced her voice steady and vague. Her tone and words must reveal nothing. She couldn’t make a mistake that way.

			Poetry wasn’t an interest, though she knew her way around popular verses if pressed. She dug her nails into her palms.

			Rachel’s friend was probably an expert and, based on some previous, painful experiences, angling for a competition, one designed for Ursula to lose. She needed to prepare. When it happened, she wouldn’t get mad. Or worse, cry.

			She brought food to her lips and tasted nothing. A constant cycle of déjà vu.

			Lydia clasped her hands together. “I adore Coleridge, Lord Byron, and Tennyson. Of course, there’s also our Jewish studies. I know all of David’s psalms by heart, though I don’t suppose either of you are familiar. Rachel and I are both in Ms. Gratz’s new Sunday school. It’s such a shame you don’t have any real education that way.”

			She shot Ursula a pitying look.

			“Yes. It’s unfortunate I don’t live in Philadelphia.” Ursula stared at her hands.

			Was it? If she’d been raised around her cousins and their ilk would she fit, make sense?

			Jay’s eyes were on her, but she couldn’t look up because if she did he’d see—everything.

			Lydia nodded. “You might have met some of our lovely young Jewish men instead of meeting who you met. I mean no offense, Mr. Truitt, you seem very nice.”

			Ursula swallowed. Her arrangement with Jay wasn’t secret. Well, not from her father, but the way Lydia spoke...would it be better if she did or didn’t know? Also, how did Lydia get away with saying things like that and still have friends? Even she wasn’t that inept but had no one. The tears burned just below the surface. Why had she even come?

			“I’m really not, at least not until Ursula.” Jay’s voice cut in, making the decision for her. “Just one look at her and I was forever lost. I’m a completely changed man, with nary a hint of my previous lifestyle.”

			He grasped her hand and stroked her fingers, as if he liked her instead of just aiming to use her to further whatever his real goals were.

			Her stomach tingled. He was wonderful, at least in that moment. Why was he being so kind? Moreover, how was he so good at saying the exact right thing in every situation? The man could deflect like no one else. If only she could have a little of his sorcery for once.

			“Your previous lifestyle?” Lydia scrunched her nose. “Pray tell, what’s that?”

			Jay launched into a rather scandalous story regarding riverboat gambling on the Mississippi.

			Sweat dripped below her hairline. Why was it still so hot this late in the evening? Ursula picked at her food. They should’ve served something cold. How could she escape, call for Rose to undress her and tell her everything would right itself in the end?

			Her younger cousin, Isaac, slipped across the back of the room carrying pegs and a board. His head was down as if he didn’t want to be noticed. She wet her lips. Who’d have expected her rescuer would be a fourteen-year-old boy with slumped shoulders and floppy curls?

			She shot to her feet, tilting away from Jay. The conversation halted, but she ignored everyone in the room and instead rushed after Isaac. “Is that a cribbage set?”

			He stopped in the arched doorway to the dining room, his back towards her. “Yes. Do you enjoy the game?”

			There was so much hope in the single question that her heart ached for him. The way he asked almost reminded her of, well, herself. She drew in a breath.

			“I do, though it’s better with two people.”

			She bit the tip of her tongue, her eyes on his back, willing him to hear her.

			He didn’t turn, but his head bowed in a nod. “It is. Do you really want to play with me?”

			She could dance. She was saved.

			“I’d love to.”

			Where had Ursula gone? And Judah? He could wring both of their necks. He’d had worse meals, Rachel and Lydia were pleasant for a spell, but he could only do so much goalless flattering. Jay wrinkled his nose. Though both were bright, besides being exceedingly too young, they were, well, not clever. Intelligent, yes, but not clever. Not his taste by any stretch of the imagination.

			He rose and gave an exaggerated yawn. “Ladies, it’s been lovely, but I should retire. It was quite the journey, especially as your cousin and I have a social engagement tomorrow evening.”

			Jay searched for a servant to direct him to his room for the evening. As he passed the dining room Ursula’s rumbling laughter floated through the doorway. His stomach, well, not his stomach, a much lower area, sprang to life. He stopped, ear against a curio.

			“In your parents’ bed? You’re terrible, Isaac.” Ursula devolved into giggles.

			“The flies loved it though.” His volume matched hers, a shy pride in his tone. “The servants, not so much. I believe it took four washes and there’s still a faint scent.”

			Jay grinned and peeked around the side. She’d thrown back her head, long curls cascading downward as she slapped the carved oak table.

			“Just terrible, though I am fond of honey.” She snorted and the two laughed harder.

			Why couldn’t he make her laugh like that? Wasn’t he amusing?

			Nonsense. What was he even thinking? Her opinion shouldn’t matter. In a month or so, he’d be gone and never see her again.

			Still, she was a curious case. Why could Ursula be so confident cutting him with her sly wit, but silent with her own cousin and a mousey little lawyer’s daughter, two years her junior? Why instead of spending time with him, did she tease and joke with a child?

			It was of no consequence. He just needed to uphold his end of the bargain, assist with her plan and she’d do the same.

			He’d sleep. Sleep would be the best course of action. Though he should’ve snuck some whiskey in one of his bags. Mere spirits were never enough and not what his body craved, but the stronger ones did take the edge off.

			Jay swallowed. Paris. He’d go to Paris for several months, and to the new gambling casino in Monte Carlo. In Europe, he could forget or find something else, something that wouldn’t land him back in that awful place his parents stuck him last time.

			He moved through more rooms until he revisited the staircase. Voices floated from the landing, or more one voice—Lydia’s.

			“Did you spy her dress? Can you believe her father permits her in public? She clearly knows nothing of modesty and is utterly ridiculous. Imagine what people say about her? Someone should tell the poor dear. Also, what sort of education did you say she had? Tutors? I don’t believe she reads anything, or at least nothing of any quality. No wonder they live in Delaware and don’t visit.”

			Jay gritted his teeth.

			No wonder they lived in Delaware indeed.

			The story she told back in the carriage—why couldn’t any of them give her the benefit of the doubt? True, she didn’t help herself, and yes, as he’d said, life wasn’t fair; however, having to sit next to her giving one-word answers crushed his soul.

			“Mr. Truitt.”

			He quaked at Judah Nunes’ unexpected interruption and rubbed the back of his neck.

			“I was just looking for someone to direct me to my quarters.” Jay stammered the words.

			Eyes so dark they were nearly black bore into him from beneath the two mustaches on the man’s forehead. “Four floors up and two doors to the left, across from my nephew.”

			“He seems like a nice boy.”

			“He’s a child, shy but bright and more fire in him than expected. That’s all Nunes, not Levy.” Nunes cracked his knuckles.

			“Like your daughter.”

			Judah’s eyes widened for a moment before they returned to their natural, suspicious state. Had he imagined it? What was this family about? Something was off.

			The older man clucked his tongue. “There certainly is fire there, yes, plenty of it, strong and hot. Though fire still needs kindling to stay lit.”

			Jay’s heart leapt into his throat. He had no idea what the phrase meant, but the tone and the moment—he shivered despite the heat.

			“Mr. Nunes?”

			“Good night, Mr. Truitt.” The man’s voice held a note of finality.

			He brushed past Jay towards the stairs, his footsteps echoing long after he retired and after Jay was able to make his own feet move.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			Ursula yanked at the top of her new orchid taffeta ball gown. Why, even with the best dressmakers, were bodices lower on her than on all other women? The dip in the front, coupled with the sleeves that started a hair below her shoulders, gave her pause. Even with jewelry a rather large swath of skin was exposed.

			She tugged again. Isaac’s wide eyes, Rachel’s lowered gaze, and Lydia’s smirk flashed in her mind. At least her uncle made himself scarce during their departure, or he, for sure, would’ve had a verbal criticism. Every word out of the man’s mouth dripped with condescending disapproval as it was.

			Ridiculousness. She’d had six fittings and the layers fell just right, but the reactions gave her the urge to run back and cuddle under the covers with Arte. She stared at the black and white of their hosts’ painted wood floor until the colors blurred.

			Shiver dimples rose on her flesh as Jay’s palm connected with her waist.

			“We’re supposed to be happy and in love,” he whispered.

			“I’m smiling.” She forced the words through her clenched jaw.

			“Try to make it a bit more obvious, maybe laugh like I said something funny.”

			“You’ll get laughter if you earn it.” She squeezed her fan. Why was she always so harsh? And more, how was Jay always so affable? They were entering the lion’s den, their futures at stake, and he grinned as if he was on a pleasant spring stroll.

			To top that, instead of being offended by her remark, he threw back his head and laughed, a sincere laugh.

			Flips. Her gut engaged in acrobatics now. She really needed refreshments. Did these people have tartlets? Made without lard?

			“Excellent idea, a challenge for the evening.” He bent to her ear again. “We’ll be successful. We can charm these people and be the couple to envy. Hugo and everyone here will be wildly jealous. Follow my lead.”

			Ursula clutched the fan so tight the guard cracked.

			He brushed her back. “I’ll get us some liquid courage.”

			Before she could tell him that she would not be having spirits, he disappeared into the crowd, leaving her alone. She sighed. So much for rising to the challenge. Where to wait? She glanced around for a space to occupy, where she could plan. She’d need to have her own because Jay—

			“Who died?”

			Why? Why did Priscilla Reed have to be here? This was Philadelphia, not Wilmington. Ursula bit her tongue. Could she not just start over, be someone new here instead of having everything—and—everyone from her past follow her?

			“What?” Ursula managed to stammer.

			“The purple. You aren’t still in mourning for your mother, are you?” Priscilla rolled her eyes.

			Ugh, she should’ve listened when Rose warned her about the color. Ludicrousness. What was wrong with these people? Also, how did one respond to that?

			Fortunately, she didn’t need to answer. Priscilla wagged a finger close enough to make Ursula flinch.

			“You’re engaged to Jay Truitt.” Not a question, not a statement, the remark was an accusation.

			“Yes.” Ursula tucked in her shoulders as the girl stepped closer. If only she’d hid behind the drapery. Priscilla was no mere garter snake. Her family was connected, and, for unfathomable reasons, all their peers adored her. Whatever Priscilla did, the other girls copied. Everything she liked was what they liked and everything or person she didn’t...

			“Where is he?” Priscilla sniffed and glanced to her side, her eyes darting.

			“Oh, just going to get some refreshments.”

			Hurry. Please let Jay hurry. Or, Hugo. If only Hugo was around, they could disappear somewhere quiet. He’d have one of his books to share, and she wouldn’t have to be stuck waiting for whatever hideous thing Priscilla was going to say or do. At least there weren’t any tempting items within reach. She’d not throw her fan, she wouldn’t.

			“It’s so sweet that you trust him. You must really be in love,” Priscilla continued.

			Ursula clasped her hands behind her back to prevent herself from drumming on her leg. Where was her out? If only she could duck behind the potted fern near the stairs.

			“Of course, I’m in love with him and trust him. We wouldn’t be engaged if I didn’t.”

			“Well...” Priscilla drew out the word, so it had at least three syllables.

			“What?” Oh, for goodness’ sake, she was treading into a trap, wasn’t she?

			“We—come join us, Agnes, Katherine.” Priscilla motioned to two other women about her own age. The first was a distant cousin of Priscilla’s. There had been an incident years ago.

			Officious fool with the creativity of a dead squirrel, might have been the line she used. Her mother had been punished after that one too, never asked to join a committee again. The evening was just becoming better and better.

			The second girl, the pale brunette between the two redheads, was an unknown quantity. Likely a Philadelphia socialite who wielded inordinate amounts of power the cousins would use to blackball Ursula. At least Jay would be useful for something. There wasn’t much the Truitt name couldn’t conquer, in or outside Delaware.

			“Jay Truitt has a reputation. I suppose his name and money can make a great deal of women, especially those less fortunate, ignore certain behavior,” Priscilla almost sang.

			Ursula dug her nails into her palms so as not to use them. Who did Priscilla think she was? Yes, Jay enjoyed certain activities, but what made Priscilla think he would be so unsatisfied with her already? She gritted her teeth.

			“How fortunate it is that the Nunes banks don’t need more money, and the name holds cachet in certain circles.”

			“Not in these circles.”

			Goodness, Agnes was bold. Ursula squinted. Right, she’d slapped the girl too, but only after Agnes mocked the way her mother held her utensils.

			“Who said I desired cachet in these circles? This has been a lovely party so far, but just as lovely as anything in Wilmington. Jay has been so many other places too, New Orleans, Paris—”

			“Yes, I’m sure he’s still carrying some of those experiences with him.” Priscilla smirked.

			Ursula nibbled her tongue. What was she talking about—bloody Hell. Possibly true, but coming from Priscilla’s mouth it was just odious and unfair.

			If only she was a man. She could ask the two to step outside and prevail with a single punch. Or better yet, yank out every single strand of overdone hair on the woman’s head. Now though, she had to think of something to say, the right thing to say, and she was failing.

			Ursula peered into the sea of bodies and caught sight of the back of Hugo’s head. Finally, someone answered her prayers. She wrinkled her brow to appear quizzical.

			“I’m sorry, I was distracted. I’m not sure what you intended.” She waved a hand in her most dismissive manner. “We’ll have to discuss it more, later. I just saw—I have to go.”

			Ursula pressed through the crowd, impolite or not, until she was at Hugo’s side, where she belonged, matching his strides.

			“Please tell me you found something to make this evening bearable?” she whispered.

			He spun to face her and his countenance brightened. “Mercy me, you’re here. How did you manage an invitation?”

			She hooked her arm into his. “We’ll talk about that later. I have a story and a plan to solve all our problems. Just take me somewhere—anywhere in this place that’s not more of the same.”

			“I know just where we can go.” He led her to the staircase.

			She closed her eyes for a moment and let her heart settle to normal. Everything would be bearable now.

			 

			Where in tarnation had Ursula disappeared to? Again. Jay’d turned his back for one moment and she was gone. It was almost as if she didn’t like him. Or worse, forgot about him if he wasn’t in her line of vision.

			Had she already found Hugo? Did she just make a beeline for the man?

			Jay frowned. No, she’d made a beeline for the plan. Hugo was part of the plan.

			The asinine part of the plan.

			He wandered around the party, aimless, carrying both flutes like a dolt. He downed the first and laid it on a tray. As he was about to make quick work of the second, a deep voice whispered in his ear.

			“Upstairs, to the left, three doors down.”

			Jay jolted and gazed downward at the retreating back of Judah Nunes. The crowd swallowed Ursula’s father before he could form a question to ask. The mystery man strikes again, though at least wrangling the invitation for his faux future father-in-law to serve as chaperone had some benefits. Everyone should have a second pair of eyes.

			Though whether Judah was friend or foe was still undetermined. The memory of the man’s eyes on him, not his daughter, when she relayed her Hugo-marrying-strategy...he—Ursula—both of them, were the subject of some sort of plot, though damned if he knew what or why. Still, he should go up. If not, the festivities would become even more tedious.

			Jay clutched both the rail and the wall as he took the steps of the polished wood spiral staircase two at a time. He twisted the knob of the indicated door. Ursula and Hugo wouldn’t be engaged in—no, impossible. She’d probably be dictating a contract to him. He chuckled, pressed forward and his mouth dropped open.

			Hugo was draped over the back of an armchair, chin in hands, while Ursula sat at a blonde wood spinet. His eyes grew wide as he focused on the sound. She was fantastic, natural. Who’d have thought little-miss-balance-sheet could do anything remotely artistic?

			He’d never heard the piece, but the notes spoke to him. If he could add a harmony, right below her notes... Jay strolled to the bench and sat next to her, sliding his hands over the keys.

			Ursula tilted her head and frowned, but as he played on, joining with her, the corners of her lips turned upwards. She bent towards the keys and the music swirled around them, their hands crossing and melding.

			Everything in Jay’s mind stilled as his heart, the breath in his lungs, the blood in his veins, pumped in time with her, with it.

			He’d never played with anyone else before, only picked out tunes as a party trick. The connection, from his ears to his chest to his stomach, everything flowed and synchronized with the sound, with Ursula. For an instant, it was as if both were one.

			The sound stopped, she’d finished. Ursula raised her chin, her lips parted. Her blazing morning glory eyes beckoned. Bewitched, he leaned down, his hand reaching of its own accord and—

			“I didn’t know you knew how to play.” Hugo’s voice interrupted the moment.

			“I just have an ear.” Jay swiveled around to face the younger man. Perhaps Hugo wasn’t so inconsequential after all.

			Ursula cleared her throat. “You have a very good ear. Have you heard Robert le diable?”

			“No.” A smile tugged on his lips.

			“That’s extraordinary.” Her astonishment was genuine. “My ear is fine. My aptitude is for patterns and numbers so once I hear something I can play it, but being able to arrive, while a piece you’ve never heard has already begun—that’s incredible, Jay.” Sincere, and not one harsh note. One would’ve thought the words were spoken by an entirely different woman.

			“Yes, it is.” Hugo’s voice was flat.

			Someone wasn’t impressed. Time to avoid the awkwardness. Jay stood and extended a hand to Ursula. Which she didn’t even notice. Consarn it.

			“We should be seen together.” Jay encircled her wrist and pulled. “We’re engaged, after all.”

			She nodded, not meeting his eye, focused still on Hugo.

			“He’s right. You’ll call on us, and we’ll all discuss the plan I explained in more detail,” she said.

			Before Hugo could cause her to linger, Jay tugged at her arm, harder. Why was she so bloody slow all of a sudden? She rose, and he dragged her into the dark, narrow hall.

			“What was that about?” Ursula squinted at him, as if she had no idea what happened in the room.

			Why did that make him want to shake her so much?

			Jay gripped her hand tighter as they moved through partygoers, back down the stairs, towards the dancing. The scheme called for a bigger and better show.

			“We have to make a few appearances, or we’ll fail.” His voice contained an unintended edge.

			“I’m not sure it’s that dire.” She pouted as he led her onto the floor. “Certainly not enough to risk breaking my neck on those stairs. Besides, you’re the one who disappeared on me earlier. If Hugo hadn’t come along I would’ve ruined the plan as Priscilla Reed and her priggish cousin were needling me.”

			“Needling you?” The way that Lydia did? Though if Priscilla Reed was the instigator—he grimaced before bowing and taking both her hands again.

			“They hate me and they were spouting rumors to goad me into doing something foolish.” She shook her head as she started to match his steps. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

			Jay twirled her, her skirts brushing his ankles to the music. She wasn’t a bad partner. He’d expected a lot worse. He’d assumed she’d try to lead or purposefully step on his toes, but no, she was flawless and uninhibited, like she was at the spinet.

			“You’re a good dancer,” he said.

			“You sound surprised.” Ursula rounded behind him.

			“I’m not, I’m—it’s just I thought you were more serious, more—”

			“Dull?” Her mouth turned rueful. “Just because I enjoy business and numbers doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy anything else. I’ve attended plenty of cotillions and when I developed these, the male set took a mild interest.”

			To his complete astonishment, she indicated to her bosom.

			“They wouldn’t necessarily speak to me and never wanted to be seen with me off the floor, but dance...” She bit her lip and flashed the falsest of grins.

			She was far more self-aware than he gave her credit for, despite the display with her cousins.

			“They’d be nicer to you if you flattered them more,” he said.

			The music picked up. Her skirt swirled, revealing a hint of dainty ankles. “At this point it doesn’t matter. I’m who I was when I was six in their eyes, now they just have a larger forum to rehash the past. I’ve really become used to it. Why would I want to talk to them in the first place? They don’t read what I read or have anything interesting to say. They have no idea what’s going on in the world. Nothing in common whatsoever.”

			Or perhaps not so self-aware. The catch was so clear in her voice, a pang of sympathy rippled through him. On instinct, he pulled her closer than the music demanded.

			“Not that you’re an ideal conversationalist either,” Ursula continued. “I mean, when was the last time you read a book?”

			And the pang was gone. He swung her as far from his body as possible on the next turn. Less talking, excellent. He’d just pretend she was a mute. She made him dizzier than the music. How could one person tug at his heartstrings and make him want to strangle her in the same measure?

			The couples swayed and whirled on the floor, exchanging with the pair to the right. The blonde was familiar, pale and washed-out next to Ursula, but still pretty in a diaphanous way.

			Jay narrowed his eyes and searched her face every time she passed. He knew her, somehow. He had to place her, or it would drive him mad. He stared and stared until he caught a glimpse of Ursula scowling at him.

			“Who is she?” she asked.

			“Damned if I know. We’ve met, but I can’t quite place her.”

			“Reason number two hundred and fifty-seven why I shall never permit you to touch me.” Ursula’s whisper was loud enough for the entire ballroom to hear.

			The woman glanced in his direction with a smirk.

			How could he not remember? The stuff didn’t do that much damage to his mind, did it?

			Pale hair, sweet features with a little bit of naughty—Carolina Wilson. That was it. He’d spent a few days in her company two summers ago, right before he needed a bit more than her ministrations could provide, so much more that his parents snatched him away so fast he never said goodbye before they sent him away. No. Best to avoid those memories and focus on those of the woman.

			Jay rubbed his thumb and forefinger together as he searched the haze in his mind. Carolina, Carolina...decent conversationalist, fair energy, discreet, except for one small flaw...

			A high-pitched, half shriek, half snort broke through the air as the music ended.

			“Jay Truitt.” The woman reached both hands towards him.

			He swallowed. “Carolina, how lovely to see you, it’s been—”

			Silk rustled and batted his leg as Ursula scooted next to him. She threaded her arm through his. Interesting. He retracted himself from Carolina’s embrace.

			“This is Ursula, Ursula Nunes.”

			“His fiancée.” Ursula thrust a hand towards Carolina, the one with his aunt’s ring, an additional prop he’d given her that afternoon while her uncle glared.

			“Congratulations.” Carolina’s smile was wide for a moment before it collapsed, giving her a pinched expression, wrinkles sprouting on the ridge of her nose. “Ursula and I met when we were younger. Is your family still living in Delaware? I remember it being so quaint, such a vacation from Philadelphia. I’ll have to take a rest there sometime, between all the committees I’m on and all the parties I’m invited to, I’m exhausted. It must be so nice to not have to worry about any of those things. How’s your mother? I can see you have her fashion sense.”

			Ursula’s nostrils flared. Jay squeezed her hand. This was bad, very, very bad, but even he with all his diplomacy could not see any way to prevent—

			“My mother is deceased, though while she was alive she was very involved in creating beauty. I do suppose I’m much better rested than you. Having my future assured keeps me very content.” She burrowed her body closer to his. “I feel so fortunate.”

			“Yes.” Carolina sniffed. “Jay has such discerning taste, you must be very special or very, very, very willing.” She eyed Ursula’s chest. “I’m guessing the latter. I’m sure the fortune does help as well. Money and desperation can turn a sow’s ear into a silk purse. Deepest sympathies regarding your mother though, she was an...interesting woman.”

			Jay’s mind whirled. Had Ursula’s mother had two heads? Scales and fins?

			Carolina flounced away in a whirl of blue taffeta, leaving Ursula in her wake. The younger woman pursed her lips as her eyes darted from side to side as if ruminating on a mathematical equation.

			“She insulted you.” He blinked because by right, Carolina’s ire should’ve been directed towards him. After all, he was the one who ended things. Badly.

			“I know that. She insulted my mother too. I should sock her. If we were men, I would bloody her nose,” she snapped. “I’m also pretty sure she impugned my virtue and character as well as yours. Yes, I’m better with numbers rather than people, but I’m not a dolt. It’s just that...”

			“It’s just what?” All questions of Ursula’s mer-mother vanished as the present became more perilous. He was half-curious, half-dreading what would come out of his faux fiancée’s mouth. A confused Ursula was a dangerous Ursula.

			He strolled her over to the refreshment table. She filled a plate with crème puffs and blueberry tarts. After grabbing two more champagne flutes, he followed her down the hall, into an empty study. He sank into a leather chair holding a glass in each hand while she leaned against a shelf, stuffing sugar into her mouth in the most delectable way possible.

			“I suppose that—” She managed to get the words out between chews. “You and Carolina engaged in some sort of—let’s call it contact, the same sort of contact that she implied you and I have had, and thus, if all three of us have...” Powdered sugar dotted her lips and three lines appeared on her brow, as if she was concentrating.

			He paused, parsing her words. A specific image associated with the words “all three of us,” formed in his head. That’d never happen, not just because Ursula’d balk, but no scenario existed in which Carolina wouldn’t attempt to murder his faux fiancée. Ursula would clobber her in the end, but the entire matter would be rather bloody and not worth the trouble.

			He sighed.

			How in the world to answer the questions?

			“I believe she’s implying that the two of us dabbled in certain activities that she refused to even consider.” He strolled over and dabbed the sugar.

			Mercy, those lips were beautiful. If only they didn’t move so much. Though, truth be told, being with Ursula made this the most exciting evening he’d had in a long time, at least while fully clothed.

			She snatched her flute from him and took a small sip. “What sort of things?”

			Jay choked. “You don’t want to know.”

			“I do.” Ursula cocked her head.

			She couldn’t be serious. He swallowed the remaining liquid in his glass while she stayed silent.

			He couldn’t help but swallow the bait. “Why?”

			She shrugged, her sleeves slipping further down her smooth, shapely shoulders. “I’m curious. I’m not sure what the fuss is about. I understand that there must be some pleasure in it, but there are quite a few risks are there not? There’s disease and illegitimate children, and I know you’ve had quite a few dance partners, but is it really worth the potential consequences?”

			If he had any liquid in his mouth he would’ve spit it out. Yes to the risk—he understood that better than anyone, but to the rest? She had to be joking. Yet those big blue eyes were wide and guileless and aimed right at him, begging for an explanation. He was in trouble. A brief image of Judah Nunes’ fist slamming into his jaw flashed in his mind.

			No, the man wasn’t like that. He’d just attempt to ruin him financially; that was actually a possibility because no matter how much money his family had, he’d bet on the cunning of both the man on the stairs, and the blonde in the library.

			“I’d say, if done correctly, it can be very pleasurable. There are also ways to prevent disease and pregnancy. Condoms, for one.”

			Good answer, Jay. Focus on imparting important, yet impersonal information. Really, everyone should know about protection. He was doing her a favor.

			“What are condoms?” Her eyebrows rose.

			“A protective coating for the male anatomy, usually made of animal skin. My father’s friend Charles made some recent improvements—rubber, like in shoes, made with a new process called ‘vulcanization.’ He’s looking for a patent. I have some prototypes.”

			Why did he just tell her that?

			“A patent? An improvement on a device which will prevent both pregnancy and disease, but permit people to do things which are enjoyable?” She wrinkled her nose.

			“You’re skeptical.” Understandable, as rubber could be so unreliable. But he’d been promised the new version was safe and consistent at all temperatures.

			She cocked her head. “Of the device, no. I’d love to invest. Whatever else is done, that’s another story.”

			His eyebrow shot up. Whatever else is done? Did she not know?

			“Has anyone explained what’s involved?” Tarnation. He should be the one to become a mute.

			This conversation was madness. And yet, the way she spoke about it was so amusing and intriguing. Also, she wanted to invest. Typical that little-miss-do-the-books-for-fun’s mind would go there. How tragic. Though, Mr. Goodyear would appreciate some Nunes funding.

			Ursula waved a hand at him and paced towards the far side of the room.

			“My mother explained what goes where, warned me of the consequences, and told me not to engage in that conduct until I’m married. She said I didn’t need to try anything beforehand as uneducated people could accomplish the task just as well as educated.”

			He resisted slapping his hand over his forehead. Possibly the worst advice ever spoken. Though, based on those expectations, she’d probably be perfectly satisfied with Hugo. Why was the idea so depressing?

			“You don’t agree?” She had moved back towards him.

			He leaned against a rail. She matched his posture, right next to him. Her position wasn’t provocative in any way, but for some ridiculous reason that made her more alluring. Perhaps it was the swath of skin so close again—the scent of lavender and some sweet, tart fruit, like cherries tickling his nose... How could he possibly discuss this with her?

			He furrowed his brow. He couldn’t lie, not when she gave him that curious expression, the one that was so open and artless, as if she had no agenda but to gain knowledge. Dangerous. To him and to herself.

			“Any man can be mildly satisfied. Women though, that takes experience and skill.”

			“From both sides?” She’d screwed her lips to the side.

			Trouble, terrible trouble. “Perhaps, at least from the male. There are also activities that feel very good, for both sides, that will not get one pregnant.”

			“What did you do with Carolina?”

			This had to be a nightmare. He pinched himself. Not happening, could not be happening.

			“That’s an impolite question,” he managed to stammer.

			“But an interesting one.” She smiled at him, a genuine smile at her own joke, her first real smile of the evening.

			His heart swelled—as did a few other unfortunate body parts. How could he react to her like this, clothed? Amateur was never his style—experience had been chief among Sophie’s charms, though the way they ended...

			He was all muddled. What to do, what to do?

			“I’ve developed certain rules regarding liaisons,” he managed to say. Excellent start, vague. Vague should be his aim. He could give her both honesty and propriety, while protecting his own secrets if his answers remained vague. “I take precautions for unintended consequences, I make sure both parties agree to and enjoy every action, and I define the duration at the outset.”

			It was the least he could do. Too late for Sophie, but despite his other sins, he kept everyone afterwards safe.

			Ursula nodded. “I’m impressed. Those are perfectly reasonable and respectable terms.” She gazed at him with serious eyes.

			He burst into laughter. “Reasonable and respectable?”

			“Despite the subject matter of the engagement, your conditions are well-thought-out and ethical. There may be hope for you in business yet, Mr. Truitt.” She sashayed past him.

			He stared at the stunning back view, dumbstruck. Whatever did she mean? He scurried after her and managed to relay something that sounded like words. She either heard and ignored or didn’t hear at all.

			“Come along,” she called without turning around. “Dance with me a few more times before we have to leave. Perhaps have another drink.”

			He followed, shaking his head. He’d make it a double.

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			Ursula hid behind a Doric column in front of the house as her father called for the carriage. Jay’d been dispatched to fetch their cloaks. The lights and noise of the party sprinkled through the still air from the open windows behind her.

			A proper woman would wait inside, but she didn’t want to risk another encounter with her own sex, alone. Why couldn’t they like her? She had all the attributes she was supposed to, but somehow they never fit right on her. She was never what anyone wanted. The space beneath her pearl-edged cameo burned.

			“Ursula. Thank goodness you’re alone.”

			She whipped her head around. Hugo stood behind her, half hidden in shadow. She grabbed her skirts and turned to face him, her back pressed against the white stone.

			“What are you doing out here? You should be with your parents, saying your goodbyes.”

			He clasped his hands together. “I had to see you again before we parted.”

			Her heart pounded. Hugo seeking her out, not the other way around, and not just to escape, to spend time with her and to risk his father’s wrath? Was she close to success already?

			“Why?” she asked.

			“I need you to confirm you still want to go through with this, that your engagement truly is a farce.”

			That’s why he sought her out? Men were so thick.

			“Of course I’m still part of the pact. I already told you, Jay just wants to travel and become a ne’er-do-well or indulge in that kind of behavior. He doesn’t want to get married to anyone. You have nothing to worry about.” Honestly, why did everyone doubt her?

			“Really?” He inched close to her face, his eyes intense.

			Was he angry? That wasn’t possible. Hugo never got angry. Melancholy, doleful, but never angry.

			“Why else would he have offered his aid? I created the initial plan to come to Philadelphia so we can win over your parents.” She flounced her skirts to punctuate the point because, honestly, what did it take to make Hugo understand? “Jay merely helped refine it. You don’t approve? This is the best way to get what we want.”

			Hugo’s nostrils flared. Why did he still look so sore? Ursula squinted. Her eyes must be deceiving her. If only she could rub them without smudging soot everywhere.

			He sighed. “I apologize. I just—this is all so confusing and not how I would’ve planned it.”

			“We don’t have much choice.” What did he expect? It wasn’t like he had assisted the situation in any way. “You don’t have another option, do you?” Did he? Had he been thinking of his own plan?

			“No.” He shook his head.

			Her shoulders slumped. It was still all up to her. She frowned, and couldn’t stop, even if she was prettier smiling.

			“So, my way is the only way we have. We’ll have to both be satisfied with it.” The weight on her lungs grew heavier. She had to find more air. She had to grab Jay and her father and retreat to the carriage. Now. She hitched her skirts. “You’ll call tomorrow or the next day and we can discuss this more.”

			Hugo nodded but didn’t even meet her eye. What could she do to make him behave how she wanted him to? She nibbled on her lip. What would Jay do?

			Several images flashed through her mind.

			Certainly nothing that involved a condom would be appropriate, but maybe, a kiss? People liked kisses and people who were to be married should enjoy kissing each other.

			She twisted her pendant between her fingers.

			Should she? They were behind a post.

			Heart in her throat, she leaned forward. He lifted his chin, and she pressed upward so her lips were against his. She halted, and he paused, and the two were locked for a moment.

			Ursula blinked. Shouldn’t he pull her closer or wrap an arm around her waist? Shouldn’t she be feeling—something? Shouldn’t someone part their lips? She had to be doing it wrong. They were kissing, but her stomach remained the same, stale and dull. What was the matter with her?

			Hadn’t her parents felt something when they kissed? She skimmed her hazy memories for some vision of the two of them embracing, but...nothing. Why could she memorize lists of clients in one reading, but could not recall one time her parents danced together or showed any physical affection?

			Hugo pulled back, clasped her hands and squeezed.

			“I’ll send my card, Ursula. We shall talk.”

			Before she could say another word, he slipped past her, into the party. Her back hit brick. What in the world was that?

			 

			Jay crossed and uncrossed his legs in the tight space between Ursula’s father and the embossed carriage wall. His fiancée’d said nothing to him since they entered the vehicle. She’d said nothing to her father, either, so perhaps he wasn’t the issue. Still, they’d had a good time. What happened to change her? Did she run into Priscilla and her ladies-in-waiting before leaving? That was certainly possible. The Reeds were bad news. Very old political family, though the modern era had not been kind to them.

			First, there was Jackson destroying the national bank and ruining the economy, especially for mercantile investors like Priscilla’s parents. After that, a cousin married into that Pierce family from New Hampshire. The anti-abolitionist one. Tied to Van Buren too and well, he wasn’t president anymore, was he?

			Now, given the climate in Philadelphia, Priscilla would be nervous about her own prospects despite her popularity. Even without her past deeds, Ursula would’ve been a target for her: Jewish, connected to the European banking industry and socially...“incompetent” was too unkind a word...let’s say “challenged.” He’d find a gentle way to ask.

			He glanced at Ursula. She’d leaned her forehead on the carriage window, the shimmery lace curtain catching her brow. Liquid pooled in her eyes, but didn’t fall. Her mouth was set in a scowl. He grimaced. In a very gentle way.

			Once in the house, she didn’t give him much of a chance to speak as she brushed past.

			“What happened?” Judah asked. The man was shorter, but his brows alone could fell a man, and the expression on his face at the mere possibility Jay caused his precious daughter’s distress...well, he’d want no part of the man in such a state.

			Jay shrugged at his faux future father-in-law. “Damned if I know. Priscilla Reed gave her some trouble early on and Carolina Wilson suggested that she and I engaged in certain acts—which we most certainly have not—but I thought she’d moved past both of those slights. Did you see her speaking with anyone while I was fetching her wrap?”

			“No.” Judah pinched his eyebrows together. “These events are fraught for my daughter. Things can happen in mere moments. Life would, in many ways, have been easier had she been born male.” The man ran a hand through his thick thatch of hair. “No matter how much I enjoy her as she is.”

			“She’s exactly like you. All her phrasing, each and every syllable, the gestures too, she couldn’t possibly be anyone else’s daughter,” Jay said.

			Judah opened his mouth and closed it, twice, with no sound. He lifted a finger as if he was about to speak, but said nothing. His eyes flashed with almost anger.

			Jay faltered. What had he done now? The statement was a compliment. The Nuneses were confounding.

			Before he could mend the situation, female voices floated through the entrance area.

			“How was the party?” Rachel asked.

			“Fine.” Ursula’s voice was flat.

			Jay pushed into the house and came behind her, facing Rachel and Lydia, together, again, on the garish parlor chaise. Terrible omen. What were they still doing downstairs?

			“I’m sure all the gentlemen enjoyed your, or I suppose their, presence.” Lydia’s nasal remark could probably be heard on the street. Her thin lips curled in a sneer.

			Ursula’s shoulders tightened. He reached for her, but she’d already stepped across the room so she was inches from the pair. Circumstances raced downhill.

			“This dress is of the latest fashion.” The gritting of Ursula’s teeth was unmistakable. “It was made for me by the finest dressmaker in the city.”

			“Latest isn’t always the best. Not every fashion is for every person.” Nose in the air, Lydia chirped the words—the same way a crow would chirp. She cawed them.

			Good lord. Ursula was going to throttle the girl, which was justified, but not advisable. He needed her for at least a few more weeks.

			How could he fix this? Charm. He had to charm.

			Jay forced a devil-may-care smile, grasped Ursula’s hand and brought it to his lips. Her head flipped to the side, confusion marring her features.

			“Fortunately, Ursula could wear sackcloth and delight, the advantage of being born beautiful, an advantage both you ladies have as well.”

			And he still had it.

			Lydia opened her mouth, but was interrupted by another male voice. Thank goodness for Judah.

			“It’s very late. Your father shall be most displeased to find you awake when he comes home. You had instructions to retire at your normal time. Isaac is in bed at least, correct?”

			“Yes, Uncle Judah.” Rachel’s eyes were downcast.

			He placed a hand on Jay’s shoulder.

			“We should all get some sleep. I have meetings in the morning, and I’m sure you and my daughter have more engagements for which to prepare.”

			“Excellent idea.” Jay turned and nodded to the man.

			Jay clasped Ursula’s hand and pulled her towards the stairs before anything else could happen.

			“Mr. Truitt,” Judah called.

			He halted.

			“Perhaps my daughter should go ahead to her bedchamber and then you’ll use the staircase after the other ladies.”

			He flushed.

			Right.

			Funny how leading Ursula upstairs with him was second nature.

			Lydia tittered. Ursula snapped her head around and shot the girl a glare. Jay closed his eyes, but opened them in time to see the nose wrinkle and smirk from Lydia. Time for another demonstration of skill. He yawned.

			“Why don’t you start? Your father has a point. I’m sure Rose is itching to help you and hear about the evening.”

			Ursula turned back to him, the anger clear on her face. She was so expressive. Though refreshing and beautiful to him, it was a hindrance, a major one. Poor Ursula.

			She narrowed her eyes at him and sniffed before grabbing her skirts and flouncing up the stairs. Jay chuckled. She was growing on him. What exactly did she look like without the petticoats and hoops? Her legs were probably long and slender and—

			“Good night, Mr. Truitt.” Rachel and Lydia brushed past him.

			“Get some rest.” Judah’s voice echoed from the foot of the stairs. He caught a glimpse of a suppressed laugh before Judah bowed his head and passed. The man was uncanny.

			 

			Nevertheless, neither Judah’s face nor the fantasies of Ursula’s limbs was what had kept Jay awake four hours later. He tossed back and forth from his front to his side to his back, but could not ease his twitching appendages. The worry would not cease nor would the cravings, the desire for the only thing that ever made his mind stop.

			How many years since that first trip to Hong Kong, that introduction to his cure and his curse? Wine, champagne, whiskey, women, none of them held a candle to the hours and days when he could just not be—he could be free from the guilt, the memories, and most of all Sophie’s ghost.

			And he had. He had lived in the fog for almost three years straight until his parents caught wise. Coming back to reality had been brutal. The weeks shivering and vomiting, locked in his bedroom, nearly killed him. And after? He’d sworn never to go back to that place and yet here he was, inches away from a repeat performance. Why was he so weak?

			Why can’t you buckle down and work, Jay? Why can’t you be like your cousins? Do you know how much I’ve had to spend paying for your mistakes?

			His father’s words never left him alone without heavy assistance. The man loathed him despite having no idea Sophie ever existed. Compared to his actual deeds, his father’s litany of misadventures was quaint.

			Jay rolled out of the bed and pulled on his trousers. He didn’t bother with a shirt and instead donned a robe. He padded downstairs. Jews drank, didn’t they?

			He peeked around the corner and started. Blonde curls dripped down the back of the library’s velvet covered fainting couch.

			Jay walked around the side and sank into an armchair. He closed his eyes. At least her robe was thick and ruffled so her body was obscured.

			“So, you couldn’t sleep either?” he asked.

			She shrugged. Her legs were tucked beneath her and her head was framed by the large wave-like curves on the back of the piece—a mermaid on a rock—a scarlet velvet rock.

			“What happened at the party? I didn’t think it went poorly,” he asked.

			Ursula hugged her body, but said nothing for a long moment. “The parts with you in them were enjoyable.” She almost mumbled the words, but she said them.

			His eyes widened. Another compliment? Wonders never did cease.

			“You play the pianoforte well and are a skilled dance partner,” she added.

			Jay laughed.

			Oh, Ursula.

			“High praise indeed.”

			“More than that.” She leaned forward, hair spilling over her shoulders just below her beautiful...

			She sighed. “You’re amusing and do really always know the right thing to say, something that I never know no matter how much I watch and study. I can never do that. It’s like everyone else has a guide—instructions on how to interact, both gentile society and Jewish, and I was given access to neither.” Her voice shook. “I don’t want to rule either social circle, I just want to be smiled and nodded at. Is that too much to ask?”

			Tears dotted the lace and he was going to come undone. Bugger, why was there no whiskey anywhere? She’d kill him. If he could just pull her on his lap and into his arms. No, no, that could never be for so many reasons. Still, he wanted to—had to—touch her.

			Jay reached forward and clutched her hand. “You aren’t going to want to hear this, but most of your problems stem from their issues not yours. You’re a target, Ursula, for a number of reasons—a rather large target.”

			“How do I stop being one?” She sniffed a little, her nose now dripping as well.

			She was a mess, a captivating mess.

			He rooted around in his pocket and located a handkerchief, one of the obnoxious monogrammed ones. He handed it to her and she wiped her face without a shred of embarrassment. Though, why should she be embarrassed? Red and blotchy she was still a vision.

			“If you became a complete recluse you could cease being one. That’s the heart of the matter—you want them to like you, badly. You care too much, and they can smell that on you. That’s your biggest sin, more than your past actions or the things you can’t change about yourself. Being a Jew, the way you look, your father’s money. You aren’t blessed with natural social status, but you could still improve your position. You just need to read a room better. You’re intelligent, you can learn what to say. That’ll be simple, but what—”

			“Can you teach me?” Ursula blew her nose and blinked at him with such hope—his hands and arms tingled, even his muscles longed.

			“Yes, but that wasn’t what I was trying to say—”

			“Now?” She patted her eyes.

			Her chest heaved though her breaths returned to normal. The wheels in her mind were spinning, there was no doubt as to that. She certainly had energy, and stamina, and drive.

			And hadn’t he wanted to help her, give her a few pointers? Fix her enough to smooth his guilt over the inevitable consequences of their scheme. And, for once, find an occupation for his mind other than sex, sleep or oblivion. So, why not?

			“Not this instant. It’s the middle of the night. Tomorrow, perhaps. When we’re both dressed and fed.”

			“Yes.” She rose, mumbling to herself. “Yes. We’ll work tomorrow. We can make everything better.” She twisted his handkerchief before turning back to him. “I suppose we should get rest then. We’ll have much to do.”

			Jay sank further in the chair. He’d never met anyone quite like her. Was this what the new British queen was like? Ursula could certainly run a kingdom. Fascinating. So fascinating he hadn’t itched since he’d arrived downstairs.

			She turned her lips up and nodded again to him.

			“Thank you, Jay.”

			He laughed. “For what? I haven’t done anything yet. There certainly hasn’t been any success. Wait until you see the results.”

			“For even daring to try.”

			Before he could respond, she disappeared into the hall.

			Wonders never did cease.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			The black and gold lacquered clock on the mirrored mantel ticked and tocked, a counter beat to the rain pelting the shuttered windows of the stifling hot upstairs library. The most isolated room in the near empty house was like an oven. Not that her faux fiancé noticed. He hadn’t even rolled up his sleeves.

			Wrist laid against the carved phoenix head at the edge of the table, Ursula wrinkled her nose as Jay cut the deck and divided cards between them, five each. This is what he wanted to do? After the prior night’s conversation, this was how he was going to teach her what to say to people—to not be a complete incompetent at parties? She should’ve known better. She closed her eyes.

			Just when she’d thought there was more to him, the glimmers she’d seen... After the perilous near disasters of the party and Priscilla Reed lurking around at all the events they’d most likely attend, they needed to regroup, recalculate, reevaluate so they could fix the situation—fix her.

			She touched her lips and blinked. Hugo. He’d kissed her. Sort of. Truth be told, she’d kissed him, but he hadn’t resisted and he wanted to see her afterwards despite the kiss being, well, she wasn’t sure what it was or wasn’t. If only she had a mother to ask or an aunt or cousins who weren’t the ones she had. Why couldn’t her mother have had relatives? She sighed.

			Still, kissing had to be proof they were on the right path—a path Jay was veering off of.

			What was wrong with him? What sort of imbecile thought sitting around in her uncle’s upstairs parlor playing cards was a way to improve her circumstances?

			She folded her arms. “I don’t gamble.”

			“No, but you want to.” He cocked his head to the side, hands folded on the rosewood writing table between them.

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” Was he insulting her? Why could she never tell?

			He winked. “That means that you’re interested in business. Business is all about gambling.”

			Oh, business. Better—much better.

			“Not smart business.”

			“You should ask your father about that.” Jay ran his hand over the cards. “Anyway, you should learn. You’re terrible at reading people and you’re too open. Being able to correct those issues in society will go a long way. It won’t solve everything, but it’ll help. Besides, we’re going to receive a whole deal more attention at the next party. My sources told me that we’re sure to make the gossip columns.”

			Ursula stared into his ever-changing eyes, now a green like oak leaves late in the season. His tone, for once, wasn’t mocking. It was almost serious, or more sincere.

			“I doubt a game of cards will change anything, but I suppose there isn’t much else to do with the rain and no one around.” She toyed with her ring. Fiddlesticks, the emerald was loose. She forced herself to stop, laying one hand over the other. “You’re the teacher so if this is what you want to do, I’m at your mercy.”

			His eyes widened, and his smile became a full grin. “‘At my mercy,’ now those are wonderful words coming from your mouth.”

			He was such a man, and an immature one at that.

			“I didn’t mean them in any way you might imply. Just explain to me what I’m supposed to do,” she said.

			Jay paused, his deep dimple heightening his youthful and oh-so-prepossessing face.

			“There are so many delightful things I could say to that, Ursula.”

			“The game—the cards, Jay. Let’s focus on the cards.”

			He stroked the deck. “The goal of this game is to either have the best hand or make everyone else at the table believe you have the best hand.”

			Make believe.

			Intriguing.

			“How do you make them believe that?” she asked.

			“By bluffing, but you don’t want to bluff too much. A good full bluff only works for one or two hands during a sitting. You can do little misdirections, but limit the outright bluffs.”

			So, this was a game of lies. Fine. How difficult could that be? Ursula lifted her cards. Two tens, a three of clubs, a five of hearts and a queen of diamonds. She ran her fingers over the outside edge as Jay recounted the rules, her mind swirling as she worked to memorize what beat what. He certainly knew a great deal about the game, no surprise. He’d spent how many years wasting his parents’ fortune and name on the Mississippi River?

			His face was animated, like always, but different. The arrogance was gone. He was just knowledgeable, confident. A quip about his expertise in sin sat on the tip of her tongue. She opened her mouth but no—she couldn’t tempt changing him.

			“What do we do now?” she asked.

			“We draw. You can replace up to three to get the best hand you can.”

			Ursula took three while Jay chose one. He ran his finger over the edge of his new card and placed another two coins in the inlaid circle at the center of the table.

			She dragged her tongue over the back of her teeth and stared at her hand. The two tens were now joined by two sevens and a two. She glanced across the table. Jay’s cards were flat.

			What did he have? He only took one card so either two pairs, three of a kind with a high card, or four of a kind. If he had four or three she lost automatically, but if he had two then they had to be better than hers to win.

			Sevens and tens. She’d thrown away a queen so it was less likely he had two of them, same with the threes and fives and now twos. Therefore, if he had two pairs, most likely they were sixes, eights, nines, jacks, kings or aces. With two pairs he had a one in two chance of beating her. The probability she had the best hand was abysmally low.

			Logic. There was actually quite a bit of logic here. She could do logic. Maybe gambling wouldn’t be that bad.

			“I fold.” Ursula tilted her chin to him, waiting for his approval.

			Thump, thump, thump echoed through her body. Why did it matter? She always did have to be the best, but this was a silly game and more, a silly game with Jay Truitt, not her father or Hugo’s father or someone whose opinion should actually matter.

			Jay raised an eyebrow at her, a slow smirk creeping on his face as he pulled the pot towards him. She bit her tongue and cursed in her head.

			“What did you have?”

			“Can you handle that news?” He flipped a coin in the air, over and over, daring her.

			Could she handle it, indeed? She was Ursula Nunes. She could handle anything, even the loss and whatever ridiculous point he was making. He was better at certain things. That was tolerable, completely tolerable, she didn’t have to always win.

			“Yes.” She clenched her teeth. “If I don’t know I can’t learn.”

			He caught the coin and appraised her.

			“It’s really killing you to say that, isn’t it?”

			She closed her eyes.

			“Just make your point, Jay.”

			His smile deepened so his dimple was visible as he flipped his cards on the table—a pair of kings, a six, an eight, and a two. He had one pair to her two. If she had called instead of folded, she’d have won.

			Bollocks, double bollocks and blast.

			“You bluffed.”

			“No.” Jay gathered up the cards. “Actually, I didn’t. I misdirected. I had a decently high pair and nothing else, but saw you take three cards. You thus had a pair, probably a lower pair as you aren’t a risk taker so you wouldn’t draw for a straight with two of five.”

			She pursed her lips. Why did he have to be logical and good at this?

			He drew a satisfied breath and she flushed. Ugh, she should learn to school her reactions as well. Add that to the list.

			Jay waved a hand. “Anyway, both of us could draw three and hope the other didn’t get a second pair, or I could misdirect you, take one, make it look like I had a stronger hand. Bluffing would involve bidding up while I knew I had an inferior hand. Here, if you received nothing when you drew I would’ve won regardless. I made you assume something untrue. Misdirection.”

			Ursula replayed the events in her mind. He’d given himself less of a shot for a better hand, on purpose, but won anyway.

			“Wouldn’t it have been more prudent to take all of the cards and give yourself the chance to have the better hand and if not acted or manipulated or whatever you do, to get yourself out of the situation and win?” she asked.

			“A back-up plan is nice if you can swing it. I had enough information about my opponent to know that the misdirection would work, at least once. Better plan, better odds.”

			Jay stretched his hands over his head. He was so smug. Even when he was kind and helpful, he was smug, like he knew things, things she didn’t. Ursula clenched her fists.

			“Deal me another hand.” She pressed against the table edge. She would learn this game and learn his tricks and win if it was the last thing she did.

			“You don’t gamble, huh?” He chuckled and shuffled the cards.

			Ursula grabbed her five and drew them towards her. Absolutely nothing: ace, ten, eight, three and two. What three to get rid of? She exchanged the lowest, yielding a queen, a five and a four, all of different suits. She eyed Jay.

			He exchanged three cards as well. He held his cards this time, craning his neck, though not studying her face. She sighed. She should blush or sock him. Her stomach clenched.

			Why should she care?

			Her breasts were large and men enjoyed that sort of thing. Even Hugo. Right? And kisses could be improved upon, couldn’t they? She traced the roof of her mouth with her tongue. How important were kisses anyway? Compatibility was what was important. She and Hugo were of similar mind and habits and...

			Game, just focus on the game, Ursula.

			She could focus. All right—if she had five different cards, but with the ace high, to win he would need a worse hand. He had a pair at most before they drew. Any pair won. The question was how likely was it that Jay had a pair? Only one way to find out.

			“Raise.” She placed a coin in the pot.

			Jay rubbed a finger over his lips. He rolled a coin between his fingers in his other hand.

			“I shall see your wager.” He tossed the coin in, eyes still on her bosom, this time more obvious.

			Ursula sniffed. If he was trying to make her uncomfortable he had another thing coming to him. Meaningless. To Jay Truitt, any bosom would do. The lack of discretion in appreciation was insulting, but if he didn’t care, she shouldn’t either. A wry smile played on her lips. Perhaps she could rile him a little. Perhaps two could play at that game.

			She leaned back and wrinkled her nose. What was the equivalent move for a woman? Ducking under the table wouldn’t quite achieve the desired result. She studied the filigree on the ceiling, begging for inspiration. She twirled a curl, tugging at it, winding it—perfect.

			Ursula released the lock of hair and instead fingered the bottom of her pendant, right above the area Jay watched. Distraction sparked in his eye. She licked her lips. She wound the necklace around her fingers.

			“Raise.” Wind, unwind, wind, unwind, right where his eyes had been locked.

			“You’re damned distracting, Ursula and a very quick study.” He tossed in another coin. “Call.”

			She flipped over her cards.

			He waited, winked and showed his hand—a pair of nines with a king, a jack, and a three. “If it makes you feel better, I didn’t start with the pair.”

			Blast. Her calculations were right. That wasn’t her mistake.

			Jay coughed. “Actually, this hand could have gone either way. You did better than expected at the people part. It’s different with women, especially for you, but the same concept.”

			Ursula began to smile, but swallowed it. Better than expected? What did he mean by that?

			“How kind of you to say.” She glared at him. “Your talent for patronizing knows no bounds.”

			“I’d take that as a compliment if I were you. This isn’t easy. You’re not a manipulative person. You’re the opposite—to the extreme. The fact that you can become one if necessary—I’m not sure where I’m going with this, but you did well. As I was saying, there is another lesson in it, focusing on the desires of the person in front of you and playing to those...”

			His voice faded as a drumming echoed in her ears.

			Did well, indeed. He was the most insufferable, conceited, self-satisfied—she folded her arms, hating his smile and how attractive it was, how charming. She may not be able to manipulate, but that was certainly Jay Truitt’s middle name. Well, other than Thaddeus. Everything was a game to him.

			“I lost the hand.”

			“This time, but you’ll win the next. There was nothing you could’ve done. Sometimes you’re stuck with the hand you’re dealt, and you have to make the most of it.”

			Ursula closed her eyes. “And lose.”

			“Winning isn’t everything.” His voice was too darn soft.

			Why did he have to sound sympathetic? Pity hurt so much worse.

			“Says the man who has never wanted nor needed to want anything.”

			She shoved back her chair before Jay could reply and fled, through the hall, out the door and into the courtyard. She leaned against the brick, rain bouncing on her hair and gown. The silk would be ruined. She needed air, more air than the courtyard allowed. She needed to leave. She pushed through the side gate, soaking her hair, and ran.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Two blocks later Ursula’s dress was ruined. She should’ve worn her cloak. Her hair had come loose and plastered to her back. Rain ran down her cheeks. Not so pretty now, though her looks never won her anything in the first place. Perhaps this was better.

			Ursula wiped her eyes. What was wrong with her? Well, she knew what was wrong with her, what had always been wrong with her. She never quite fit, was never quite right. She’d fail in her cousins’ world and in Hugo’s world and now in Jay’s world.

			She shivered and leaned against the iron gate of a graveyard, the only green among the planks of brick.

			Why couldn’t she win? She had all the right ingredients. What about her made everything come out wrong? She was useless, not fixable, certainly not by Jay Truitt.

			She sniffled. She’d have to go back, have to go into the house and watch all of their expressions as they judged her. Her cousins would be shocked, Lydia’d smirk and tell her whatever she did was against Jewish law or some such nonsense, her uncle’d probably lecture her father since he never spoke to her directly. And Jay...she sucked in a deep breath.

			It didn’t matter. The tears began again, but she forced herself to move, to trudge in the right direction.

			Her skirts stuck to the pavement. Carriages passed, mud splashing—no, head high, chin up, Ursula, don’t you dare give them anything. You cry, they own you.

			The words echoed in her head. Were they her mother’s or her own? If they were her mother’s how old were they? How many years had it been since her mother’d been well enough to speak two complete sentences? Ten? Twelve? The memories were so fleeting. Soft fingers running through her hair, a tinkling laugh, someone snuggling her in bed.

			Ursula swiped her eye with her sleeve and forced herself to obey. She snuffled, but she obeyed. She reached the corner, ready to turn when a carriage plinking across the cobblestones came to an abrupt halt.

			“Ursula,” a voice called.

			Good lord. What was he doing here? He’d seen her at her worst a million times, but still, she probably resembled a drowned rat and she had to get him to fight alongside her, not set a cat on her.

			“Hugo.” She forced herself to meet his eye at the carriage window. “What are you doing here?”

			“I was coming back from a tea. Why are you outside in this downpour? You’re soaked.”

			“I needed some air. My aunt and uncle’s house is around the corner. I’m about to go back inside and dry off. I went for a walk and lost track of time.” Ursula stroked her locks, her fingers catching in the waterlogged curls.

			“Come in the carriage for a moment. You’ll sit, dry off and we shall pull closer.” His voice was louder than usual, more insistent.

			Odd.

			“Hugo, really, I’m all right.”

			She’d be better off at her uncle’s. Perhaps Rose would bring her some hot cocoa. She could pretend to be ill and lie in bed reading, Hecate and Arte cuddling with her.

			“Ursula.” He thrust open the door. “Come on. Spending a little time with you will make today bearable. Please?”

			His voice was even bolder now, a bit strange for Hugo. Yet, what was the harm in sitting for a moment? If she was going to, though, why couldn’t she be fresh and dry? No, this was Hugo. Hugo didn’t care. She hitched her sopping skirts and thrust herself inside.

			The respite from the rain was welcome but—she leaned against the sedate floral seat and closed her eyes. Why was everything so confusing these days? Ursula blinked at the man across from her and frowned. “Why are you so glum?”

			Hugo leaned back against his own seat. He placed his hat next to him and mopped his brow with his handkerchief.

			“My parents want me to become engaged to Katherine Morris.”

			She stifled a gasp. Already? The Middletons worked fast.

			“It’s part of a bargain. If we become engaged, her parents will gift certain properties to mine and her father will guarantee mine the seat on the Third Circuit.” He toyed with his cuff.

			Ursula bit her lip. How to approach this? He couldn’t actually want to become engaged to Katherine instead of her, could he? She pictured the woman: limp brown hair, bland gray eyes, chicken-breasted, two years older than Hugo. She wasn’t plain, but she wasn’t anything special. Worse, she was friends with Priscilla and Agnes so that either made her a climber or a snob or just vile.

			Oh, there was the sneer that never left the woman’s face. And there was the way she ignored Ursula altogether except for a few snickers at Priscilla’s comments. Vile was an excellent word.

			“Do you want to become engaged to her?” She searched his face, heart quaking a little.

			“Of course not.” Hugo bent forward and held his face in his hands. “I’d much rather be engaged to you. Katherine will expect me to be a certain way and force me to spend time with her father and men like him.”

			A ringing endorsement of their potential union, indeed. She hugged herself tighter. She shouldn’t care. He was being sensible. Wasn’t that what she wanted? Still, a jabbing sting settled into her stomach, as if she’d swallowed a bee.

			“So, I’m your first choice because I’m less bossy than Katherine? Your flattery is breathtaking.”

			Hugo lifted his neck and turned up his lips at her quip. “I wouldn’t say you’re less bossy, I just prefer the direction in which you lead.”

			Ursula pressed her lips together as hard as she could, but to no avail. The laughter rippled through her. She crashed back against the seat and threw her hands over her mouth, unable to suppress anything.

			Hugo joined, a genuine smile spreading over his features.

			“You really know how to court a woman, Hugo.” She snorted a little between whoops. She should really work on that.

			He reached across and grasped her hand. “I just love how you understand me.”

			She squeezed back. Did she really? Did he understand her? They enjoyed each other’s company. He was handsome and smart and interesting, but did he understand?

			She wrinkled her brow. Perhaps if she thought hard enough about it she could will him to say the right thing, say what he needed to say or, more, what she needed to hear.

			“I do understand you.” Ursula drew in a breath through her nose. “I can picture the life you’d want. We could have a life with books and time to read and lovely conversation and interesting lectures.”

			“Things we both enjoy.” He nodded. “Katherine would never appreciate such desires. You and I are much better suited, much more compatible.”

			“Yes.” Her vision misted as she peered out the window at the rain. When would it stop? She should really go back to the house. Her father would return and be worried about her.

			“The sun will come out again soon, before it gets too late.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box. Hugo opened the lid.

			“Penny candy?” He tinkled the sweets under her nose.

			“You know me too well.” She picked a lemon drop and popped it into her mouth. “It’ll work out, Hugo. I promise.”

			Ursula reached her hand across. He grasped it and swept his lips against her skin. Her breath hitched in anticipation of a heat, a warmth, which never came. What was the matter with her? Why did her body fizzle and tingle when Jay merely brushed against her, but Hugo’s lips did nothing?

			Pressure pooled behind her eyes. Her throat closed. How could she force things to go right?

			Hugo pushed her head against the seat and this time, parted his lips and oh, no, no, no, no, no, no, this was somehow worse. When they broke apart she had to turn away so he couldn’t see her retrieve Jay’s handkerchief—she really should give it back—to wipe, not dab, her mouth. Ursula fought the urge to wring her hands.

			Instead, she hid the cloth in her bosom again, her face, for sure, revealing everything.

			“We’ll solve it, Hugo, we will.” She steadied her voice and even met his eye.

			“I know, Ursula, but hurry, we should hurry. This is why we made the pact in the first place. To prevent such awful...” He leaned against the seat. “When do I see you again?”

			“Tomorrow night perhaps?” She swallowed. They were right outside the house. She grabbed the door. “We’re here and I should dash in before all the drying goes to waste.”

			Before he could say another word, she was on the cobblestones, running at full speed towards the house, drenched again.

			 

			The door of Jay’s room swung open and hit the wall with a thud. He jumped and pulled his robe tighter against his body.

			“You need to teach me how to kiss,” a female voice demanded.

			He blinked. “Excuse me?”

			This was a dream, right? It had to be a dream. Ursula was there, in his temporary bedchamber, wet, seriously wet, gown-and-petticoats-sticking-to-her-limbs wet. Her skirts were half-flat, showing the outline of her body, her rather fetching body. She was more than just her upper half. Her narrow waist and curved hips and—how long were her legs exactly? They were slender, and shapely, he could tell that much. He licked his lips.

			No, this would never do. He’d sworn off women since he left the asylum and he’d made it a whole two years. Besides, her father was downstairs and her uncle returning and her powders were running and he was becoming a bit too excited. Why did she have to be even more beautiful wet than dry? Now he was having all sorts of flights of fancy.

			He needed to engage her, have her talk, have her insult—oh for the love of everything holy—that got him all perturbed as well. She needed to leave. He’d assumed he’d have more time to excise any physical desire he had for her from his system after the game, but apparently even in a huff she worked at an astonishing speed.

			“You need to teach me how to kiss,” she repeated.

			Ursula stepped forward, shut the door, and flopped onto the desk chair near the bed. “I don’t think I know how to do it right. You also have to teach me how to talk. The poker and reading people isn’t enough. I need to know what to say, perhaps specific topics and things I can just memorize. I think that was the mistake in your method—I need more help. But that can be later. Right now, kissing.”

			Now it was his turn to blink. Who did she think she was? Also, why was she still in his room? He was still naked, and she wasn’t moving and this could never do. How could she be so unaware? He’d underestimated the situation.

			Jay cleared his throat. “Ursula, you need to leave this room, immediately.”

			“What?”

			He cursed himself. The catch in her voice was obvious. Tears welled in her big blue eyes, so blue, like a cloudless sky, but somehow even more clear.

			“You won’t help me? I thought you wanted me to be more pleasant and you’re good at all of those things. You were willing to teach me poker which is supposed to lead to reading people and knowing what to say, what’s just a little more? I know I haven’t been exactly nice to you, but I don’t always mean it. I really don’t, and I apologize if you were offended. I just try to be honest and accurate and I was frustrated before and I’m sorry about that. I really am.”

			Glistening droplets slid down her already wet cheeks. Cold and wet and sad. Bloody Hell. Why did she have to do this? Crying always killed him and Ursula crying—his head throbbed, and his throat filled. What was wrong with him? Their relationship was temporary, but right now, he just wanted to take her in his arms and tell her not to cry and that she wasn’t really awful, even if it wasn’t true. Well, not awful, she wasn’t awful, just near hopeless.

			Jay shook his head. Impossible, simply impossible.

			“Ursula, I can’t help you, at least not now. I’m not wearing any clothing. You have to leave. This isn’t proper. Your father will murder me. You won’t be getting into any more parties if that happens, though I suppose you could run the banks yourself which might be enjoyable.”

			He shot her his most charming smile. The tears still rolled down her neck and her lips were tight, but a welcome and comely flush crept into her cheeks.

			“But you’ll help me when you’re dressed?”

			She never did let up. She’d pick and push and force every point and concession until she died.

			“When I’m dressed and you’re changed and dry, and had something to eat, we can discuss it, perhaps over more poker. You’d have to be willing to trust me just a small bit. Even you admit that I’m good at certain things. There’s a strategy to what I’m doing. I’ll make it clearer. I’ll at least give you tips, the first being when you’re interacting with another person, try to put yourself in the other person’s position, view the situation from their perspective.”

			“But I already do that. I know that I’m supposed to try to think about how the other person would feel and tailor my comments accordingly, but sometimes I get so angry and things just pop out and—”

			He held up his hand. She’d need to figure out how to listen.

			“Not just that, Ursula. Approach everything like a business deal. Think about the other person’s goals for the interaction and how what you’re saying helps or hurts them. Do they want to feel clever, attractive, noticed? What qualities do they want reflected back at them? For example, what would someone just out of a bath, wearing just a robe want?”

			Ursula opened her mouth and paused. She cocked her head to the side and did that thing she did with her lips, the odd little sideways thing that was strange but prepossessing and he was in trouble.

			Jay turned around and clenched his fists. “You need to leave, Ursula. I need privacy to get dressed. We’re partners, not lovers, so there are certain things that shouldn’t be done.”

			She emitted a loud, sniffing, sigh. “Since we have no intention of being lovers then I don’t see what the quandary is. You’re not attracted to me and I’m not attracted to you, but I suppose there is propriety. I shall change.”

			He closed his eyes, his body throbbing. If she only knew. He listened for the door before relaxing his shoulders. He adjusted the lock. Perhaps he should barricade the door as well.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Two days later, Ursula glared at herself in the heavy-framed double mirror as Rose pinned her hair. At least her aunt and uncle invested in one of a proper size. Imagine having to get dressed with only a hand mirror or nothing at all. She shuddered.

			Idiotic party, idiotic dress, idiotic day. Her father monopolized Jay the entire evening prior foiling any hopes for more direct lessons. Worse, she’d been forced to practice socializing with Rachel and Lydia, both Jay and her father’s idea. Learn to get along with women who aren’t Rose indeed.

			You should really spend more time doing works in your own community, Ursula.

			Bugger. Even in her head Lydia’s voice was annoying. There was nothing wrong with the charity projects in Delaware, and Nunes made donations to the Female Hebrew Benevolent Society. The travel was just too long for any other involvement. That explanation led to another barrage of questions and judgments about living in Delaware in the first place. Why should she have to defend herself to some nothing lawyer’s daughter? And what sort of person spoke endlessly of their own devotion and goodness?

			Yet... She really didn’t have a good explanation for why they lived so far away from, well, everything. Especially as half of the business resources were in Philadelphia. She should ask her father but somehow every time she glanced at him the words refused to form. What was the matter with her? She’d never been a coward.

			Ursula smeared beeswax on her lips—sure to draw some remarks about propriety. At least her uncle was out again. He’d made himself so scarce these past two weeks, she’d almost forgotten him.

			She managed only one meal with the man. He’d muttered something to her father about Lord Shaftesbury jeopardizing their family’s standing in London. She’d mentioned Sir Goldsmid’s knighthood last year and how cousin Moses expected similar treatment—something her father referenced many times.

			Uncle Bernard ignored her and instead prattled on about the failed attempts at Jewish “emancipation” in England which led to an argument between the two men about the prudence of the Philadelphia community’s letter to the president regarding the Damascus affair. Her uncle felt the American and European Jews who pressured the Ottomans to stop the blood libel called too much attention to themselves and would regret being seen as a nuisance.

			How the other men of the congregation hadn’t murdered him yet was a miracle. If only she could have some of their self-control. She’d need all of it for the evening.

			Ursula crossed her arms and scowled. “I don’t want to go to this party.”

			“You’re here to go to these parties.” Rose tugged harder.

			“Ow.” Ursula rubbed the area by her part. “Why are you pulling so hard today?”

			“You’re knotted. You need to be smooth near the top. Be thankful you already have the curls. Your cousin Rachel requires hours of heat. Yours aren’t as tight as your mother’s, but with just a little coaxing they’re perfect. You’re very, very lucky.”

			“Lucky indeed. Even when curls are fashionable mine aren’t the right type. People want straight hair tortured into ringlets, not the real thing.” She gritted her teeth.

			She was being childish, but internal admonishment didn’t quell her frustration. She was going to see Hugo again and watch his parents throw Katherine at him while he moped in the background instead of taking action. How was she supposed to work with that?

			Ursula chewed on her lip. She’d ask Jay in the carriage. Perhaps he had an idea of how to involve Hugo more.

			“I don’t know why you’re so cross,” Rose continued. “You’re stunning, the dress is the latest style and you’re going to be on the arm of a handsome man.”

			“Who’s using me to force his parents to leave him alone or some such nonsense.” Ursula wrinkled her nose. Why did saying it twist her stomach so much? Why should she even care about his real motives? She wasn’t friends with him, not really. He’d been rather nice as of late, but she barely knew him. If he hadn’t been in the hall that night she’d never have even remembered he existed. Why should she care?

			A bitter taste enveloped her mouth and did not subside the entire ride to the party as her father and Jay made small talk around her. If only she had Hecate or Arte to hold. Everything would be all right. No, even without them, everything would be all right.

			Her hand shook as Jay helped her from the carriage and led her past the butler to the host and hostess, who each gushed over them. Like they were excited to have her as well as Jay in attendance.

			“Friends of my parents,” Jay whispered against her ear as the two entered the foyer, every side covered to the hilt with grisaille wall coverings. Expensive, but a little muted for her taste.

			She gazed back at the owners. They had been lovely and she could get used to the effusive treatment. Though that was why she was marrying Hugo in the first place, right?

			“Refreshments?” Jay asked.

			Ursula nodded, taking in the sights. Another beautiful home with high ceilings and bright candles and throngs of people in the latest fashions. Billows of sleeves and skirts and ties of silk frothed in the air.

			“I promise I’ll bring you lots of sugar.” He lowered his voice once more.

			“And champagne too?” She pressed her lips together but couldn’t muster a smile.

			“I’ll come right back.” He squeezed her arm. “We can dance and if it gets too much, we’ll sneak away somewhere. I know this house well. Oh, and we’ll find Hugo and his parents. We’ll make a good showing.”

			She knitted her hands. If only she could believe him. To be fair, she could believe him, it was just spending time with the Middletons was so much less appealing in the moment.

			Jay squeezed her again, before being swallowed by the crowd.

			All right, time to make herself invisible. It was difficult with the hoops; skirts were becoming unmanageable. No optical illusion of a smaller waist was worth this much trouble. Though maybe the trend would lead to the demise of the corset.

			Ursula spotted a large porcelain urn by the drapes in the first parlor and backed her way into the corner. She could observe but not be found out from her vantage point. Fortunate, as Priscilla, Agnes, Katherine and two other young women she didn’t know soon passed in a swath of crinoline and lace.

			She inhaled and exhaled as the minutes dragged until she spotted Jay, two glasses in one hand and a plate in the other. Her heart sang with joy. Finally. And with everything she’d requested. Giddy, she rushed forward and collided with him, her bosom hitting his chest.

			“Good thing I’m steady on my feet.” The rumbling in his torso from the words, right against her heart stirred something inside her. Her stomach flipped but not with illness or at least not with an illness she’d known. And she was warm, so very warm, but her body ached to press even closer to his.

			No.

			Ursula pulled back and fanned herself.

			“I’m sorry. I’m a bit out of sorts today.” She grabbed her glass and poured the entire contents down her throat.

			Jay cocked his head to the side as if to study her. He drank his champagne and offered her the plate.

			“Sweets?”

			“Yes, please.” She stuffed an éclair into her mouth, and a second, and a third. Blast, she was hungry.

			“Tonight we’ll be brilliant, Ursula.” Jay stroked her hand. “Just remember what I taught you. Look at everyone and see what they want. Give them what they desire and they’ll adore you. And whatever you do, do not hide what you can’t change. Who you are, your father’s money, even your bosom, are no more peculiar than the shape of your nails. Natural variance.”

			If only it were that simple. Though perhaps for a casual conversation in a ballroom it could be. She didn’t have to be friends with these people—she just had to survive them.

			“Come, we’ll take a few turns on the floor, make everyone jealous and then mingle.”

			 

			What was happening to Ursula? She’d been off the past few days. Something must have occurred, something she refused to tell him.

			Jay snaked his hand around her waist, pulling her to his side. She fit so well. They did make a handsome couple, just as the papers said. The jealousy in the room was palpable. If she could behave, they could turn the envy into admiration and longing for their presence. They could be unstoppable.

			Ten dances later, he led her to the refreshment table to replenish. Even in an odd mood the woman had energy. He opened his mouth to tease her about the four chocolate tartlets she grabbed when a deep voice brought his entire evening to a halt.

			“Fancy seeing you here, Jay.”

			He froze.

			No.

			He should still be in Delaware. He wasn’t due in Philadelphia for a few more weeks. There was supposed to have been more time.

			Trapped with the silver laden table blocking his exit, Jay turned around to meet his fate.

			“Father, how good to see—”

			He could no longer speak. It wasn’t just J.T. Truitt, but both his older cousins, Samuel and Matthew, or, if one wanted their Christian names, Somber and Serious, in identical, pressed, wrinkle-free coats and pristine white ties. None of the three matched him in height, but each managed to tower above him in every other way. The universe must really loathe him. His skin already itched.

			At his side, Ursula cleared her throat. Three heads snapped towards her as she made a low curtsey.

			“Mr. Truitt, how good it is to see you again. And you must be Jay’s cousins.”

			“Yes, this is Samuel and Matthew Hale, my elder cousins. Gentlemen, this is Miss Ursula Nunes, my fiancée.” His voice only shook a little.

			Eyebrows rose and glances were exchanged between Dour and Disapproving.

			“How lovely to make your acquaintances.” She nodded to them again.

			The brothers turned back to him with simultaneous lip twitches.

			What was that about? The entire city heard he was engaged. It wasn’t a surprise and Ursula’s manners were flawless.

			“The pleasure is ours,” his father said. “I know we’re going to have a more formal meeting with your father, but I’m glad we all ran into each other at this event. Have you two been enjoying Philadelphia?”

			Silence fell. Good lord, was he supposed to speak? It was a miracle he could breathe around these three, let alone speak. He tugged at his collar. Didn’t these people open their windows?

			Out of the corner of his eye, Jay caught Ursula’s puzzled expression. He should have warned her. Too late.

			“It’s been quite pleasing,” she stammered. “This party’s delightful and we were at another last week. The music was lively. Jay’s such a skilled dancer and he’s wonderful with the pianoforte as well, his ear is so keen.”

			Six brows arched. Jay kept his eyes straight. He wouldn’t stare at his shoes, he wouldn’t. Everything burned, his eyes, his throat, his stomach, even his marrow.

			“What else have you two done in town?” Matthew, the bolder of his cousins, was the one to speak, arms folded, suspicion and judgment in his voice.

			The silence again, all expectations on him and his tongue nailed to the bottom of his mouth. What could he say that would be acceptable to the trio? Nothing, nothing at all. Ursula shot him a glare. “We’ve been with my family. Jay and my father have been discussing the Nunes businesses.” She twisted a little as she spoke, her skirts a dizzying swirl at his ankles, before giving him a bump with her hip.

			“Really?” Dour and Disapproving were now Dubious and Distrustful, in tone and countenance.

			Jay gritted his teeth. Why was that so hard for his cousins to believe?

			“Oh yes, my father has started taking him to meetings all over town.” Ursula nodded, her blonde curls bouncing along with her necklace and everything that lay below.

			Jay swallowed. He should clamp his hand over her mouth. She was a terrible liar and the three could get to Judah first and he, himself, certainly couldn’t invent such events on the spot.

			His palms sweated. Why did it matter? He’d disappear soon, give them what they all actually wanted. He could survive the disappointment and condescension for a few more minutes or hours or days. He’d done it his whole life.

			“Yes, Jay even reviewed the books for the British house and spotted two errors this month. You know Nunes has a small British holding? Except for my aunt and uncle, the rest of the family is in Europe, mostly Amsterdam, but there’s a side in London.”

			Ursula prattled on about finances and interest rates, fielding questions from each of the men and crediting activities—which he suspected she personally carried out—to him. She was skilled. Not with idle chatter, but when there was a purpose, a purpose she understood. She wasn’t as unteachable as she believed. Pride swelled in his chest but deflated as more thoughts poured into his over-whirled brain.

			He was a snake attempting to eat his own tail. Why did she have to do it for him? He shouldn’t need her to protect him from his own family.

			A boy hides his misdeeds from his father, a man can look his parent in the eye.

			Would he never be free of Sophie’s ghost? Jay ground his teeth over and over again.

			Oh, he itched, he itched everywhere. To be able to float again, in that moment he would’ve given his very soul to float.

			“It’s a shame we can’t speak with your father this evening.” Matthew’s eyes darted around the ballroom. “But we all must be going. Jay’s mother has a head cold.”

			Ursula nodded. “Give her our regards. We’ll have plenty of time to visit in the future. It was so lovely meeting you today.”

			She leaned closer and a sharp spike stabbed his foot. Why did she have to be wearing heels?

			“Yes,” he stammered. “How fortunate to run into you.”

			There was no inflection in his voice, but they wouldn’t notice. With nods, his male relations turned as the throng of people parted for the three tall forms.

			When the men disappeared, Ursula grabbed his hand and tugged in the opposite direction. Jay followed her towards the stairs. Where did she think she was going? If she were any other woman he would’ve been intrigued, but it was Ursula. No, it was most likely something painful not pleasurable was coming his way. Hopefully, she’d leave her heels on her feet. He was done being stabbed.

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Jay’s head narrowly missed a lit sconce, as Ursula pinned him against a beige silk covered wall. The move was almost certainly intended to be intimidating, and she still managed to elicit some dread and anticipation from him, but those emotions blended with something almost like hope. Not to mention a healthy dose of desire. Very inappropriate for the moment. What was the matter with him?

			“What in the world was that?” she asked.

			“What do you mean?” Jay forced his face blank for the lie though his heart pounded.

			“You know exactly what I mean.” She’d moved her hand off his chest, planting both on her hips.

			Blotches formed over her tanned skin. Her eyes slit. “Why did you sound almost like, well, me back there? Not normal me, me when I’m focusing on behaving myself and not doing anything wrong.”

			Ursula slapped her hands on her thighs, emitting a grunt. Her curls bobbed.

			“No, you were worse. You acted almost—slow. I never seem slow.” She wagged a finger at him. “More importantly, why do your father and cousins actually think you’re slow or not quite right? Jay, what’s going on?”

			Her eyelids fluttered, revealing everything. The flashing anger was still strong, but something else had mixed in, a wetness. That would never do. That was the last thing he wanted.

			Jay glanced down. How did he put his life into words, words she’d understand, words that wouldn’t make her think less of him? The back of his throat scalded. He blinked and swallowed, but he couldn’t rid himself of the sensation.

			She sucked her lips inside her mouth so they disappeared. He’d better start talking. The truth was better than nothing, wasn’t it? Besides, this was Ursula, she’d always been an open book to him. A terrifying, dizzying, and at times delightful, read, but open. He owed her the truth—at least part of it, even if it damned him in her eyes.

			“I’m not sure they think I’m slow.”

			Jay turned the idea over in his head. Could they? He sighed.

			“Well, maybe a little bit slow, more addled. My mother may think I’m slow. She makes excuses for me. That’s why I’m here—at her request. My father knows better. He knows I’m just weak and a failure.”

			“Why?” Deep lines appeared on Ursula’s brow. “I mean, despite your lack of effort in anything intellectual, or outwardly intellectual despite being given every advantage—”

			She screwed her mouth to the side. Her concentrating face. At least that meant she was attempting to think before she spoke.

			“I suppose there are the rumors regarding your behavior, but anyone who speaks with you for more than a minute or two can certainly tell that you aren’t a complete imbecile. In fact, actually, you’re quite clever, in your own sort of way.”

			Jay smiled despite the stinging self-loathing coating his stomach. So inartful, and yet charming. Very fixable. He, however...he swallowed.

			He yearned for some sort of contact, some sort of reassurance. He grabbed her hand and pulled her farther into the room, to a chaise by a window. Her skirts billowed and spread over his lap as they landed, still hand-in-hand.

			“I apologize. This isn’t something I speak of a great deal and I wanted to—”

			“Make sure no one else hears?” Ursula shrugged and leaned towards him, resting against his shoulder, almost as if she was being affectionate.

			Someone happening upon the couple would probably think they were truly in love or at least about to wap. If only. His lower body strained. Bloody Hell. He needed his head rescrewed.

			“Yes.” At least his brain still permitted him the correct response.

			“So, explain yourself and your activities and manners and everything,” she demanded.

			“It’s a long story.”

			“There’s no one here but us and I doubt anyone will come searching. I suspect they think we’re engaged in something much more scandalous, though that’s starting to make me uncomfortable, not for my reputation, which is a bit troublesome, but more that your family might believe I’m the one taking advantage of you.”

			Jay snorted. “Not my father. My father believes I’m more of a brute. As for everyone else, my reputation for scandal makes me more popular—makes people feel better about themselves. Why try to change that?”

			Pressure built behind his eyes. Mercy, saying it all aloud was so pathetic and humiliating.

			Jay crossed and uncrossed his legs. He craved pulling at his collar or running his fingers through his hair, but Ursula held his hand and he couldn’t bear to lose the connection.

			“I’m tired and cold and this seems like a long story and I want to be comfortable.” She reclined further into his body and wrapped his arms around her, answering the unasked question.

			He drew her closer, resting his hand in the perfect, soft place. Ursula snuggled deeper, flounces of silk blanketing his body. Jay smiled against her hair even as a lump welled in his throat. Why did nights with his family make him so out of sorts? The weight of her body against him—he closed his eyes. Her hair smelled of lavender again, like her gown, and perhaps roses and that same tart, dark fruit. Definitely cherries. Summer cherries. Much better than monkey.

			“So, tell me the story,” she said.

			He slid a hand around her hip, expecting a shove but receiving none. Her heart beat against his forearm, calm and steady. A pocket watch, counting down the minutes until—he sighed. He’d tell her. Not all of it, but enough. More than he’d told anymore in a long time.

			“Where do I begin?”

			 

			Her heart stuttered beneath her jade pendant, another piece of her mother’s jewelry. She’d worn it near the end and it still held her scent.

			“My cousins are perfect Truitts.” A wry smile played on Jay’s lips as the words vibrated into Ursula’s back. There was no playfulness behind it, like a scolded puppy forced to draw a cart.

			“What does that mean?” She pinched her brow, picturing the two men again.

			They were nice to look at and appeared intelligent, but neither possessed Jay’s shine. True, they were the ones who now held the Truitt medicinal distribution business—why J.T. Truitt was stupid enough to part with it two years ago, she’d never know—her father’d been obsessed with the transaction and the lack of gossip around it. Still, Jay’s cousins were mere “Hales,” Truitts by marriage. Unlike Jay and his father, none of their ancestors ratified the Constitution.

			Ursula sniffed to herself before chuckling. Fiddlesticks, society was rubbing off on her. Hugo’s father would probably approve. She gagged a little.

			“That means that they’re absolutely perfect in every way.” Jay’s voice held a foreign discomfiture. Gone was the lightness.

			“They excel at everything. They were top of their class, always had the best marks. They’re socially fluent in any scenario, not too much, not too little, always making the right impression. They’re handsome but not flashy, and pragmatic and never do a damned thing wrong.”

			He was serious. Dead serious. How could he not see what he actually looked like to other people, to her?

			“They sound and seem utterly boring. When we spoke I didn’t see one special note. I’m sure they’re very nice, but you’re certainly more handsome, much more handsome. They don’t hold a candle.” She was rambling now, but it was Jay and he’d seen her much less eloquent.

			“Anyone could attest to that and you’re probably much more interesting and well-travelled, and they may be studious and have gotten better marks than you and can probably read and write and add better, but there are things you can do that they can’t. They probably can’t play cards or dance as well, and they certainly aren’t amusing.”

			His lips twitched at the last point. Thank goodness, as she was running out of breath. The sadness in his eye, the lack of twinkle—that tore at her. How could she get that back? If only she truly possessed his skill.

			What would he suggest? She closed her eyes. What did he want—that would be what Jay would tell her to find and give him. She studied him again. Why couldn’t she help?

			“If only my parents saw it that way.” Jay waved a hand, dismissing her and his own worth.

			Ursula swallowed again, the glumness in his voice amplifying.

			“They’re older. I grew up with them. They were what my father wanted, and he never let me forget it. I was always a disappointment. I never made decent marks and never stayed out of trouble. And you’re right, I squandered opportunities or more opportunities were wasted on me. The only thing I’ve ever been good at is amusing people and that’s not something worthwhile.”

			No. How could he possibly believe that?

			“I enjoy it.” The words, the truth really, sprang from her lips. “You make things like this—” She gestured to the door. “You make them bearable and even fun. And you astound me at how keen you are with people. No one can compete with you when it comes to parties or social settings. You can defuse any situation, with kindness so no one’s hurt. That’s admirable, Jay, very admirable.”

			He stared at her, frozen. His chest didn’t move. Had she said something wrong? She was a fool. She should cut out her tongue and become a mute.

			Jay clasped her hand and brought it to his lips. Tingles ran from her heart to her stomach to her—like water flowing on rocks. Ursula closed her eyes. How did he do that to her? Moreover, it was wrong, she was supposed to be comforting him.

			“Thank you for that, Ursula. Believe it or not, you make these occasions more bearable for me as well, certainly much more exciting.”

			He sighed. “I’ve made mistakes, many mistakes, ones from which I can’t recover, but when you say things like that or actually listen to me you make me feel—”

			Jay kissed her hand again, his eyes closed. She leaned into him, their foreheads touching, improper but so natural, just to be, just to sit together, as almost friends. They held for a moment before breaking apart.

			“We should rejoin the party, shouldn’t we? Make sure Hugo and his parents see us.” The pressure wound through her features, setting just behind her eyes. The words were appropriate, but she meant none of them. If she could just sit on the chaise forever, impossible as that was.

			“Probably.” Jay pulled her to her feet. Upright, they were so near their torsos almost touched once more. He paused. “But, before we leave, do you still want me to kiss you?”

			Every hair on her body stood at attention. Tight yearning spread through her core even as her throat closed. Her “yes,” was hoarse, but audible because she’d make him hear. She had to.

			His swallow was visible; however, he reached a hand behind her back and down, lower and lower, so it rested around her waist. He drew her to him and the heat, the flush radiated all the way through her body.

			Jay ran soft fingers down the side of her cheek and cupped her chin, tilting it so she could not help but meet his eyes and she was lost, mesmerized in the kaleidoscope of colors beneath the thick, dark lashes. She might have floated, stopped breathing, done a million unbelievable tasks, but nothing registered. All her focus was on him and only him. His mouth met hers and she no longer knew reason. The world exploded like fireworks, like gunpowder. Her lips parted, yielding for him as his hand moved from her chin to behind her head.

			In turn, she wound hers around his neck. She could not get him close enough to her. She drank him in, champagne and wood and cloves and cherry, deep, dark cherries, everything that made Jay, Jay. The room spun, and her bones melted in his arms. She wanted a million things she had no idea she wanted before nor even quite knew what they precisely were.

			Too soon he broke away, but with a smile, a real, full smile. He nuzzled her neck before nudging her upon her own feet. He straightened her sleeves.

			“You don’t need a damned lesson, Urs, and don’t let anyone ever tell you otherwise.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Music and light surged through Jay’s limbs. He was a liar, but if Urs could accept the partial truth he told her, maybe he could transform it into whole truth. Maybe he could believe away the cravings and the mistakes and start new. No past, only present.

			He lifted Urs off the floor a little on the turn and she squealed, crinoline and hoops floating around his legs. Couples passed, but they were mere shadows weaving outside the glow radiating from Urs.

			Urs.

			That was who she was to him now because she needed a nickname and it needed to be from him.

			“I’m not sure that’s part of the dance.”

			“It is when we do it.” He twirled her again. “We’re making a name for ourselves in Philadelphia.”

			“As provincial Delawareans with odd ideas?” She pulled back, her steps in perfect time to the music, plum-colored flounces swishing.

			How could anyone else compete with her on the floor? No wonder Carolina had been jealous. Urs dazzled. How had he not seen it before?

			He drew her back, her body against his, her dark gold curls brushing the fabric of his shirt. “The most charming and attractive couple on the floor.”

			“The first for you, certainly, and the second for us both.” Urs laughed against his chest.

			“You’ve got charm.” Jay whispered the words in her ear, reveling in her scent once more.

			“How much have you had to drink exactly?” She gave him a withering glare.

			Not enough, but the quip died on his lips. In the moment, it wasn’t true, even clothed and on display. With her of all people. Urs was almost like a friend. A real friend, or at least the closest he’d ever had to one. He relished her nearness for the last note, his hands in hers, fitting. Jay held her for another beat and sighed.

			“I suppose it is getting late,” he said.

			“There will be many other parties and dances. We’ll impress them at each.”

			His breath stopped. How many more would there be? No, he wouldn’t think of that. He squeezed her hand. “True. Go find your father, Urs.”

			She stiffened and tightened her jaw. What was the matter? What had he done wrong?

			“Why do you keep calling me that?”

			He grinned. That was the issue? He’d be calling her that for the rest of his life now.

			“So, I can be the only one. Hurry, I’ll fetch your wrap and the hats.”

			Before she could retort or huff, he made his way through the crowd, still smiling. He neared the waiting servants when someone reached out and caught his sleeve. He whirled around, and it was as if mud splashed in his eyes.

			“I heard you’d be here.”

			“Caleb.” He hissed the name.

			His cousin Matthew’s valet’s lips smiled but his eyes were hard. Why could the presumptive man never stay away?

			Jay gulped, his palms already sweating. Just when he banished the nightmares, the past clawed at him once more.

			“It’s been a while, Jay. More than two years.”

			“I don’t want or need any of it.” Jay wriggled from the man’s grasp. His words, though, were strangled by a catch in his throat.

			Caleb’s jacket, his hair—the scent, the intoxicating scent was everywhere.

			“Really?” Caleb moved in front of him. “I don’t have just tablets this time.”

			Jay’s heart beat faster.

			“Liar.”

			He veered left, but Caleb moved in front of him, blocking his path. The man reached into his jacket and withdrew a pipe and pouch, large enough to hold a small lamp as well.

			The breath left Jay’s body. The pipe. Not mere Dover Powder, but pure opium, real opium. He resisted closing his eyes, but the memory, the sounds growing quiet, the height, the weightlessness, the state he’d entered that first time, so many years before sung to him. To be like that again, to exist but not exist—the laudanum he’d procured on his own couldn’t even hold a candle, no matter how many tablets he took.

			No.

			He couldn’t, he wouldn’t. How much could there be in that little burlap bag anyway? A few days’ worth? After that, what, back to cheap substitutes? Caleb would be on a ship and his cousins and all their employees were under strict orders not to give or sell him anything.

			“This is a rare opportunity, Jay.”

			His muscles clenched. Caleb was always so familiar, wasn’t he? Especially with him on the ropes.

			“I don’t need it.”

			He didn’t. He really didn’t, except he did. He hadn’t really slept in, what, two years? Ever since they put him in that place. The memories of that torture would never leave and the past six months on his own were their own kind of Hell.

			“Of course, you don’t.” Caleb inched closer. “You can smell it, can’t you? I see your nose twitching, and your fingers. You’re ready to reach for your purse.”

			Jay balled his fists. Oh, to punch the smug little man. He could refuse, he could.

			“I don’t.” He made his voice firm. “I’m engaged now, or haven’t you heard?”

			Caleb threw back his head and laughed. “If there ever was a reason to buy some that’d be it. You’ll never be able to settle down. You’ll need a double dose to deal with the shrill cries from your wife and her constant hounding.”

			“Someone doesn’t like women much.” Jay raised an eyebrow and smirked at the scowl on Caleb’s face. One point for him.

			“I like no one, only money, which is why I’m good at my job.” Caleb’s voice was steady though his eyes still blazed.

			“Well, you won’t get mine tonight.” Jay pushed to the right.

			The scent wafted again. The room spun.

			No. Urs. Think of Urs.

			He had to be on his game for Urs. He’d promised her. Though if he could sleep he’d perform better.

			No.

			He would keep on the ground now, but—his stomach clenched. Now was temporary.

			The doctors’ warnings rang in his head, but the whispers, the promises, grew louder and louder. He could control himself. He’d just purchase it now and use it later. Nothing would matter then anyway and he’d be how he wanted to be. And he could sleep—a deep, floating sleep without worry, or responsibilities or chances to fail.

			Possession of the instruments was necessary and prudent at this juncture. He wouldn’t have a better opportunity and it came from the best source. Truitt—now Hale—was the largest, most reputable supplier in America. This was a reasonable course of action. There was nothing wrong with just purchasing.

			He leaned forward. Blast, he hated giving the man the satisfaction, but there was no choice, was there?

			“How much?”

			Caleb grinned. “I knew you’d make the right decision.”

			 

			Ursula pawed her way through the ballroom beneath the glow of the tiered chandeliers, silk brushing against silk as she passed. Her fanning arm was getting a workout. Even with the windows open it was ungodly.

			She swept by the refreshment table. The white linens and silver trays and glorious food called to her. Just one or two raspberry tarts. Tasty, very tasty. She licked her thumb.

			“Ursula.”

			Not now. She wrinkled her nose, but forced herself to turn.

			“Hugo, how are you?” She clenched her jaw as his eyes widened.

			A stab hit her stomach. Jay needed to help her with her delivery.

			She softened her tone. “I apologize. It’s always lovely to see you. I’m just looking for my father. It’s becoming late and we need to mind my cousins.”

			“I had wanted to speak with you. I’ve—” He ran a hand through his hair, tugging on his sand-colored curls. “I’ve been miserable here tonight. My father made me dance with Katherine. You know I’m a terrible dancer. We had to stand with her parents the entire time and converse with people like the Reeds and the Gibbs and the Bookers and all they wanted to do was discuss politics and society and I just wanted to—”

			“Find a quiet place to retreat.” Drat. She was a traitor. She should’ve been with him. That was the essence of their childhood pact—together so neither one was alone. She’d had such fun with Jay and abandoned Hugo. She clenched her fists and resisted touching her lips. They still tingled.

			“Yes.” He grasped her hand. “You understand me.”

			He was touching her. In public. Had he gone mad?

			“Hugo, people could see. You’re almost engaged to Katherine and I’m engaged to Jay.”

			“You’re engaged to Jay for another month, at most, and we’re going to change that as soon as you help my father accept the match.”

			She pursed her lips. Did she sound like that when she whined?

			Guilt manacled her innards. Hugo was her dearest friend. How many times had he come to her side, been with her when no one else outside her family would speak to her? How many times had they laughed and joked together?

			“We’ll think of something. We won’t let you be forced into a loveless marriage just to promote your father’s career.”

			Hugo released a loud breath. “Do you really think so?”

			“Yes, if we want it enough, we can work together and make it possible. Your parents won’t force you to be unhappy. They just can’t.” Why could he not give suggestions of his own? Well, he was Hugo, quiet, sweet, shy Hugo, but sometimes, couldn’t he fight, a little?

			She glanced to the side. Lemon tarts, with powdered sugar and fresh strawberries. Maybe just one, or two. She popped the first into her mouth and offered the other to Hugo. He waved a hand in the negative. His loss. Sugar glided down her throat, the tartness heaven.

			“We shall succeed.” They really would. She’d protect him from Katherine. “We’ll find another time to talk. Come call. You should use both of us. Jay has quite a few good ideas.”

			Hugo squawked. “Jay Truitt? The three-time failure? Honestly, Ursula, I think you might have had too many pastries.”

			She stuffed the second tart into her mouth so not to speak. Heat flared through her gut. Hugo could run circles around Jay in quite a few ways, but he didn’t even know him. How would he like it if people made horrible assumptions about him based on rumors without investigation? Like they did with her.

			“He’s a great deal cleverer than people give him credit for. In social situations, he’d easily best us both and that sort of finesse is what we need if we are to free you. You should give him some respect. He’s a friend, a dear friend, who’s committed to this cause, your cause.”

			She ground her jaw. Yes, the words were harsh, but who was Hugo to expect other people to fight his battles and not appreciate those same people? He’d better shape up before marriage, or worse, children. Her father may not have solved her and her mother’s problems when she was little, but at least he tried and listened and bought her dresses and pets to make her feel better.

			And jewels for her mother. Lots of them. And he’d sit with her when she was too sick to leave her room and hold her hand.

			Ursula’s vision blurred as the memories of her mother’s final days rushed back. Her father cared about both of them. And never failed to show it. Her chin trembled as she turned back to Hugo.

			Bollocks. She wasn’t marrying him, was she? There was just no way. Even if he was the only candidate, didn’t she deserve a bit more? Didn’t he?

			Hugo opened and closed his mouth like a fish.

			Double blast. How did she tell him? He was so forlorn over Katherine and the truth was so unflattering.

			We can’t marry, Hugo, because you want children and the idea of you kissing me again makes me gag so I don’t believe anything else is possible.

			Couldn’t say that. That would go against every one of Jay’s teachings.

			Hugo squinted at her in the most innocent manner. Telling him was going to be like kicking a puppy.

			She pressed Jay’s handkerchief to her lips and inhaled. Mint, and whiskey, and cloves, and cherries and another scent. A faint, but familiar one. No. It couldn’t be. She had to be confused and mixing reality with the memories of her mother.

			No, no, no, no, no.

			Ursula took another sniff and closed her eyes. Unmistakable and real and present. She fingered her pendant. The only thing that made her mother calm at the end, the only substance that gave her relief. And when she didn’t have it... Opium robbed her mother of any lucidity so she didn’t recognize her own daughter or husband when she died.

			Oh Jay, no.

			Why did she have such a good sense of smell? She needed to—she didn’t know what she needed. She turned from Hugo and fled.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Chewing on a third—all right, fifth—pastry as her mind raced, Ursula hurried into the hall only to slide on a floral runner and slam into her father and Jay. The former caught her wrists and kept her on her feet.

			“One minute,” he murmured in her ear. He tilted his chin. “Mr. Truitt, why don’t you inquire after our carriage again?”

			“Certainly.” Jay furrowed his brow at her father’s expression, but pressed through the crowd towards the waiting servants.

			What in tarnation? Her father clutched her elbow and led her inside a marble-floored anteroom. She leaned against the wall, crossing her arms over her gown. She’d need a new way to hint at displeasure as her sleeves were wrinkling. “What’s the matter, what’s wrong?”

			His frown deepened as he searched her eyes. He clasped his hands behind his back and paced the room. He repeated the action several times, muttering to himself.

			Ursula hugged her bodice tighter, as a million terrible thoughts cycled through her brain. Had the banks crashed in Europe? Had someone died? Rose? The sweat on her back chilled.

			No, nothing happened to Rose. Rose was in the house. So, what was it?

			“Stop it. You’re frightening me. What’s wrong? Please, just tell me.” She bit a nail.

			Her father ceased his movement and closed his eyes. “I’m not sure how to say this, Ursula, but I have come into some information about Mr. Truitt.”

			Bollocks. What did he know? Please not what she suspected. On the chaise, he’d hinted at it, but it wasn’t until she recognized the telltale scent. She shuddered. If only she wasn’t so clever for once. If only she wasn’t good at puzzles.

			“What sort of rumors?” She delivered the question in the most soothing tone she could fabricate.

			“I’m not sure how to say this.” He clasped and unclasped his hands, twisting his fingers.

			Ursula mimicked her father’s motions with more vigor. J.T. Truitt wasn’t a fool and wasn’t so rich that the loss of a major profit line didn’t hurt. Had her father finally guessed? He had the same memories as she did of her mother’s last days. And he’d been the one to make sure she had the purest, safest version of the medication. All the strain and fear and hopelessness. He’d cursed the stuff time and time again.

			She clutched the handkerchief harder. If her father found out about Jay... He couldn’t be privy to that kind of secret and she couldn’t dwell on what it meant.

			“I’m not a delicate flower, Father, you know that. You’ve never treated me as if I was fragile or couldn’t understand the truth.” She forced a faint smile. “Now is certainly not the time to start. I’m too old. Besides, I’m not naïve. I know there are many less than desirable facts regarding Mr. Truitt’s past conduct. Fortunately, this engagement will end in a few weeks so that won’t be our concern.”

			Her father clenched his fists. He leaned forward, locking in on her eyes. Her breath stopped. She could shrink, melt away to nothing. But why? She’d done nothing wrong, nothing to hide from her father.

			She ran her tongue over the back of her teeth. He was suspicious, but of what? She’d never withheld anything from her father and certainly had never lied to him. “What is it?”

			He folded his arms and returned to pacing. Back and forth, back and forth, across the room. He halted and scowled.

			“He hasn’t touched you in any way, has he?”

			Bollocks. She had to clutch her hands not to touch her lips. The memory made her dizzy. Well, there was a first time for everything. She forced eye contact to answer.

			“No. He’s only touched me in courteous ways, as a fiancé would, and while we’re dancing, of course.”

			Her throat burned. She stroked it.

			Could he see? She’d lied, lied to her father. Her lungs strained against her ribs. It wasn’t a complete lie. He’d only kissed after she asked, really demanded, so why should he get in trouble? Also, why should there be trouble? It was a kiss—a single kiss, and they were engaged...

			“Good.” Her father’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “Now, we, of all people, should understand that rumors are rumors and take everything cum grano salis—”

			Ursula giggled at the stilted rendition of the Latin, taught by less skilled tutors than hers.

			He smiled only with his lips. “Perhaps your children will be taught the language as well as Greek and French in the finest schools. None will be closed to them.”

			Ursula blinked. Yes, in the future her children would have all the privileges they’d both been denied. How though? Not with the Middleton name. She resisted a grimace. Her father gave her a wry smile.

			“That’s the benefit of marrying one of them.” He voiced her thoughts though the judgment in his words cut. Regret rang in his tone as well.

			What choice did she have in the matter, really? Did he not understand that? Being raised alongside but never among both Jews and gentiles left her undefined. Hugo’s name would’ve given her a place. She’d give anything for a place—well, almost anything.

			“Regardless.” Her father released a breath. “There are rumors that young Mr. Truitt fathered illegitimate children, by multiple women, and that J.T. pays to hide them. People believe their finances aren’t what they seem and Jay was the reason they sold the medicinal line.”

			No, no, no, no.

			Those were impossible rumors. Especially as she’d bet her own inheritance on the fact the last part was true, but for a very different reason.

			Ursula twisted her knuckles, running through every comment Jay’d ever made about his liaisons. Everything involved precautions and mutuality and discretion—the opposite of the gossip. She squeezed harder. Yes, she wasn’t skilled at reading people, but it’d be illogical for Jay to offer lies appropriate of and in response to nothing. Wouldn’t it?

			“I’ve seen nothing to suggest that there is any veracity to those rumors.” She tightened her stance and stared her father in the eye. “You’ve been with Mr. Truitt these past few weeks. You’ve spoken with him, lived with him, observed him. Have you seen any evidence to support them? Yes, he’s had many—” What was the word? She chewed on her lip. Right. “Paramours, but he’s not a callous or careless man. He has flaws—”

			Her father snorted. “Really?”

			Well, yes, but he didn’t have to say it like that. Her jaw popped. It shouldn’t matter, but the infuriating way everyone was friendly to Jay’s face, benefitting from him and his company, then turning on him when he was gone—she squeezed the fabric of her skirt.

			“Many flaws. He’s indulgent. He’s often not responsible. He’s comfortable not being responsible, actually. He’s most comfortable with only the lowest of expectations. Those flaws are harmless flaws. Well, not harmless, not to him, but to everyone else. You see that, just as I do.”

			How could she convince him? At least until they did a proper investigation. The sugar in her throat transformed into vinegar. He had to believe her, he just had to. Even if they’d never see Jay again in a few weeks’ time, the unfairness scalded.

			Her father matched her posture. His dark eyes bore into hers for a long moment before his shoulders relaxed.

			“I hope you’re right.” He ran his fingers through his graying hair. “I’ll admit he doesn’t seem like a man who’d ignore his children, legitimate or not, and he’s certainly amusing and entertaining. He’s also cleverer than he lets on. But how well do we really know him?”

			“Still, we, of all people, know what it’s like to have spurious rumors spread about us, to have people believe awful things—” she started.

			Her vision blurred as her father’s jaw softened further. He closed his eyes.

			“And how even our successes, however hard fought, are maligned and spit upon.”

			The lump swelled higher. The comments would never cease. Neither of them would even be in the room without Jay Truitt’s connections no matter how many times her father met with the same men on a regular basis.

			“Jealousy or pettiness coupled with gossip can damage anyone, from Jay Truitt, to us. Plenty of people see our success and denigrate it, call it underhanded or immoral, but if we were poor, we’d be called a ‘drain on society.’” She dug her nails into her palms as the whispers and snide remarks that followed her throughout her childhood rang in her ear—the resentment of how her family “bought” their place in society. Of how the Nuneses forced themselves down people’s throats.

			Her father waved a dismissive hand. “Fortunately, this is America, so there are limits on our exclusion, especially with enough capital. At least we’re well suited and shall be for some time, though your investment suggestions deserve some consideration.”

			Her chest swelled. She forced herself not to clap. Good. He still listened to her and didn’t believe she’d gone entirely silly with the thoughts of marriage to Hugo.

			“About those suggestions. I have some new ones.”

			“New investment possibilities?” He raised an eyebrow.

			“Only small stakes, and only a few new, mostly safe and stable.”

			Her father stroked her cheek before taking her by the arm. She leaned into his body, stirring images of herself in his arms as a young child. He’d always made her feel so safe.

			She might question his choices—Delaware, the estrangement, even what little of the relationship she’d seen with her mother, but she could never question how much he meant to her. Whatever reasons he had, whatever secrets he held were his business. Her mother was dead, the past was the past. The present was much more important. And in the present, with Jay and Hugo and being so muddled, she needed him more than ever.

			“Come.” He beamed down at her. “We’ll discuss them more in the carriage.”

			“Perhaps Jay has some thoughts too.” She squeezed her father’s arm tighter. He laid a kiss on the top of her head.

			“Perhaps, perhaps.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Ursula lay in bed, Arte’s warm fur against her neck. A breeze from the window lowered the temperature, but not enough to make wearing a living stole bearable. She rolled onto her back.

			The door to the bedroom creaked and Hecate jumped from her perch onto Ursula’s lap. Arte fled to a corner.

			A figure appeared at the foot of her bed.

			“Ursula,” a young, male voice whispered.

			She blinked as her eyes adjusted. Her cousin’s slumped shoulders and gawky form were unmistakable. She sighed. “Isaac? What are you doing in here? It’s the middle of the night.” She pulled the covers to her neck, even though he was still a child.

			Isaac had no sense of propriety—must be a family trait. He sank onto the corner of the bed and pulled his knees to his chest under his dressing gown.

			“Sorry. I know I shouldn’t be in here, but there’s something you must know.” Her cousin stared at his hands.

			Beneath the sheet, she sat herself up and tucked her legs under her gown. Still no eye contact. Not a good sign. Not only shouldn’t he be there, but he didn’t want to be there. His behavior was reminiscent of her own, the time she fed her mother’s diamond bracelet to Peony, her favorite pony, when she was six. Who knew “carats,” and “carrots” were different things?

			Her temples pulsed. Isaac better not have fed Hecate any jewelry.

			“What would you like to tell me?”

			Isaac poked his feet on the bed and picked at his bare toes. This was going to be worse than a marmoset with indigestion, wasn’t it? She rocked on her knees, so she could move closer to him.

			“What is it, Isaac? You can tell me.”

			His head remained down, focused on his work. She’d have to remember not to share any food he touched. She craned her neck and thrust her head in front of him.

			“It has to be something important. You wouldn’t be here if not. I won’t be mad at you. I promise.”

			He raised his eyes and blinked. “You might.”

			Dash it. How did one respond to that? With an adult, blind assurances were customary, but with a child or someone particularly honest—she hugged her knees and shrugged.

			“Maybe.” Ursula scooted closer again, the bedsheets rumpling. Confidence. She prodded her lips into a small smile. “But you’re my cousin. You’re family. I might be mad for a little, but I can’t stay mad long.”

			Isaac rocked back and frowned, though he looked her in the eye, an improvement.

			“Your father and my mother have been mad at each other for years.”

			Fair point. If she’d had a sibling, she’d want to be with him or her all the time. Uncle Bernard was part of the problem. Why anyone would marry someone like that...she pulled her lips inside her mouth, so she wouldn’t voice her thoughts. That certainly wouldn’t help the situation. Best to keep it simple.

			“But we’re not them. Besides, they still speak. Just with glaring.” She swallowed.

			A lot of glaring.

			Isaac stared at his toes again. She held her breath as he shifted and finally brought his chin up once more.

			Ursula clasped her hands. What was so large and terrifying? She had to know now. She was going to die if she didn’t know. She spread her palms flat.

			“Come on, Isaac. You can’t barge in here and not tell me.”

			He faced the wall when he spoke, his words coming fast, but audible and distinct.

			“Fine. Lydia said one of the Pierponts’ maids had Jay’s child. The girl and the baby left town, but his family is going to give properties to the Pierponts to keep the matter quiet.”

			Her heart ceased to beat. The room grew silent. She didn’t dare breathe. She must be dead or a ghost—never, Jay would never. And Lydia said it, but it was so close to what her father hinted...

			Blast, blast, blast.

			Her mind sped and she clenched her fists.

			No. He’d spent time with plenty of women, but not a maid, not a powerless maid. Nothing Jay ever did nor said suggested he’d risk damaging someone like that.

			Also, convenient that the child was nowhere to be found and the nameless, supposed mother wasn’t the one asking for money. The accusation was, what, thirdhand? That didn’t make it untrue. The woman could be afraid for some reason, but the concept raised her hackles.

			“Jay doesn’t even like the Pierponts.”

			Isaac shrugged and picked at a thread on his sleeve.

			“His family’s going to transfer the properties to them, for safekeeping for the woman and child. Lydia’s father said so. He knows the Pierponts’ lawyer and the Reeds’ lawyer. Lydia’s father knows all of the other lawyers. You know him, right? He’s done work for your father.”

			Vinegar and sour milk.

			No.

			Regardless of what Lydia thought of her, she was a credible source of information.

			But the rest wasn’t true. She sucked in a deep breath. It couldn’t be. It was too odd. Especially as neither the woman nor child would actually receive the funds directly. That should raise anyone’s suspicions.

			“So Lydia told you?”

			Isaac tilted his head to the side and offered a small smile.

			“Not exactly. Lydia told Rachel and I overheard. Her father told your father.”

			Her father. So these were the rumors. Ursula closed her eyes.

			“Even if J.T. Truitt transfers the properties that doesn’t mean Jay has illegitimate children. It just means his father believes so. But it’s hard to imagine Jay’d risk someone less fortunate’s reputation and that he’d be on such poor terms with that person, that she’d leave town instead of well, marrying Jay or at least making arraignments for the baby. Or telling him about the baby. He’d want to provide for the baby.”

			The words were jumbled, but Isaac nodded, his eyes wide.

			“I hope so. I like Jay.”

			Hope—just like her own. All her organs leapt into her throat. Her voice was soft and low, so different now. “I do too.”

			Isaac took her hand and squeezed. “I know.”

			He blinked his bright gray eyes, like his father’s, but kind.

			“I like you too, Ursula.”

			She worked to return the sentiment with her face. She came close. Words alone would have to do.

			“Thank you, Isaac. You’re a wonderful cousin.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			When would he ever sleep again? Jay paced the space between his bed and the window, naked, the breeze drying the slick sweat on his body. He clawed at his skin before climbing back into his nightclothes. Nothing helped.

			His stomach growled, yet another organ tormenting him. With a sigh, he pulled on a robe and made his way to the stairs. No use waking the servants. At least it would give his mind a momentary occupation. He scratched the skin on the backs of his hands.

			He needed it. No, he didn’t. He could leave the room without—he halted just before the door. He wouldn’t use it but if he just held it for a few moments...when he held it, he was just a little bit more...well, himself. He rummaged inside his coat pocket and transferred the pipe to the robe. He’d just sit with it, have it, but wouldn’t use it. It was useless without the lamp anyway. Holding one item wouldn’t hurt.

			He raked a hand through his hair, yanking the skin, the pain blocking the cravings for mere moments. He was weak, so very weak—worthless and useless like his father and his cousins told everyone in earshot.

			His stomach wailed. Nothing about him was what it was supposed to be. At least though, food wouldn’t kill him.

			He padded into the kitchen and scrounged around. Where did the cook leave edible fare? Finally, he located a barrel of apples. He grabbed three, held them to his chest and wandered into the library.

			Jay sprawled on a chair and took a large bite as he stared at the location where a fire would burn in winter. He took another and another and another until the first apple was a core and made quick work of the second.

			He pulled out the pipe and rubbed it against his fingers. That’s what he wanted, what he needed.

			No.

			Jay laid it on his lap. He could be strong. He could.

			But, it would feel so good. Just once, just a little and the knots inside him—no.

			He squeezed the third apple in his hand. He sank his teeth into it.

			A floorboard creaked behind him.

			Jay whipped his head around and slumped farther. As quickly as he could, he stuffed the pipe back in his pocket before she was close enough to see over his shoulder.

			Ursula yawned. “You should be asleep.”

			“It’s too hot up there.” He drummed his fingers on the side table, its legs carved to resemble Greek columns.

			She settled herself into the chair to his side and exhaled. “Are you going to eat all of that yourself?”

			“I’ve already taken a bite. You’re able to get your own. Or you could call a servant.”

			With a scrunch of her nose, she stuck out her lower lip.

			“Well, you’ve already had two. And it’s dark in that part of the house and I don’t know my way around...”

			When did her whining become so charming? It shouldn’t be, especially as she was frighteningly capable.

			Dark and unfamiliar, my foot.

			If Urs needed something bad enough she’d thrust herself down into a cave filled with bats to get her way.

			“Why don’t we go together?”

			Urs beamed at him and the nerve endings in his stomach danced. His muscles unclenched. How did she do that? She was pushy and bossy and rude, but so damned enjoyable. Even without the powder he could almost forget. His hand grazed his pocket.

			Almost.

			She didn’t notice though. She grabbed his hand, tugged and soon they were back before the large hearth and worktable, blinking to adjust in the dim, almost windowless room.

			After pawing around, she made quick work of an apple and two peaches, blotting her face with a cloth when she finished. She passed the scraps to Hecate who dripped remnants into Urs’ hair. How many times did she need to bathe per day?

			“I’ve never seen anyone eat as much as you.”

			“My cousin Isaac does.” She knotted the cloth in her hands.

			Jay thrust his hand into his pocket, running his finger against the burlap.

			“He’s a growing, fourteen-year-old male.”

			She leaned forward, giving him a desirable, but forbidden and dangerous view. He squeezed the pipe. Would he even remember she existed in the fog?

			“My father’s appetite isn’t small.”

			Jay itched. She had to leave. When she went to bed, he’d go outside. It was wrong but he couldn’t make it. He’d go mad without it quicker than he’d go mad with it.

			First, though, she needed to go. She couldn’t know, couldn’t be a part of it.

			“True.” He ran his shaking fingers through his hair, ripping at the roots again.

			“Besides, aren’t I permitted one vice? Don’t you have a couple, Mr. Truitt?” Ursula raised an eyebrow and his breath stopped.

			What did she just say? Was she a medium? Certainly not, given her performance with every other single person who ever lived and yet...

			She cocked her head, as if to study him and his reactions. What did she know? Had she seen the bag or the pipe?

			“The champagne I can pass on, too great a headache in the morning, but you said your other vice was enjoyable with at least one experienced party.” Ursula brushed a golden curl out of her eyes.

			Wonders never ceased. At least this night was becoming interesting. So, she wanted to frolic in that territory? He could play that game, and win. He leaned against a cupboard.

			“But what?” Jay inched closer, so close the air moved when her breath hitched.

			“I—”

			He pulled his hand from his pocket and planted it right next to her elbow, millimeters from her skin. Her breathing was shallow and her eyes darted to the side—a tell.

			She wanted something. What was this really about? Certainly not him.

			“Come on, Urs, you broached this topic. I’m quite interested in what you have to say. Has Hugo shown any signs of life?”

			Creases darkened between her eyes and she wrinkled her nose as if she’d smelled something awful.

			Hecate screeched and turned beady eyes on him, as if in warning.

			Urs drew back and shook her head. “What? No. No, I mean—he—no. He’s never suggested—”

			Oh Hugo, you’re useless, aren’t you?

			The man had really no sense. If anyone put as much effort into helping him with his family—Jay stuffed his hand back into his pocket and squeezed. Present. He needed to stay in the present.

			“So, we’re only speaking in the hypothetical here?” He folded his arms.

			Ursula held up a finger, before finding herself another apple. She chewed, offering pieces to Hecate. At least she broke them off. In between bites, she waved a hand at him.

			“Yes, just the hypothetical. We were speaking of appetites and—”

			She was endearing, especially when she was nervous. How more people didn’t adore her company—he shook his head. This is why he needed to find a new locale.

			He invaded her space once more. “I believe we were speaking of vices.”

			She paused and blinked her thick, black, sleepy lashes at him. How were they so dark when her hair was so light? They made her eyes glow. Smarter men painted or wrote sonnets about eyes like hers.

			“Is there a difference? Between vices and appetites, I mean?”

			And her mouth, her perfect plump, pouty lips—even eating an apple. She’d be the death of him one of these days.

			“Well—” Jay pushed back his hair with his palm. “I suppose it comes down to control, order versus disorder. With a vice, you’ve lost all semblance of control. You crave, and you need to have what you desire, no matter the consequences. With a mere appetite, you indulge and enjoy, but if the subject was not ideal, you could pass. You aren’t filling an empty hole.”

			His heart thudded as she screwed her mouth to the side and leaned over once more. What could she see? Could she feel the damage to his soul? The powerlessness? The lines on her brow deepened.

			“You seem confused.”

			“What if you’re in between?” Ursula ran her hand over the fruit remnants.

			Ah, food, this was about food and her own compulsions. He couldn’t stop the smile. They’d better lock up the sugar.

			“I believe you could forgo sweets, Urs. I think they calm you when you’re anxious, but you have quite a few solutions for that and you don’t always turn to pastries.”

			As if to agree, Hecate chirped.

			Urs tilted her head so she and the creature could kiss. Disgusting.

			He forced rising apple back down his throat. He’d have to make sure she wiped her mouth before he kissed her again. Not that he would, but in the hypothetical.

			“Then women are an appetite, not a vice, for you? Because you can say ‘no’ and are discerning?” Ursula creased her brow again, her eyes focused on him alone, the apple now in the monkey’s hands. “I suppose you might have even more self-control in that regard than I do with crème puffs.”

			She giggled at her own teasing. Enchanting. She was completely enchanting. And tempting, very tempting. If only he was who he was seven years ago, when he wasn’t broken.

			He grabbed the cloth and dotted her lips himself.

			“Is that a compliment I hear somewhere in there?” he asked.

			She shrugged. “Perhaps. Though don’t get a swelled head, or anything else.”

			The pride on her face at her own naughty joke filled him more than any plate of food could. His stomach flipped again. No one had ever smiled like that at him, satisfied with just him.

			Jay laid his hands flat, on either side of her, claiming her body for the moment. If only he could tell her, make her understand, let her see things he’d never shown anyone. More, if only he could be something, someone, more, better or at least less disappointing.

			He sucked in a breath. “Women aren’t desserts and despite the nice aftereffects, I engage for more than just a way to pass the time or dispel nerves. Mutual enjoyment is necessary. I’m not a monster. It’s why I don’t visit brothels. Those women don’t engage for pleasure, they engage to survive.”

			Silence hung between them. His lungs ceased taking in air. Had she assumed he visited those sorts of women? Was that the reason for the questions? Couldn’t she see him? As grave as his sins were, that wasn’t one of them.

			Ursula frowned and twirled a curl, her thinking face. What could she be thinking about?

			“So, no servants either?” she asked.

			“Mercy, no.” His gut churned at the concept. She really understood nothing about pleasure, at least real pleasure. “A servant would be worse. A servant can’t say ‘no,’ without fear of being sacked. Even if one wanted to engage, one could never tell what was real desire and what was flattery. What’s the enjoyment in that?”

			“And you take care to prevent unintended consequences?” she asked, still frowning.

			He froze. Now she was close—too close. “Sin,” was too kind of a word to describe his error in judgment. Never again, but never again was too late.

			How to respond? Play everything off as a risqué joke? That’s what he was good at, right? Sophie herself had tutored him, brought out those natural talents of deflection.

			“Yes, and honestly, there are plenty of enjoyable activities which don’t risk those.” There. That was all true—now.

			Ursula’s eyes widened and mercy, she licked her lips. All thoughts of the past fled as he gazed at the woman before him—the living one.

			The wheels in her fascinating head were certainly spinning. What was she picturing? He didn’t want to know. Well, he did but it was so inadvisable. His eyes travelled down, and he swallowed.

			“And you prefer those other things?” she asked.

			Stars. She really was going to not only tread but wallow in that territory, wasn’t she? He ran his tongue over his teeth.

			“Preferences change with the partner and circumstance.” There—vague. Vague was safe.

			The pendant she wore rose and fell as she breathed, a ship on a gentle tide. Mesmerizing. Enough that he could focus on the vision in front of him, instead of her words. Because it was what she said, not her body, that made him feel, or more...want.

			“And despite it not being a compulsion, you vary your partners and circumstances frequently?” she asked. Too bad they didn’t permit women to be lawyers, she’d have ruled courtrooms.

			His pulse sped. What exactly was this about? She was after something—something dangerous that couldn’t be good for either of them. He’d have to answer, with as much honesty as possible. She was a quick study with tells. Who knew how many of his she already knew?

			“It’s actually been a while. Before I met you at the party, it’d been quite a few weeks.” A hundred and six, but who was counting?

			Ursula snorted. “You poor dear.”

			He burst into laughter. She was terrible—terrible and wonderful. But, a terrier halfway underground. Someone needed to grab her tail.

			She leaned forward when he stopped and placed a hand over his. He trembled. He couldn’t help it.

			What torture did she have designed for him?

			“Urs.”

			Her name was more of a growl than a word. He searched her eyes. Blue and clear and focused on him and his answer. She was young, so young, in so many ways, and he was the opposite of what she needed.

			Jay placed two fingers on his temple. A headache was coming. Just his luck.

			“You’re a busybody. I’m permitted to have some privacy, some secrets.”

			She folded her arms and sighed. “Well, I’m not sure if you realized this, but before the other night, I had done nothing but kiss Hugo Middleton twice.”

			“I’m so surprised I’m barely standing.”

			Ursula’s face colored and liquid swirled in those damned eyes. Bloody Hell.

			“That isn’t funny.” Her voice hitched.

			She was going to break him into a million pieces which could never be put back together again. He wouldn’t even need the pipe and the tablets to die.

			“Urs, you’re a nice girl from a proper family.”

			And clever enough not to be led astray, or at least lucky enough. He grimaced. Her position, her status, even with the money—the papers, he’d make damn sure her name was never mentioned in the papers, not linked to his. That was the least he could do for her.

			“So nice girls don’t do that?”

			Urs was pouting. She was pouting about that of all things. Hugo was a fool. If the man had any sense at all he’d run off with her.

			A sourness spread through his stomach. Jay clenched his fists. It didn’t matter. He shouldn’t care, and it was never going to happen because Hugo was a blind dunce.

			“Nice girls do plenty of things. But ones from proper families are usually sheltered enough to wait until they are ready. Hopefully, only when they understand the consequences and know how to protect themselves.” Jay reached out and tugged a soft curl, pulling it back and letting it bounce. “I think you know that though. I also think you enjoy arguing too much.”

			Her nostrils flared, but she licked her lips and, of all things, winked at him.

			Death, a slow agonizing death.

			“I’m just attempting to follow the logic,” she said.

			“You know it’s complicated. Society is fraught. That’s why discretion and care are important, for both parties, which is why you don’t need to know any of the names from the past.”

			Back to pouting, but let her. Nothing good could come from giving in and it would break every code he’d set forth for himself. He ran his tongue over the roof of his mouth. He had to give her something.

			“I will assure you—so you don’t go sniffing around, I haven’t been in this area of the country in a long while. It’s been over two years since I’ve engaged on the east coast.” Or with anyone at all, not that she needed to know because that would invite far too many questions. He itched the back of his hand. “Does that satisfy you?”

			Her eyes were like dinner plates. She blinked, slow, deliberate blinks. What had he said wrong? Urs nodded though and a soft smile shone through the darkness. She reached for his hand and squeezed, a jolt waking every cell. He’d never be able to sleep now, but it no longer mattered.

			“I think you need a pet. Do you enjoy horses?” she asked.

			Jay laughed and pulled her close to his body. Perhaps he had less control over certain things than he’d believed. His heart pounded in his ears, but she didn’t pull back.

			This was madness. Urs met none of his former criteria. Too much mess, too dangerous—the contents of his pocket sang to him.

			He pushed down the urges and the itch and the mist in his eyes. He shot her his most charming grin.

			“They can be fun. Just don’t purchase me a monkey.”

			She moved around so the sash of her robe brushed his. She pushed up on her toes and pressed her lips to his forehead.

			Flames shot through his body. Torture. He yanked himself back. She was now a blur in white.

			Smile.

			Jay pressed through the lump and gave her that. He could say the right thing, he could.

			“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

			Any response would be so inadequate, and moments later, his arms were around her waist, his lips on hers. She moaned but pressed her body so it was flush against his. Urs gripped the neck of his robe as he dipped her back.

			When she parted her lips for him—heaven. She was pure paradise or the closest he’d ever feel, warm and intense and bold, and Urs, pure, Urs, pretending to be no one but herself. Jay released her and closed his eyes.

			“We should try to sleep.”

			She pressed her head to his chest, her soft curls tickling his chin.

			“We should.” She took his hand once more, warmth radiating through his skin. “Come. We’ll go together. It’s dark in the house.”

			He nodded in agreement. If only her hand could remain in his until it was light again.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			The rain rapped the windows in the upper parlor the next morning. How could her family be out in this weather? Rachel and Lydia were at the synagogue, of all places. The service was the same each week and to stroll in the rain, soaking one’s garments, when you could pray at home, couldn’t be a worthwhile endeavor.

			Her father, uncle, and Isaac, having completed their prayers at home, were somewhere even less necessary; some men’s social club, a place where she’d never be permitted. Ursula folded her arms, crinkling her bodice. More chores for Rose and it was her day off. Her aunt and uncle’s servants were much less accommodating.

			Her mind wandered to Hugo and the note he sent asking for a meeting. What was she supposed to say to him, or do for him? At least the weather could give her a reprieve from that. For now. She toyed with her mother’s ring.

			Why were her memories of the woman so faded? And why did being in the house tease them so? She’d vowed not to pry, not to hurt her father that way—make him feel lesser than, but it was as if a ghost called to her, taunted her with what she didn’t know.

			Jay shuffled the cards. His collar flopped and exposed the top of his bare chest. He’d forgotten at least two buttons. He should really call for assistance in the morning if he couldn’t manage on his own.

			He yawned. How long had it been since he’d slept? Was it just at her uncle’s house or did he wander all night everywhere he went?

			How exhausting every day must be for him. After just a few minutes of waking in a cold sweat and joining his wanderings, she was sure her complexion would never quite be the same. Rose had told her she was silly but—Ursula yawned as well. Must be catchy.

			“You should get more sleep, Urs.”

			“You’re still going to call me that?”

			“I think we’re familiar enough, yes.” He shuffled again, the cards fanning at a mesmerizing speed between his fingers.

			What was he talking about? She scrunched her brow. Oh yes, the other day, in his room, when he wore his robe. She hadn’t actually seen anything. At the time she hadn’t cared, hadn’t noticed. But now, after the kisses, the darned, wonderful, foolish kisses—her face burned.

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” She managed to speak the words, but Jay’s self-satisfied expression indicated she had understood him perfectly.

			He dealt. Ace high, a pair of fives, a six, and a three. She tapped her fingers, competing with the rain. Did she keep the ace? Ursula caught Jay’s eye. He wasn’t pleased. So many tells. How was she supposed to do this right if her head was stuck on the kisses and her mother’s ghost and what her father had said and what Isaac had heard and Jay’s other secret—the one that authored the sallow circles beneath his eyes? The one she’d give anything not to be true. He should be pleased only her tells were slipping and the lump in her throat hadn’t strangled her.

			She shoved her cards into the center of the table. “I’ll take three.”

			Jay raised an eyebrow but acquiesced. Two tens and a nine. Not bad, not bad at all. An improvement for once. Ursula licked her lips as she studied him. He exchanged two cards and tossed a coin in the pot. She raised.

			“Must have been a nice draw.” Why was the smugness in his tone so endearing, and worse, why was he right? How was what she’d done a tell? Oh, wait, the raise—fidgeting and a raise.

			Blast.

			If she couldn’t focus, she might as well ruin the game for both of them. Some mysteries needed to be solved.

			“Why do you have so many rules and take so many precautions with women?” she asked.

			Jay froze and placed his hand on the table. “I beg your pardon?” Something akin to anger flashed in his eye.

			Ursula shuddered but pressed onward. He was suspicious, and she was being too obvious, but she had to confirm or would go mad.

			“I already told you. I like your rules. They’re sensible but how did you know to craft them? Have they changed over time? Have there been adjustments?” she pressed.

			Jay knit his fingers, stretched, reaching his arms straight up, before clasping his hands behind his head.

			“Why do you want to know?” There was no humor in his voice.

			Why indeed? How could she ask him without offending him, without hurting him, without examining why the truth was so important? She gripped the edge of the table.

			What had he said about thinking what the other person wants in the conversation? She closed her eyes for a moment. What did Jay want?

			He certainly didn’t want her to act like she believed he did a great deal of horrible things. Ursula swallowed. He was sensitive, far more sensitive than she, far more sensitive than anyone realized.

			“What is it, Urs?”

			She laid her hand down as well. How could she say this correctly? He wanted an answer and nothing good came.

			She studied the painting behind his head—a ship sinking by someone named Cooke. A rather depressing piece, with no animals at all. And the frame was too heavy. She blinked, over and over. She had to say something.

			Think, Ursula, think.

			“People whisper about things you’ve done in the past, and based on what my father heard, the recent past, and I know they aren’t true, but how did you come to be so careful?” She bit her lip. “I’m not saying this right.”

			Jay’s eyebrows rose, and his nostrils flared. He sighed and ran his hand through his hair.

			“You’re saying it perfectly fine, Urs, and I thank you for how you said it.”

			Something prickled behind her eyes. Why did he have to look so forlorn?

			“You’re usually such a good liar—well, flatterer. You don’t lie, at least not really, and not to me.” She pursed her lips.

			A fine try, but he probably could’ve done better had their roles been reversed.

			Jay smiled at her, not a flirtatious or cocky smile, but a real smile, one that lit his entire face. His eyes sparked a warm copper. He leaned back further in his chair and ran his fingers over his cards with the lightest of touches.

			Her stomach fluttered, and she shivered, despite the heat in the room.

			Jay’s eyes narrowed for a moment and darkened. He scooted forward again, resting his elbows on the table, his shirt gapping even farther.

			“No, I don’t lie to you, Urs.” His throat bobbed with his swallow. “But to answer your question—I learned from experience.”

			“Tell me.” Her demand was low, but forceful.

			 

			The truth, the full story, was on the tip of his tongue. Could he tell her? She’d probably hate him. How could she not? He hated himself. But dash it, this was Urs and good or bad, Urs never hid anything from him. He owed her the same courtesy. Damned the consequences.

			He inhaled a sharp breath and the words came of their own accord.

			“It was seven years ago, in New Orleans. We had a customer, a company once owned by three brothers. The middle brother died and his wife—Sophie—held his spot for their son.”

			Jay lowered his eyes, unable to bear her reaction. “She was older, thirty-seven. I was closer to her son’s age than hers, but she found me amusing. She was the type who always knew the right thing to say in every situation and she saw the same quality in me. She was—” he bit the tip of his tongue “—the first person who showed me I might have some value.”

			The memories roared back. Delicate, lovely Sophie. Sophisticated, gay Sophie, except for her eyes—her gray eyes still held that note of sadness, of the sixteen-year-old who crossed an ocean to marry a much older man.

			“And you two were lovers.” Urs stated the fact.

			For once could she not be so readable? The story would hurt her in so many ways, no matter how he told it. Still, he owed her all of it, with as much veracity as he could muster.

			He gave a curt nod. “Though I never saw her as one. Our relationship was different. I didn’t think of it as a friendship either. In many ways she was almost a mentor. She taught me things. We weren’t in love, but we enjoyed each other. I had a wonderful trip and I thought we’d remain close acquaintances. I made quite a few in the city.”

			It had been a magical time. He’d left with something akin to confidence, more than he’d ever had. People liked him in New Orleans, even respected him. He could’ve lived there.

			Urs had her hand over her mouth, concern in her eyes. He stared back at the table and shook his head. It was still like a dream. A nightmare.

			“I wasn’t even supposed to go back. My parents were sending me to Hong Kong, but I wanted to speak to a contact in New Orleans and called on her while I was in town.”

			“And she was pregnant?” Urs’ voice was now a whisper.

			“Already showing. She wasn’t even going to tell me.” He shook his head. That’d hurt more than anything, even the dagger-like words she’d used when he proposed marriage.

			I’ll be damned if I make this child an obligation. It and I deserve to be wanted. I want to be married out of love this time, not out of guilt.

			Not out of guilt. That was impossible because no child of his was going to grow up a bastard, no matter how wealthy the household. Anything else would’ve been wrong, right? Even years later it was hard to fathom how his instincts to be honorable steered him so off course. Well, people did say the road to Hell was paved with good intentions.

			“But that hurt. You wanted her to have thought better of you,” Urs said not asked. The gentleness in her voice was almost melodious. He ached for her bluntness.

			Jay nodded, unable to say the words.

			I want this child raised by adults, not children. There’d been tears in Sophie’s eyes—tears that made him protest and promise.

			Urs was still for once, not a fidget or a pucker. “What did you do?”

			“Do?” He smiled at his own stupidity. “I married her. It took days to convince her, but I wore her down. Night after night, I begged and she finally relented.” They’d both been exhausted. There were circles under her eyes at the church. He’d made so many vows, vows he didn’t keep. “I didn’t tell my parents. I couldn’t. I didn’t know how. She took that as a sign.”

			The anguish in Sophie’s voice tore at him.

			I wanted to marry a man, Jay, not a boy. You promised me you’d be what I wanted.

			He’d hated her in that moment, told her she was insane as she threw perfume bottles at him. If anything was proof that he wasn’t worthy, it was those two weeks of fights.

			Urs quivered so hard the table shook. He should’ve never told her. She was going to cry, or flee, as she should. He was a reckless fool who’d destroyed so many lives.

			Instead though, she reached across and slipped her hand over his. She stroked his thumb and he almost burst into tears. “What happened to her? And the baby?” Her voice was calm, implacable.

			He didn’t deserve her strength, not after what he did. She should scold him or yell at him or throw him from the house.

			“The baby was never born. Sophie developed a fever and... We were married less than a month. It wasn’t a good union. We weren’t suited. We admired and liked each other, but weren’t meant to marry. She deserved an easier time.” He closed his eyes again. Had Sophie been happy for any of it? Those were her last weeks on earth and he’d ruined them. He’d made so many mistakes. A good person—a good husband would’ve done things differently.

			Urs squeezed harder and somehow he managed to keep talking. “After we buried her I went to Hong Kong. Her family was kind, especially as I didn’t want any of the company. Her son took his place and they still use Truitt Industries, though I no longer handle that account.”

			They’d all been so civilized, so polite, so genteel. Him, included. He’d yearned to scream, to cry, to tear his hair for all that might have been, but that wasn’t what was expected. That wasn’t how he was raised. He found something though, something that took those urges away.

			He raised his head into blinking blue eyes behind wet, black lashes. Everything he wanted to bury right there on her face. It wasn’t right. He didn’t deserve that reaction from her.

			She cocked her head, her voice still somehow steady. “And you told no one? You kept this all to yourself, bore it all alone?”

			“Not until today,” he said. “Not until you.”

			Ursula turned the information in her head. She’d sussed out the source of the rumors. The best lies always had a grain of truth. Someone’d found out—probably an employee of the Truitts—and used the information for a scheme. Delaware was so small and the gossip so thick...but why had J.T. Truitt believed strangers, not his own son?

			Rage boiled in Ursula’s veins as her heart answered the question. His father paid those people money behind Jay’s back and treated Jay like a child, who wasn’t even fit to be questioned in the matter. It wasn’t fair and it wasn’t right. Jay punished himself even after he tried to take responsibility for his actual mistake, after he tried to prevent Sophie from bearing the burden alone. And yet, no one, not even his family, saw who he really was.

			She balled her fists under the table, clenching and unclenching them. How could she fix this? How could she make it better?

			“But there have been women since Sophie—you haven’t given us up.” The statement was out of her mouth before she could analyze the consequences.

			Jay grimaced.

			Blast.

			She reached out and squeezed his hand harder. “That’s not a criticism, Jay. I want to understand.”

			“I failed as a husband, as a parent, but I still enjoy giving pleasure. Often giving more than receiving, because in those moments, I feel...” Jay shrugged again.

			Ursula’s body stilled. This was the cusp of something. “You feel what?”

			“Useful, I suppose, or competent or good or something more than what my parents and cousins—” He gazed at the coffered ceiling.

			But he was so very good at so many things. He made people feel special and happy: her, her family, strangers. It was the best skill, the most important. How could he not know?

			The image of J.T. Truitt’s pained expression when they’d bumped into him and Jay’s overly serious cousins flashed through her mind.

			They were wrong. They were all wrong. But how could she convince any of them or, more importantly, convince the man sitting in front of her, staring past her into the ether, his mind someplace dark.

			Jay slumped backward, and his shirt spread again. Could he be more handsome? New images flashed in her head. What would it be to sit on his lap and run her fingers through his hair while he pulled her dress over her—what in the world was wrong with her? He was in pain and she was thinking about him and her and it was inappropriate and ill-advised and...brilliant.

			She bit her lip and nodded even though she’d said nothing aloud. Genius, actually. What better way to show that she trusted him, that she didn’t think less of him?

			“Show me,” she said.

			“What?” Jay’s head shot up and he dropped his hand, giving her a full view of his pair of kings with a singular queen.

			“Or demonstrate, teach me, you know, like with poker.” She chewed on the tip of her tongue. How could she explain what she wanted?

			“It’s not like poker, Urs.” Jay frowned at her—not a good sign.

			“Yes, it is. You said it’s enjoyable and I like doing enjoyable things with you. It isn’t like you haven’t—” Ursula swallowed. “Pleased hundreds of women. What’s one more?” She raised an eyebrow, imitating his most charming mannerism. If he was going to be the one who felt lesser than, she was going to have to take on his role.

			His frown deepened to a scowl. “I haven’t ‘pleased’ hundreds of women. Rumors of my prowess have been greatly exaggerated and you have too keen an imagination. Further—” He bit his lip. “I’ve never—” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I want to make this point very clear, Urs, as I said before, I’ve never forced or manipulated a woman into doing something she didn’t want or would regret and I’m sure as Hell not starting now. What I said wasn’t intended to make you offer anything.” He grabbed his hand and squeezed, bending the cards. They’d need to purchase another deck.

			Bollocks.

			Didn’t he want her, at least a little?

			“You aren’t interested?” The words were intended to sound playful but fell flat.

			“That’s not what I said.” Jay sighed. “I would love to teach you quite a few things in that area, make you feel very, very, very good, but I—” He studied his cards. A shadow fell over his features and the temperature in the room dropped.

			“But what?” This was all wrong, but the way he used three verys had her mind spinning.

			“I don’t want to do it because you feel some sort of pity towards me and furthermore I wouldn’t want you pretending I was Hugo the entire time.”

			Her gasp was audible. Was he mad? “How in the world could I pity you? You’re the great and powerful Jay Truitt.”

			He rewarded her with a half smile, but his brow was still knit. Ursula laced her fingers together to hide their trembling, and pressed forward.

			“Also, pretend you were Hugo? How would I do that? You are you and he’s him and I can’t imagine Hugo knowing any of the things you claim to know or being able to accomplish any of what you’ve suggested. I’m quite positive that whatever occurs, I won’t mistake you for anyone else. The idea is just ridiculous.”

			Jay laughed.

			“Touché, Miss Nunes.” Jay leaned backwards in his chair. She mirrored him, as he ran his ever-changing eyes over her body. His appreciation was evident, but the more she paid attention to his body instead of his reactions the more her stomach clenched with attraction.

			The silence stretched onward. She was more exposed than she was when she laid her hand on the table after being called. He had to respond, had to return the gesture or—or what? Something awful, no doubt. Her lump grew so it enveloped her chest and throat.

			“I still can’t get past the why and what of it all.” Jay ran a hand through his hair.

			“If I can explain that to your satisfaction, would you be persuaded to—” she inhaled a deep breath “—pleasure me?”

			Jay’s eyes widened. The gray and green disappeared and a deeper, darker brown remained. He might have gasped before he started to laugh.

			“Oh Urs,” he sputtered. “I may have to just give in because getting to hear you say that was one of the most incredible things that has ever happened in my life.” The last words were garbled as he clutched his stomach, bending over the table.

			“It’s not that amusing.” She crossed her arms and pressed her lips together even as the laughter bubbled to the surface. It wasn’t funny, but the way he laughed was just too infectious.

			The two stared at each other. Ursula’s heart thumped faster and louder. This was foolishness. She should flee, after cutting out her tongue.

			And yet—the more she gazed at him, the more her body tingled, the more she craved—something. She sighed.

			“Well, like you, I don’t needlessly moralize in these manners. You have no God and I don’t believe he concerns himself with such provided it affects no one but us. As for the rest, we are betrothed. You’ve made me curious. You promised that I’d feel good and you’ve boasted enough of your abilities that I’d like some proof. Besides, I do enjoy learning new things. We’ve worked well together. Rose is off. The servants are occupied. My family is out. I’m not sure how many other ways I can argue that I’d like you to teach me whatever you can with no other motives whatsoever.”

			Her voice was on the edge of a whine, but bollocks, he was infuriating. Why was he forcing her to nearly beg? Perhaps despite the glances and the teasing and kiss, well kisses, he really didn’t actually want her.

			Jay tented his fingers. A ghost of a smile brushed his lips. “You formulate an excellent argument, Urs.” He tapped his chin.

			“Please?” She choked out the word. “I’m...acceptable, aren’t I?”

			“More than acceptable.” He pressed his fist to his mouth for a moment. “You win.” He rose and extended his hand.

			Her heart was in her ears as her fingers mingled with his. Static and tiny comets jolted through her as soon as her skin met his. Perhaps she underestimated what was going to happen. No turning back now though. She’d won, hadn’t she?

			“Bedchamber?” she asked.

			“If that’s where you’d be most comfortable.”

			She chewed a nail. An image of her and Jay, on the table, Jay on his back and her on top of him, her skirts hitched to the sides flashed through her head. Terrible idea. Her dress would be ruined at the very least.

			She ducked her head and brushed past him into the hall. He followed deeper into the wing. She held the door of the chamber open and he sauntered over to the bed and sat, bouncing a minute or two, almost testing it. Ursula closed the door and leaned against the knob as she turned the key. Better safe than sorry.

		
	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Ursula pressed her tongue against her teeth as a shiver passed through her body. She wanted this moment, him, more than she should. She trembled so hard she rattled the doorjamb.

			She was engaged to Jay so there were rumors regarding her activities already. If she was going to suffer the stares, shouldn’t she at least reap the rewards?

			He grinned at her and crooked his finger. Ursula’s heart thudded as fizzles coursed down her spine, settling between her legs. Her knees knocked together, but she obeyed and approached. She stood before him and twisted the pendant around her neck.

			With a deft motion, he grasped her free hand and pulled her onto the gold and white satin-covered bed, springs creaking as she bounced. Before she could process what happened she was on her back, Jay leaning over her, his arms on either side of her torso, encasing her.

			“Jay.” In a trance, she reached around his shoulders and tugged his head downward. She needed—him, his weight pressing against her.

			She parted her lips and welcomed the invasion of his tongue. The taste of cloves and whiskey and cherries overwhelmed her senses. Fully clothed, her hips bucked against him, as if her body demanded a further union of its own accord.

			The man above her though, had other ideas. He broke the kiss and hovered, his hands encircling her wrists so she couldn’t move. She whimpered in protest at the absence of his mouth on hers. He smirked, but took pity on her.

			He trailed his tongue around the outer edge of her ear, before he dropped featherlight kisses down her throat. Her body temperature ignited higher than anything that could burn in the fireplace as he flitted just under the neckline of her dress, so near her aching nipples, but still so far. Every nerve in her body tightened. Her breasts strained against their encasement, desperate for him.

			“So,” he whispered. “How good do you want to feel?”

			How could she answer the question? Was there a word for the ultimate amount of good? Would “I don’t care, provided you keep touching me” suffice?

			“I want you to show me all of your secrets.” What was intended as a tease was more a gasp. Her blood pumped in her ears, but warm tingles reverberated from her core.

			A grin spread over his face. “That’s a dangerous request, Miss Nunes.” He released a wrist and stroked a hand straight down from her throat above her pendant, between her breasts, over her stomach, so close to the area that ached most, only fabric separating them.

			“Perhaps I’m a dangerous woman.” Her voice was hoarse and breathy. If only she was dangerous, and not just with a balance sheet. Jay sparked not mere feelings but a hunger.

			He must have read her mind. Her stomach clenched with desire as he slid his hand back up to her breast. He clasped down—such delicious pressure. But she needed more. She moaned in frustration—too many layers between them. Worse, the blasted tease traced a circle in the center and her nipple rose, hard and wanton, straining towards his touch.

			“Jay, oh Jay.” His name was more of a strangled cry on her lips now.

			He chuckled. “Now that’s a tone I enjoy hearing.”

			She opened her mouth to giggle, but moaned as he sucked her through the material. It took all her self-control not to rip her own garments down the center.

			Her mind raced. How could she remove all of her clothing as quickly as possible? Why had she worn six petticoats? Whomever had decided on the fashion had not experienced what Jay was doing.

			“You can tear the dress. It’s old. I’ll pretend Arte did it or Hecate, maybe blame it on Rachel and Lydia. I just want it off.”

			The bastard laughed—a throaty, deep, baritone laugh.

			“It’s not funny, and why are you stopping?” So what if she whined. Charming, not charming, seductive or not, he had to hurry or she’d explode with need.

			“No, it’s not funny, it’s adorable and the most attractive thing you’ve ever said to me.” He brought her hand to his lips. His first kiss was chaste, but he flipped her palm and licked down to her wrist with a vigor that was anything but.

			She whimpered. She was pathetic, but all pretense of dignity was gone. Only naked want remained.

			His grin widened at the sound. “Come, sit again. I’ll take care of that. It’s one of the benefits of experience.”

			He reached around her back and attended to her buttons, kissing down her corset as it was exposed.

			Her breath hitched. Too slow, way too slow. She’d go mad before he was done. She’d have to take matters into her own hands.

			She gathered her skirt around her waist and hoisted the dress over her head. The fabric stretched and strained as she struggled. When she pulled herself free, she tossed the lavender silk in a corner, eliciting a hiss and scurry from Arte. Now she wasn’t going to need to fib.

			Jay laid a kiss on the bare skin just above her laces.

			She turned to face him. “Don’t tell me you’re skilled with corsets.”

			“It isn’t particularly difficult.” Jay lifted her chin and kissed her, first with a light flutter.

			Soon though, he’d pushed open her lips and breathing no longer mattered, only that his mouth was on hers. Cloves and cherries.

			Jay slid her chemise from her shoulders, tracing her newly bare skin. He glided his fingers to the edge of her corset once more, tugging at the ties on her back for a moment or two. The cover and boned prison fell away of their own accord.

			He slid his hands beneath the remaining layers of fabric. “Now, where were we?”

			“Right about here.” With a moan, she pressed against his body.

			He knew her too well, somehow. He slipped her chemise down to her waist, so her entire torso was bare. Jay leaned and his eyes lit.

			“Bloody Hell. Incredible. You’re so beautiful, Urs.” His voice was deep and thick.

			Never had she appreciated—more loved—her own body so much as in that moment with all the sincere lust and hunger in Jay’s eyes.

			Ursula rose on her knees and leaned forward, rubbing her nude chest against him, reveling in the texture of the crisp cotton against her naked skin, the wetness between her legs growing with each movement.

			He was beautiful himself, even exhausted. The dark circles somehow added to his appeal, made him real. She brushed a lock of hair from his brow and stroked his cheek, from his jaw to his chin. “You aren’t too terrible to look at either.”

			“Not ‘too terrible’?” He laughed. “You know how to make a man feel humble, Miss Nunes.” He reached around with both hands and cupped her bottom, holding her to him with a firm squeeze.

			The lower half of her body throbbed and she sucked down a moan. “So better than not too terrible—much, much better.” The titter at her own joke died in her throat as his lips called to her. She opened and drank him in once more.

			He eased her back against the silk bedding and repeated the trail his fingers made, this time against her bare torso. She shivered as he repeated the action with his mouth.

			Ursula bit her lip to stop from squealing as his tongue flicked her nipple. He glided his hand down and paused on the ribbon tying her drawers, his long fingers just above her most sensitive area.

			Her breath rasped as she gazed up at him. He was so handsome under any circumstances, but when the battle between concern and lust was evident in his eyes—she nibbled her tongue and blushed as all the liquid in her body pooled just below the tips of his fingers, right where he could feel it.

			“Before I go any further, Urs, I just want to make sure this is acceptable. I want to make sure you want this.”

			Every single cell in her body begged for him and only him.

			“I think we’ve had this discussion.” She forced herself to make eye contact and almost swooned. Lust was an inadequate word to describe what held her heart, head, and body. “I may not know what I’m doing, but I know I want it and won’t regret it, Jay.”

			As long as I live.

			Ursula ran her fingers through his thick, brown waves of hair and tugged him closer. Hers. He needed to become hers.

			Jay threw a hand behind her neck and kissed her again, a sharp, needy invasion. She returned with equal force, her mouth hot against his.

			With her own hands she guided his, so he’d pull the drawers over her hips. Together—this was a gift for them both.

			His fingers finally inched below her waist. He circled again, edging closer to the center, each new area he explored more sensitive to his touch.

			“Good God.” Her body was going to come apart, going to explode, going to do something glorious and terrifying.

			“Shhh.” He leaned forward and whispered in her ear as he trailed a finger between her folds. “This is too wonderful. You’re so beautifully wet, just for me.”

			The pride in his voice crowded out all embarrassment until only shameless, wordless need remained. She whimpered again as he slipped a finger inside her.

			“Not too quickly, Urs, I want to be able to taste you, though I suppose there’s always a second time.”

			“If you don’t kill me first.” The words though were half scream, half moan as he pressed deeper inside her with a second finger, undulating at a rhythm that made her entire core hum.

			He kissed down between her hip bones until he found the center right above his fingers. He lavished attention on the spot with his tongue. Lazy circles became firm hard strokes. In moments she was coming undone, sailing through the stars, as her body trembled and shook in the most fantastical way possible.

			She cried his name. The shudders lasted both an eternity and far too short a time until she lay, panting. Jay slid up her body, marking the path with his mouth once more, this time in a slow, lazy, meandering way until he tucked his chin on her shoulder.

			“So.” He traced her lips with his fingers. “Did I live up to my sales pitch?”

			She blinked. Oh, he was so—attractive, handsome, beautiful, there was no accurate word. The way his eyes sparkled, and the warmth as well as the humor in his voice. If only she could lay beneath his body forever, clothed, or better yet—

			“Perhaps. Though, I thought I was supposed to learn something, gain some skills for myself.”

			 

			Jay blinked. Ursula couldn’t be suggesting that? He brushed a finger through the billowing golden curls. So beautiful, almost unreal, almost like a dream, a flight of fancy, though her reality was so much better than anything he could have created in his mind.

			She pushed herself on an elbow and poked a finger against his chest. “I believe I need to show you what I’ve been taught about buttons.”

			Mother of—she recovered quickly. He leaned back and permitted her to straddle his hips. If only he could burn that image into his brain forever. Urs, naked save her stockings, inches from his—no, he couldn’t think about that.

			He could never have that, not from Urs. Not even using two condoms. He shouldn’t even dare imagine, not that he didn’t every night—he wanted her so much, but losing her was not an option. He opened his mouth, but could only gasp.

			She tugged at the first button not with her fingers, but with her teeth. She’d be the death of him.

			Making quick work of each and she spread his shirt. His breath caught in his throat. What was she going to think when she saw...?

			“Oh my.” She squinted. “Is that a dragon?” She leaned back, presumably receiving a full view. “English by the look of it, but London isn’t one of your haunts, so Hong Kong?” She whispered the name of the city.

			He froze, unable to respond. What did she know? His mind though soon went blank as Urs traced the dark ink in the middle of his chest.

			His toes curled as her whisper of a touch awakened his skin. Jay grasped a fist full of curls and wound the golden silk through his fingers. A mermaid or a fairy or a sprite, but yet so human.

			She licked her lips. “How far does it go?”

			Good lord, she was—well—him.

			“Do you really want me to answer or can you think of the right quip?” His voice was husky though. He cupped what had to be breasts conjured by witchcraft. Heaven. He clutched harder and she writhed above him, rocking her hips and bottom against his arousal.

			“Jay.” He almost came undone at the sound of his name on her lips, a half admonishment, half moan. He reached underneath her. So wet again. His cock strained. Bloody Hell—he could come from her reactions alone. She was glorious.

			Urs slid down his chest and away from his grasp, her chin resting just above his navel. “No, you don’t. You don’t get to be the only one in control. I’m supposed to prove to you that the student can best the master.”

			He arched an eyebrow. “You’re pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

			Those eyes, those wide, guileless yet aware eyes were going to be his undoing—the bluest blue he’d ever seen, morning glories and sapphires and the noon sky all paled in comparison.

			“I won two hands off you.” She shimmied on top of him. “I’m learning.”

			Jay throbbed from the connection. Before he could say anything more, she traced two fingers down his chest, closer and closer. His body responded with dizzying speed. She was danger and such trouble.

			Urs popped back up and flaxen hair tickled down his ribs like fairy kisses. He could only gasp as her tongue connected with his skin and she traced the lines of the dragon. Genius. She was good, oh so very good.

			He groaned. “Jesus, Urs.”

			“You really aren’t a particularly good Christian, are you?”

			“Truitts—” he gasped as she flitted her tongue lower, towards the creature’s belly “—go to church when we—” he moaned as she unbuttoned his trousers, thank goodness he’d gone with the latest style, the front was so much more pleasurable than the sides “—are born, die, and get—” wait, was she really going to—she couldn’t possibly “—married.” He almost choked on the last word as she yanked down not only his trousers but his breeches as well.

			“Oh goodness.” Ursula half giggled, half gasped.

			He glanced up and saw she was on her knees, off the bed, her eyes wide.

			Jay smirked. “You’re finally at a loss for words?”

			“Only because I’ve found a much better use for my mouth.”

			His eyes might have popped out of his head before they rolled back as she went back to work on his dragon, now flitting around the tail, lower and lower. He’d never been so proud or grateful for that drunken night with the British soldiers.

			Urs slid her hand down and her mouth followed and...ecstasy. She licked the length of him, first light and slow, in swirls. She changed to strokes and increased tempo and pressure. She teased his sack and he writhed. When she took him all the way in her mouth, he cried her name so loud it was a wonder half of Philadelphia didn’t hear.

			How in the world could she possibly know how to...she really was the most intelligent person in any room.

			He held on as long as he could, delighting in her attention—the way she read him, responded to every twitch and every movement of his body.

			She was pure pleasure, but so much more. She was Urs, the best friend he ever had. Images of what could be, what was possible tormented him moments before he sailed over the edge. He managed to cry something of a warning to her, but instead of releasing him, she slid him far back in her throat and Jay’s back arched as he flew.

			He landed, panting, spent, but still somehow not satisfied. Something was missing. He opened his eyes to see her, still on her knees, her hair wild and her cheeks flushed. She cocked her head and, to his amazement actually licked her lips.

			Death, but what a way to go.

			Jay drew in a breath. He craved her or more, needed her. With all his remaining strength he reached out and grasped both of her hands off his knees, pulling her on top of him, her skin against his skin. This was what made him feel right, feel content, feel whole.

			Urs laid her head on his shoulder. He ran his fingers through the silken tangles. She turned and kissed his neck, a light breeze of satisfaction.

			He squeezed her closer. They’d need to get up. Judah would return from his meetings. Rachel and Lydia and Isaac would get bored and come looking for them.

			If only.

			He breathed in all of her, the lavender and cherries and jasmine. If he could just make time stand still. His throat constricted. No, he wasn’t permitted to even think about her that way. He’d forfeited his rights to such dreams.

			Besides she wanted—well, she really didn’t know what she wanted. However, it wasn’t, couldn’t be him.

			He kissed her head. Urs deserved so much more, more than Hugo and certainly more than him. She snuggled closer to his body, burrowing into him, her breathing melding with his.

			Heaven was no place for a sinner like him. For a few minutes though, what was the harm in dreaming?

		
	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Ursula presented her card to the housekeeper with suspicious eyes while Rose hung back. The dour woman dressed in gray linen disappeared. Ursula’s palms stuck to her gloves. A low ringing buzzed in her ears. Outright confrontation—terrible idea, but after six sleepless nights no better plan came. One had to fight with the army one had, not the army one wanted. Poor Jay.

			Minutes later the servant reappeared and motioned for Ursula to follow her down the corridor.

			The hall was dark, as was the internal parlor, the shutters still closed to retain the prior night’s coolness. Even in the dim light it was clear that though ornate, the décor was old-fashioned. There was a great deal of linen and pine, certainly not the silks and mahogany adorning her father’s house or even her uncle’s.

			A long navy and cream sofa was wedged between two curios. Upon it sat not only Agnes, but Priscilla and Katherine—all of Cerberus’ heads. Ursula swallowed.

			Bollocks, double bollocks, blast, damn, tarnation and—um, ratbags.

			What exactly had she done to deserve this?

			“Miss Nunes,” the servant announced.

			“Thank you.” Agnes’ voice was smooth beneath her sneer. “That will be all.”

			The woman retreated. Ursula slid into a chair facing the trio of hostile faces with nothing but dread. How was it possible to appear both serene and malevolent at the same time? Was this the sort of thing one learned at the seminaries that rejected her?

			“What brings you to this part of town?” Though the words were neutral, there was nothing bland about Priscilla’s tone as she trained her eyes on Ursula. She wrinkled her turned-up nose as if she’d smelled something rotten.

			Ursula scraped her tongue against the edge of her teeth. Why did they all have to be there? Couldn’t Agnes do anything alone? Three against one.

			No. This was about Jay and putting things right. Three against one, ten against one, it didn’t matter. He deserved someone to fight for him, even if it was only her.

			“I came to see Agnes.”

			“What you have to say to Agnes, I’m sure you can say to all of us.” Katherine smoothed the pale blue skirt of her day dress, anemic in color, but starched and unstained despite the heat. “We’re all friends here, aren’t we? We trust each other.” She extended a plate of sweets in Ursula’s direction. “Sticky bun? Come on, everyone has heard of your famous appetite.”

			Trust each other indeed. To do what exactly? To accurately stab in the front, or, probably, with these three, the back as well?

			If only she could have one of the buns. They were probably poisoned, or at least poorly made. The cinnamon wafted towards her.

			Poorly made, that was it. Agnes’ family knew nothing about food. She’d been to one of their parties. It’d be a waste of effort to eat. She’d have something delicious, later, at her aunt and uncle’s. Her family might be obnoxious, but at least they had culinary taste.

			She clenched her fingers. Damp. She should invest in talc, not merely purchase it.

			Ah well, best get on with it. She cleared her throat. “I beg all of your pardons. I want to be as sensitive and discreet as possible. This is a delicate conversation. Would it not be better if Agnes and I chatted in private?”

			“I have no secrets from my cousin and dear friend.” Agnes beamed at each of her companions and turned a glare on Ursula. “What exactly did you want to discuss?”

			Ursula ran her nail across the edge of her thumb. Why was this so difficult? She was in the right. She could do this. She would do this.

			“I’m here to discuss the accusations your family has made regarding my fiancé.” Ursula sucked in a breath through her nose. “I don’t appreciate naked extortion, especially as the underlying accusation is a falsehood. I still cannot sit idly by while you tar an innocent bystander to enrich your family.”

			“A falsehood? Extortion? Those are serious accusations.” Priscilla’s voice was like a scythe roasted over a flame. “Are you accusing my dear cousin’s family of deception? If you are, you best have proof.”

			Ursula swallowed and her mind raced. What could she do? What sort of proof could there be? There was no child nor woman, and no way of contacting either. The properties were to be transferred to the Pierponts, after all. The money wasn’t to benefit or help anyone, only to buy their silence. Because in their circles, that’s what actually mattered, the image, not what was right if the rumors were true. She gritted her teeth so hard they squeaked.

			Based on some research, if one could call begging Isaac to bribe or trick or beg his sister to get more specific information from Lydia research, the situation was standard. No one had ever laid eyes on an infant belonging to Jay. Nor did any mother accuse Jay of fathering her child. Only employers of the so-called mothers made claims and were paid to keep silent.

			J.T. Truitt’s quickness to believe any rumor regarding Jay had created quite the cottage industry.

			If Jay ever found out the depth of his father’s mistrust...dash it.

			She clasped her hands on her lap. She couldn’t get upset. She must remain calm and collected. The calmest person wins.

			Think, Ursula. What do they want? What could you offer them to make them want to see your point of view? Besides the properties.

			She had to speak though. It was just so unfair. What right did they have to prey on him?

			“No one has proof. Right now, all we have are rumors and an appeal for funds from a third party.”

			“My family and their servants are good, honest, upstanding Christians. Besides, we’re speaking of Jay Truitt. This is not the first nor the last time the Truitt family paid for one of his ‘accidents.’ How could you not know your own fiancé?” Priscilla flipped her coifed ringlets, ironed and perfect, but false, not Ursula’s natural locks. It didn’t matter. Simulated curls won due to the face they framed. The source, not the style mattered.

			Priscilla stroked the porcelain rim of her teacup, a knowingness creeping into her voice. She was like a panther, ready to pounce, stalking, circling, batting Ursula about.

			“Unless you don’t expect him to remain one for very long and are only using him in a ploy to do something even more dubious and loathsome than Jay’s own behavior.”

			Bloody Hell.

			They couldn’t know about the engagement plot, could they?

			Ursula spotted Katherine glancing at her lap, a frown spreading through her features. Hugo. Hugo must have done something obvious. Maybe she should’ve answered his request for a meeting after all. This was the trouble with enlisting another less than dubious person. Blasted tells.

			The poor man didn’t even know she wasn’t going to marry him either. Not a pleasant conversation, but she needed to have it. Sooner, rather than later. Though she’d better find an alternative for him, save him from Katherine. First thing first, though, Jay. She drew in another deep breath. Time to hold her own.

			Ursula tilted her chin even as her innards disintegrated, and a staleness settled in her stomach.

			Logic. Pick them apart with calm logic.

			“If that was the case, and I was the type of woman you described, I wouldn’t care about the rumors nor about the Truitt family finances. Though I suppose any decent woman, no matter what the relation, should and would care about innocent people being swindled.”

			The three burst into titters. Priscilla recovered first and continued her role as unappointed spokesperson.

			“Innocent? Jay Truitt? And here I thought Jews were supposed to be clever.”

			A low humming invaded Ursula’s ears. A swirling mix of emotions threatened to engulf all her reason. It was all too much. Her voice shook as she spoke. “Jay is a good person. He’s careful and considerate. He’d never do that and just leave a woman and child.”

			“So, we are the liars?” Agnes’ voice was like iron, frozen iron, in the dead of winter. She’d scooted closer to her cousin.

			Priscilla clasped her relation’s gloved hand and smirked.

			Ursula pinched the skin between her thumb and pointer. She would not throw anything. She would not.

			Think Ursula, think.

			“I don’t know your motives, but I suspect your family needs funds. I understand things have been hard—”

			“Which you people just love.” Agnes’ voice shook and her eyes flashed.

			Even Priscilla glanced to the side, her brows raised at the tone.

			A dig at the banks? Nunes didn’t have a monopoly and not all European banks were owned by Jews. The American banks were majority gentile.

			Force us into a profession, but decry every success.

			She ground her molars. “Nunes charges the same rates as all of the European banks, no matter who owns them. Everyone raised their rates after President Jackson killed the American banking industry. High interest isn’t usury, just good business, at the moment.”

			“Naturally.” Agnes’ venom matched Priscilla’s. She wasn’t mousey anymore.

			It was all about the money and Jay was an easy target, like her. His family, his life, his name, his reputation, not to mention that of an innocent servant who probably had no idea her name was being used, all ready to be sacrificed because Agnes’ family wanted money so they wouldn’t lose social standing. As if only the Pierponts were important.

			Ursula rose and wagged a finger at the trio. “This isn’t about me. It’s about Jay and it isn’t fair and it isn’t right. Those properties should stay in the Truitt family. You aren’t entitled to them. Worse, you’re causing a rift between Jay and his parents. Don’t you see how your actions are hurting people?”

			Agnes leapt to her feet as well, thrusting herself in front of Ursula so the two were inches apart, though Ursula was a good four inches taller. “Why does it matter? No one will ever find out. The Truitts will see to that. That’s how it’s done. That’s how it’s always done. Besides, the Truitts have plenty and Jay has done enough on his own to humiliate his entire family for generations to come. They deserve it.”

			How dare she?

			She knew nothing. Jay was a person, a human, with feelings and a soul, not to mention the most honorable man anyone could hope to meet. He thought of others before himself—to his own detriment and he would rather die than cause another person pain. Maybe other people in their circle behaved differently, but that didn’t make it right.

			Ursula’s voice quaked. “It matters because he did nothing wrong. Don’t other people matter to you? He’s not who everyone thinks he is. He’s a wonderful person.”

			“Oh, my stars, she’s in love with him.” Priscilla’s gasp startled Agnes enough that she turned to face her cousin, almost bouncing against the overstuffed cushions.

			“Oh.”

			Bollocks, infinity bollocks.

			“She is.” Katherine’s laughter echoed through the room.

			Priscilla grinned and grasped her friend’s hand with a squeal. “You were wrong, Katherine. You always did have quite the imagination. Hugo Middleton is all yours. She has no sense. She truly wants to marry Jay Truitt, and believes she will.”

			Bile rose in Ursula’s throat. She couldn’t marry Jay. He’d never marry anyone again. Not after Sophie. She wasn’t a dullard. She wasn’t going to pin her hopes on a literal pipe dream and—she opened her mouth to speak but almost nothing came out.

			“I—”

			She could do this. She could speak intelligently and find a way to exit and fix everything and be—she swallowed.

			“Whether or not I’m in love with him has nothing to do with the conversation. I just know he’s not the guilty party.”

			“We’re back to proof, aren’t we though?” Priscilla folded and unfolded her hands. “How exactly do you know?”

			Ursula shifted on her feet. There had to be some way to show, to convince them.

			“I know.” She made her voice as resolute as possible.

			Priscilla clapped her hands together. “This is perfect. She’s one of his conquests. Know-it-all Ursula Nunes is silly over Jay Truitt. Even better, she spread her legs for him, permitted his debauchery and thinks it’s proof of love.” No mere polite titters, the girl was in near whoops.

			Katherine settled back on the seat. “Just wait until he runs off with some harlot, not you, one who is clever enough to charge. Even the Truitt name won’t be able to protect you.”

			Blast them all. Ursula slammed her fists into her thighs.

			“Jay will not run off with anyone. This isn’t about me. This is about the Pierponts’ lies—complete and utter falsehoods. And I will make sure none of your families ever get another cent from the Truitts.”

			Blinding rage overtook her. She bent down and grabbed two sticky buns. She palmed the sweets and pulled back her hand.

			No. Jay’s voice sounded in her head. You’re giving them what they want.

			Ursula drew the object back, towards her mouth and gulped down a large bite.

			“And I did feel sorry for you,” she said between chews. “Losing standing, comfort—that has to be difficult. Now though, I’m not even sure you deserve my pity. There’s nothing good in you, nothing good in any of you.”

			Before any of the three could respond, Ursula sank her teeth into the second sweet, turned on her heels and rushed down the hall, grabbing Rose with one hand as she fled into the carriage.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Something cold invaded Jay’s face, cold and wet. He blinked. When his eyes adjusted to the dim light streaming through the drapes he stared into large green eyes surrounded by white fluff. Not the Nunes he’d have wanted, but after the previous afternoon, a man could dream.

			Arte yawned and the scent of rotting meat and fish wafted over him.

			Disgusting.

			This was why he hated animals.

			“Why don’t you go back and bother her for your breakfast?” The cat didn’t answer. Arte instead jumped a second time on Jay’s chest, sinking her claws into the head of his dragon. Ridiculous beast. “I don’t care if it takes her two hours to put on all her undergarments, that’s just the way of things. It’s certainly not my fault. You belong to her, not me.”

			He stroked the silky white fur despite himself.

			Arte closed her eyes and nuzzled his hand. What was wrong with the creature? Couldn’t she take a hint? He sighed.

			“I know, I know. Any attention right now will do.” He scratched her ears. “Just so you know, if it was up to me she’d not wear anything under her dresses, or at all and would already be ready to feed you.”

			Now that was an image. He placed a hand behind his back ready to indulge just a little, but Arte had other ideas. She stretched her claws again. He was surprised she didn’t draw blood. “Fine. I’ll get up. You know there’s a full staff? Why aren’t you bothering any of them?”

			Still grumbling, he rose to pull on his trousers. He stumbled to the window and pushed open the shutters. A mistake.

			The air floating in was already beyond warm. If only they could all go naked. With deep regret, he buttoned his shirt. He stared at his frock coat but couldn’t quite muster the energy or desire to even attempt it. Same with the necktie. Half undone was better than fully, wasn’t it?

			He wrinkled his nose at his stockings. Ah, to be able to go barefoot. Not possible. The servants would think him mad, or worse suspect things.

			Presentable...ish, he strolled down the hall, Arte in tow. When they reached the stairs, the cat yowled like a banshee.

			Jay sucked in a breath. Just like her owner, always had to get her way. He bent down, and the creature leapt into his arms in a flurry of stray hairs. At least his shirt was white.

			“You’re a real bother, you know that?” he told Arte as they descended.

			The cat nuzzled his tie. Before he could scold her, the front door creaked. Jay started as Urs’ uncle stepped through the threshold, a manservant stumbling behind with a case. He met Jay’s eye and frowned.

			Jay’d interacted with the man only once, the day after he arrived, when he’d been shoved into the office to sign some sort of Jewish document regarding his betrothal to Urs in front of the butler and another man. The thing was in Hebrew or some similar language. Levy hadn’t even greeted him or shook his hand during the entire event.

			“Bernard, what are you doing back so early?” Judah’s voice boomed as he entered the foyer. Within moments servants ran through the house, many half-dressed, grasping outer garments and offering assistance. “I thought you were going to your club after prayers.”

			“Yes, well,” Bernard muttered. “I spoke to the men in the congregation and certain things have come to their attention. Quite a feat since most don’t bother with the gossip in gentile society. After the information I gleaned from my youngest two children, I felt it might be prudent to involve myself a little more in the affairs of my household, despite your prior admonishments.”

			Jay swallowed. What exactly had Isaac and Rachel seen or worse, heard? They were out the entire time the prior day, weren’t they?

			“Your children are in good health and no danger. Nothing else, especially as it relates to me and my life is any of your concern.” Judah’s voice shook with undisguised anger.

			Jay swallowed, and the two men stood nose to nose. Yes, Urs had hinted at some chasm between her father and uncle, but not open hostility. How could Urs not know all the background? How hadn’t she dug and nagged and pressed until she found the truth? Where were her terrier instincts?

			“It’s always my concern. I run this family, in many ways. You may run the business, but anything else—” Urs’ uncle threw his hands in the air. “Your sister is my life and once, you were my best friend, like a brother, not a brother-in-law.”

			“Once, but that changed, didn’t it?” Judah turned his back to the other man.

			Jay held as still as he could. This was becoming interesting.

			“Not on my side.” Bernard’s exasperation vibrated through the house. He ran around his brother-in-law so they faced each other once more. “I still care about you.”

			“Just me.” Judah folded his arms.

			“Not just you. I’ve always cared for the girl.” Bernard reached in his pocket and shook a paper at Judah. “And based on what my children have said, there’s cause for concern. She’s attracting attention. The gossip pages can’t get enough of her and Mr. Truitt. Her name hasn’t been mentioned, but if it is...there’s trouble, lots of trouble there...trouble you can’t shield her from. If anyone outside our community does any digging...”

			“You’re wrong.” Judah’s voice was cold.

			Jay mopped his brow. As curious as he was, the room no longer held enough space for him. He had to find an exit. Perhaps he could just back out. No one would notice. He’d find Urs and figure out what was happening—what to do—warn her.

			“Naïve as ever, Judah. It’s different for a female and different here. We have to live with these people and they have certain rules. The past is only half of it. Even without the danger and ruin its exposure will bring, there’s serious jeopardy for her.”

			Levy wagged a finger at his brother-in-law. “You may work with J.T. Truitt, but you of all people should know that the child cannot be determined by the parent. Besides, I know the Hales.”

			Jay froze.

			No.

			“Bernard, always thinking the worst of everyone.” Judah balled his fists, a dangerous note in his voice. “Always so concerned, always sorting, judging...”

			Were they to come to blows? Urs’ uncle poked a finger into the other man’s chest. “Better than sticking my head in the sand. If the girl is anything like you—”

			Judah pushed the hand from his chest, his face red. “Well, how would that be possible? I believe you made an argument along those lines once upon a time.”

			“That was not the gist of the argument and you know that. You were in pain and I was ‘concerned,’ if you want to use one of your words. Concerned for you and I identified those specific concerns, but—” Bernard Levy’s hands shook. “I may only see her once a year, but from what I’ve seen and my children have said, she’s exactly like you.”

			Jay leaned over the rail, peering to see the letter. The floorboards creaked. Both men turned and glared at him.

			“And I mean, Judah, look at him.” Levy jutted a thumb in Jay’s direction. “What are you doing, wandering around my house, coatless?” the man asked.

			Color rose in Jay’s face. He’d never been treated with such blatant disregard. What gave Levy the right? He’d never done anything to the man.

			“It’s hot, Bernard, very hot. Don’t concern yourself with Mr. Truitt. He’ll be gone soon enough. We’ve been over this before, it’s Hugo Middleton she wants and once she gets him out of her system, we’ll do what you suggested. One of those young men will please her, the match will benefit the business and all will be well.” Judah sucked in breath. “Her inevitable jilting of Mr. Truitt will overwhelm the gossip columns, so the other matters will never come to light.”

			Bloody Hell. Why did the honest summary of the scheme stab so much? Everything said was fair and true but somehow—Jay bit his lip. Doubts invaded every corner of his brain.

			“He’s a headache for his own family.” Bernard wrinkled his nose at Jay, staring at his shirt. What...? He glanced down. Blast. Misbuttoned. Finger shaking, he corrected as Urs’ uncle clucked his tongue.

			“Why does it matter?” Judah shrugged. “If only you could’ve gone to Newport with my sister, you’d have never known and could’ve saved us all the hysterics. After the season you’ll get your way. She’ll marry a Beer or Rothschild.”

			“I’m trying to prevent a disaster,” Bernard snapped. “You’re as blind and foolhardy now as you were then. This time though, it’s not only your life on the line.”

			“Since when do you care about her? I remember certain suggestions you made and if I’d taken those we’d never been standing here arguing about this in the first place.” Judah’s voice was a full yell.

			Jay shrank against the stair, forgotten. Nothing good could come of this argument. Even in his confusion that was clear.

			“You’re putting words in my mouth.” Bernard waved his hands. “I didn’t suggest any particular course of action. I asked you questions regarding your motives, your state of mind. I made a few points. Your sister and I never harbored any ill-will towards the child.”

			“But you never accepted us. We’ve lived in Delaware for nineteen years.” Weariness wafted from Judah’s voice.

			“That was certainly never my solution, you know that. You chose that on your own.”

			Jay’s eyes widened. A real explanation for a nagging detail of how Urs and her parents ended up in Delaware.

			“You left us no choice.” Judah’s eyes glimmered like coals. “You and the community. You all made me choose. What else was I supposed to do?”

			Bernard closed his eyes and sucked in a breath as if he was trying to regain control. “It doesn’t matter now. What’s done is done and that’s not the issue on the table. He is.” He waved towards Jay.

			“Do you really think the Truitt family would permit anything to get out of hand?” Judah pointed another finger at Jay.

			Was he ever going to be permitted to speak or just be gestured to like an object?

			“We all have a lot more to lose than the Truitts. As you well know, they have privileges we don’t, new world or not.” Bernard folded his arms. The lines on his brow deepened and his eyes grew darker, almost as dark as Judah’s. Resentment flared through his features.

			What had happened between the two men? Why, if there was so much enmity, were they even in the Levy household? Unease and fear stabbed at his senses.

			“Yes, you like to remind me that ad nauseum though I’ve lived it quite a bit more than you.” Judah closed his eyes for a moment.

			Jay swallowed. Was this what ghosts felt like? He cleared his throat. Bernard and Judah each turned, Bernard with an outright sneer while Judah’s face was unreadable, surprise, disappointment, sadness, no one emotion could describe his expression.

			“Mr. Truitt,” Judah said. “Why don’t you go see the staff in the kitchen about Artemis and then join us?”

		
	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Hot tears streaked down Ursula’s cheeks in the carriage. Rose made grunts of concern, but she ignored them. She had to think. Her first plan failed, but there had to be other options.

			Think, Ursula, think.

			She fanned herself over and over. Heat, enough insects to be considered an eleventh plague, frustration; it was a wonder she didn’t burst into flames.

			“You’re going to break that.” Rose had an elbow leaning out the open window. The maid used her hand to bat away a fly. Probably hit the thing too.

			Ursula scowled. “It shall be fine.”

			“Naturally.”

			So much judgment, yet she was the only one whoever did anything. Everyone else, even her father, only spoke about things. At least she took action. She just needed a new plan.

			If the Pierponts wouldn’t back down, she’d have to convince everyone they were liars. Well, not everyone. She needed to convince one person.

			“Stop the carriage,” she cried.

			Rose jumped in the air at the sound and struck her head on the window.

			“We’re going to be in trouble with your father, aren’t we?” The maid rubbed her head as they came to a halt.

			“I’m never in trouble.” The retort was automatic, but a twinge of doubt tickled her stomach. Good lord, how did she think she could do this, especially after the last failure? Still, she was all Jay had—Don Quixote in a corset.

			The hurt, the injustice, the unfairness burned behind her eyes.

			What her father didn’t know couldn’t hurt him, right? She wasn’t actually doing anything bad. Not really. Besides, this was a dire situation. What they were doing to Jay was wrong. Just wrong.

			Bollocks.

			She did whine, even in her head.

			The coachman came around the side for instructions and she worked to keep her voice level. She would come out on top. There was no other choice now.

			 

			“Miss Nunes.” The Hales’ butler’s voice followed her up the staircase after she shoved him aside. She ripped off her own bonnet as she took the twisted stairs of the narrow townhouse two at a time.

			Rose called to her as well, but she paid them no heed. The new, alternative plan was in full swing. Nothing would get in her way. If she slowed, she’d lose her nerve.

			The door creaked and all four men at the poker table turned. Eyes widened at the sight of her. Each rose, as was proper. No matter their other sins, the entire group at least had rudimentary manners.

			Ursula’s heart thudded in her ears as she approached.

			Why was J.T. Truitt so tall? Not as tall as Jay, but he towered over her. The Truitt men were giants.

			At least she was eye-to-eye with Silas Middleton—Hugo’s father, while Morris Reed, the man who sired Pricilla, only came to her shoulder. The fourth man, what was his name? He was some sort of lawyer—a friend of Middleton’s. He was a squirrely one. Jones or James—something like that. Lydia would probably know. And have opinions.

			Ursula resisted a snicker.

			She had to perform, had to be brave—had to be, well, whatever she was supposed to be for Jay. She cleared her throat. “Excuse me, gentlemen.”

			“Miss Nunes.” J.T.’s eyes were wide. “Why are you here? Where’s Jay? Aren’t you staying with your father’s family?”

			“Jay and my father are attending to other business. I’m making calls alone today, with my maid as a chaperone.”

			Show no fear, only dignity. In the end, that’s the one thing no one can take from you.

			Right. What her mother said.

			“I’m here to speak with you, for myself, and of my own accord. Neither Jay nor my father directed me nor knows I’m here.”

			“Speak with us?” Reed raised his gray-tufted eyebrows. “Speak with us about what?”

			Ursula clasped her hands together, so they wouldn’t shake. “Things have been said about my fiancé. Rumors, vicious false rumors—lies actually. He has been slandered.”

			“Slander?” The lawyer with the “J” surname sneered at her. “That’s a very serious charge, Miss Nunes. Pray tell, what precisely do you mean?”

			She clenched her fists, but locked on J.T. She’d get through to him, somehow. Regardless of what Jay claimed, he cared about his father’s opinions, even more than she cared about her father’s. Much more.

			“There have been rumors regarding your son and one of the Pierpont servants.” She swallowed. “The family has accused Jay of fathering an illegitimate child. You’ve never met the mother or child, but I have it on authority her employer is demanding payment to keep the story quiet.” She forced herself not to look at Reed.

			“There are rumors that young Jay sired quite a few children.” Middleton laughed. “You should’ve taught him to stick to whores who don’t ask names, J.T. That’s always been the rule in my family.”

			Ursula’s stomach roiled as the man who might have been her father-in-law slapped Jay’s father on the back. J.T. grimaced, but his eyes never left hers.

			She rose on her toes to peek at Middleton’s hand: a pair of tens, a jack, a five, and a two.

			“Face the facts, Miss Nunes, you’re engaged to a cad who has warmed every bed on the eastern seaboard. You’ve made a rather bad bargain. J.T. here is constantly paying for his mistakes. I’m sure he’s relieved to have the Nunes contributions. Once you produce a legitimate heir, he’ll maintain your status and whatever dignity someone like you has, despite his son’s behavior,” Reed said.

			What did he mean? She bit her tongue to stifle a gasp. How dare he? Her eyes stung. Was Jay the only man in his circle who believed women were more than china dolls to protect or bodies to use?

			Also, poor Pricilla. Her own father might not always understand what she needed, but at least he recognized her as human. He certainly saw her as more than a mare to sell for breeding. Her womb constricted in sympathy for her enemy’s potential fate.

			J.T. Truitt clenched his cards enough to show his three kings. “Miss Nunes, you need to leave. Please don’t pretend to be the authority on subjects you know nothing about. I’ve lived with and corrected my son’s mistakes for years. How long exactly have you known him?”

			Her throat burned. A horrible truth washed over her. J.T. Truitt knew about Sophie’s pregnancy. It was written on his face. He’d paid someone, probably one of Sophie’s brothers, to keep that secret. Without telling his son. Without trusting him to take responsibility.

			Any pity for the man who bore Jay vanished. In that moment she hated J.T. Truitt.

			“Long enough to see, actually see him, something you haven’t done in years.” Her voice and body vibrated with rage.

			She gathered the edges of her dress and squeezed the fabric, but the tremors didn’t cease. “My fiancé has only engaged with the utmost care and has taken precautions not to create illegitimate children.” She gulped down air, filling her lungs. She had to finish, put on a show for all the men, no matter how painful and terrifying. Jay needed that from her.

			“Jay Truitt is an honest man. You may not agree with his actions, but he would never leave someone in a bad situation—never abandon someone. Especially not a child.”

			“You’re saying my family is lying?” Reed’s voice echoed his daughter’s—two snakes, copperheads. His hand flashed opened—nothing—queen high.

			She ran her tongue against the back of her teeth. Her silence had the desired effect.

			Reed’s face turned the color of her new evening gown. “Eggplant” was what the dressmaker called it. The lawyer slid back from his companion, but J.T. Truitt glowered at her.

			She glared right back. “I’m not sure what the goals of the rumors are, except the ones I stated. I, nevertheless, wouldn’t do any business deals with the Pierponts nor provide them any additional funds. Jay is a good man. A man, mind you, not a boy. One who can handle his own life and make his own decisions. He’s clever, very clever, cleverer than any professor has ever given him credit for, which is quite a shame.”

			She would not flush, she would not. If Jay could withstand the judgment, so could she. “And, as I said, he’s taken precautions against disease and pregnancy for the past seven years.”

			J.T.’s face paled after the phrase “seven years.”

			Reed threw back his head and laughed. He stepped towards Ursula, his eyes inches from her pendant. “And your word is better than family’s? We’ve been in this country a great deal longer than you and have always been good, honest, Christian stock.”

			He clenched his fists, spittle forming at the corners of his lips. “You’re a silly woman and a Jew, not exactly a people known for their honesty. If you had more sense one would think you’re taking advantage of Jay for his social connections. Sadly, after your last statement, I’m not even sure you’re clever enough for that, despite your background. I suppose that should be of comfort to you, J.T.”

			She could vomit. Or throw a chair. Or both.

			Bollocks. Double bollocks, blast, blast, blast, blast, blast.

			Tears pricked the back of her eyes. She never received the benefit of the doubt.

			Like Jay. Jay’s name and money insulated him from the snubbing, but not the gossip and rumors and worse, not his own father’s distrust and disapproval.

			Her heart sat in her throat, swelling the lump more. What would it take to change J.T.’s mind? Because in the end, only what he believed mattered.

			Priscilla’s demand popped into her head.

			Proof.

			What proof did she have?

			Bloody Hell.

			There was proof, wasn’t there? Clear as the nose on her face. She was nothing to any of them anyway. She’d never fit, never be right. She wasn’t marrying Hugo, so her place in society was immaterial. It was time to save Jay. She bit her tongue so hard she drew blood.

			“It doesn’t matter what you gentlemen think of me or my father. What matters right now is Jay and I can prove that Jay has no living children. I could prove it in a court of law, if necessary.”

			“Proof?” Reed snickered. “What could you possibly provide to contradict our information?”

			She swallowed. The die was cast. “Before you slander my fiancé any further, see if any alleged mother can answer this question: does Jay Truitt have any distinctive markings above his knees, but below his trousers? If no one can answer, I would apologize immediately and work very hard to dispel that rumor.” Her voice shook, but she managed each and every word.

			Tears blurred her vision as she turned towards J.T. Truitt. A cloudy image of his mouth wide open sat just beneath the veil of wetness. It was done. They would all think what they would about her, but the man should have to live with how he misjudged Jay.

			“I recognize that it’s quite impertinent for me to say this, but I shouldn’t have needed to prove who Jay is to you. You should know your son better. If you did, you’d have known he has been mourning the death of his wife and child-that-might-have-been these past seven years. You should’ve spoken to him instead of paying off Sophie’s relatives.”

			Before anyone could say another word or, worse, they could witness the tears already snaking their way down her neck, she turned on her heels and fled with the last of her dignity.

			Full streams of liquid dripped down the top of her bodice. She had to leave—had to grab Rose and hide in the carriage. She gripped the bannister so not to fall.

			She could make it. She’d return to the house and Rose would draw her a bath and she could pretend the afternoon never occurred, excellent memory and hearing be damned. She’d sit in the warm water and everything would melt away.

			Her feet touched the edge of the runner from the entry. Just a few more steps.

			“Miss Nunes.” A female voice rang in the corridor.

			If there was a God, he really didn’t care for her much, did he?

			She brushed her eyes with both palms before turning.

			“Mrs. Truitt.” She stammered the two words before falling silent.

			What else could she say? What else was there to say? She’d made things worse, humiliated them all.

			“Why don’t you come and sit and have something to eat before you leave?”

			Ursula blinked. Jay’s mother’s tone was neutral, as if she wasn’t speaking to a sniveling mess on the verge of ruining her family’s floors.

			“I’d hate for you to leave without at least offering you something.” Mrs. Truitt’s eyes glittered with moisture, but her voice was kind and held a hint of mirth almost exactly like Jay.

			Her stomach rumbled. It was impolite to rush out, and this was Jay’s mother. And, if she could pull herself together before she returned there’d be no questions. She swayed back and forth, hopping from foot to foot.

			“It wouldn’t be any trouble.” The note was there again, the Jay-like note that was such a siren’s call no matter the words.

			Ursula wiped her eyes with her sleeve. Just a few minutes wouldn’t hurt.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Ursula followed Mrs. Truitt through the house and out into the bright courtyard. She blinked in the blinding sunlight and dabbed her eyes with Jay’s handkerchief. So soft. She was never returning it. No matter what. Even if it exposed the secret he hadn’t shared.

			Blue and white urns of potted flowers, yellow and orange and pink surrounded a clothed table set with similar porcelain—the advantage of the far-east trade.

			Jay’s mother indicated to a pristine cushioned chair. Ursula sank down while the other woman slid into a seat across. She rang a small bell and a housekeeper appeared. After a little discussion of tastes and choices, tea and a plate of pastries were set before them.

			Chocolate. So much chocolate and jam, apple, raspberry, and lemon curd. Ursula reached for a sweetbread and put it to her lips.

			Paradise.

			The lump in her throat began to dissipate. Her stomach still clenched and ached, but she was able to breathe once more. The sun tanned her face, but it didn’t matter.

			Sugar was perfect. Well, almost. Her lips curled upwards as images of her and Jay the other day flashed in her head. How would that work with sugar? Perhaps sprinkled down Jay’s body for her to find, after he took a turn at the same game...

			“I heard you were fond of sweets.” Mrs. Truitt’s voice broke her from her sugarcoated flights of fancy.

			At least there was no censure in the voice, only amusement. Thank goodness the woman didn’t have her son’s mind-reading abilities. Or did she? No, she was talking about the sweets and her appetite—for food.

			She fiddled with the napkin on her lap before clearing her throat. “Is it that common knowledge?”

			“It’s the talk of Delaware.” Mrs. Truitt laughed, a full throaty laugh, like Jay, almost exactly like Jay.

			Ursula’s stomach fluttered. She had a dimple, too, and fine, soft, brown hair, streaked with gray. Would that be what Jay’s hair would look like in twenty years? He’d be even more handsome that way. The little crinkles around his mother’s eyes would suit him. It’d be infuriating, but he’d age so well.

			“They could say worse things about me.” She had intended the words as a quip but today they made her sniff more. Humiliating. A tear trickled down her cheek. She waved it away, pretending to push back her curls. She fingered her spoon. “I’m sure they do.”

			She peeked at Mrs. Truitt through her lashes. The woman dabbed her own mouth with her napkin before taking a delicate bite of a berry. She chewed for a moment, her eyes never leaving Ursula.

			“Jealousy, mostly. It is a bit unfair that the girl who eats the most has the smallest waist.” Her eyes, the same color as Jay’s, glided over Ursula’s body. “Though I suppose the weight did eventually find somewhere to go.”

			What did she—? Ursula glanced down.

			Et tu, Mrs. Truitt?

			The apple really didn’t fall far from the tree. The knot in her stomach loosened a bit more though. “You sound like your son.”

			Mrs. Truitt laughed again and took a sip of iced tea. Ursula did the same. The cold glass was already tepid after a few moments outside.

			She offered the woman a small smile, but a shadow passed over Jay’s mother’s face.

			“You would know that better than I, these days, I’m afraid.”

			Ursula knotted the handkerchief in her hand. How does one even respond to that? Poor Jay—to be so estranged from one’s parents. She sniffed again. Please don’t let her cry. Why did her body always betray her?

			Mrs. Truitt’s expression grew even more pinched and pained. She laid her hands on the table. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to distress you. You were brave, what you did, saying those things, out loud, to all those men. Few have that sort of courage.”

			Brave? She was an imbecile. She should’ve never fancied she could make a difference, not that way. It would’ve been better if she’d convinced her father to donate the funds.

			Ursula shoved another cookie into her mouth and swallowed, again and again. The sob sat right below the surface. She sank her nails into her palms as hard as she could.

			Mrs. Truitt stirred the liquid in her glass for a long moment before speaking again. Her voice cracked. “Please don’t be embarrassed. My husband and I should be. We should’ve known you were to be our son’s second wife. And I should’ve known my husband would do something foolish like pay a blackmailer instead of speaking to Jay. He probably did it via letter too—through his lawyer, typed by a clerk. Men are so thick, and worse gossips than women. Once a secret is written down it won’t stay secret long.”

			Something about the woman’s words coupled with the brittle, dignified tone broke her and the tears rushed forward. Ursula hid her face in her sleeve to muffle the sound. She leaned over the table, her elbow resting on the edge.

			Utter, ultimate humiliation. She had no manners, but there was no helping it.

			It was unclear how long she cried but her bare neck was hot and sweaty. Not attractive at all. Ursula raised her head and blotted again with the handkerchief. She was probably hideous. She blew her nose and lowered the cloth, unable to look at her companion.

			Jay’s mother released a sympathetic sigh. “You are a sensitive one. Jay’s fortunate.”

			Ursula snorted. “Me? Sensitive? I’m coarse and a complete dunce with people. I’m the least sensitive person created. Jay’s the sensitive one, so sensitive, and empathetic. He can truly see people and takes on what they feel.”

			She wiped under her eyes until the skin itched. With a sigh, she tucked the handkerchief away, though close, just in case. She pushed another cookie into her mouth. At least that would stop her from rambling.

			Mrs. Truitt made another sympathetic sound, probably assuming Ursula was daft. She traced the rim of her glass with her pointer finger before speaking. “You know a great deal about my son.”

			“Jay is rather easy to know,” she said before nodding like a ninny.

			“Really?” The single word contained a million questions, backed by the arched eyebrow. This woman was probably very skilled at poker, or would be if she tried.

			Ursula stuffed a third cookie in her mouth and swallowed so quickly that rough edges cut her throat on the way down. “Oh yes. He holds a lot of secrets, but the rest of him—yes. He’s so careful and considerate. He tries to protect everyone. He can’t stand to see anyone, especially someone less fortunate or less powerful, hurt. He feels things so deeply. And the way people speak of him and don’t understand him and take advantage is just not right.”

			Her words were rushed and much angrier than she intended, but once she opened her mouth she couldn’t stop the flood. It was true, all true. Jay deserved so much better. He deserved a real champion, not just the girl who never said anything right—the recipe that looked good on paper but burnt every time.

			Mrs. Truitt blinked. “No. No, it isn’t.” She grasped Ursula’s hand and clutched it while studying her face, her eyes a mossy gray-green, glistening.

			“We failed him. Both my husband and I, each in our own way. He was alone in his grief and he damaged himself. You aren’t engaged to the same man he was seven years ago.” Mrs. Truitt’s voice was hard, but the note of sadness still floated in each syllable.

			Ursula nodded. “I know.”

			She did, and she didn’t. None of them really knew. They’d skidded over the surface, rocks skipping over a black pond, deeper than any of them fathomed.

			The comment was still confirmation. The demon was no longer a suspicion, but a fact. It wasn’t as common in America as it was in Britain, but Jay always was ahead of the curve, even with vices. And it was a vice, not a mere appetite.

			The bargain her own mother made at the end of her life, fog instead of agony, relief from pain, but not really living—the tears prickled again, pressure emanating from the backs of her eyes. Ursula inhaled through her nose. It just wasn’t fair. To any of them.

			Mrs. Truitt’s shoulders rose before she spoke. “He’ll never be as he was. The danger will always be there.”

			The sadness now overtook the words. To be a mother and to live with that grim truth... The wrinkles marring Mrs. Truitt’s face grew more intense, around the mouth and on her brow. How old was she? Fifty? When they’d sat she’d appeared younger but now...

			“I understand.” The words came out of their own accord, clear and confident, more than she felt. A lifeline, for them both.

			“Do you really?” The catch within the whisper overtook Jay’s mother’s voice.

			How did she explain? She was young and probably foolish and naïve. “I don’t know what the future will bring, and I cannot imagine what life is like in his body.” Ursula bit her lower lip and tasted the copper of blood. Images of him wrapped in the chair, his eyes haunted, flashed in her mind.

			“He’ll never truly be free.” Mrs. Truitt echoed every thought, every fear she’d held back. The woman shrank, as if she would crumble.

			Ursula squeezed her crossed ankles together to push herself up straighter. She stiffened her spine. She’d have to be a champion for more than just Jay, at least in that moment.

			“No, though are any of us, really?” she said, her voice somehow strong, despite how glass-like her innards had become.

			Mrs. Truitt’s head shot up. Her eyes flashed light and green and hot—like Jay at his most passionate, when he was the best of himself.

			Ursula almost laughed, but stammered on instead, her mind racing to keep pace with her mouth.

			“We all have negatives, problems, demons, whatever one wants to refer to them as, Mrs. Truitt. Things we fight, things we live with, things we don’t even know about or truly understand, all that can strike at any time. To discount a person, to throw a person away, to never trust nor believe—because their dangers are near the surface, are known instead of hidden—”

			Mrs. Truitt cocked her head, another mirror of her son.

			Before either could say anything more, two small dogs raced towards the table and smashed into Ursula’s skirts, kicking up dirt from the path. Brown splotches dotted her hem.

			Jay’s mother clasped a hand over her mouth. “Your lovely gown. I’m so sorry.”

			Ursula almost didn’t hear as she rubbed the head of the first. She bent and pulled the second onto her lap. It licked at her neck, burrowing into the skin by her neckline—soft, so soft, with short, silky fur. Oh, to have an animal cuddle you. “What breed are they?”

			“Italian greyhounds. They’re lapdogs.” Mrs. Truitt’s voice shook, as if she stifled a laugh.

			“Obviously.” Ursula giggled and reached a hand down to scratch behind the one on the ground’s ears.

			It yelped and danced around her feet, rubbing against her skirt. The one on her lap kissed her lips and her stomach relaxed. Dogs were wonderful. Why couldn’t people be like animals?

			Mrs. Truitt took another sip of tea. “You have dogs?”

			“A Japanese Chin, her name is Diana. I have lots of nonhuman friends—a cat named Artemis, and a macaw, Isis, and of course, Hecate, she’s a marmoset. There are horses too.”

			Another Jay-like grin flashed on the woman’s face. “I adore animals. Jay and his father, not quite as much, though I believe the right creature could persuade my son.”

			The animal gave Ursula another delightful lick. She snuggled the dog and pictured Jay subjected to the same treatment. She swallowed a snort. Such delicious torture. Not as much fun as him and Arte, but close. Watching those two was now her favorite pastime, well, one of them.

			“For now, it’s amusing watching them interact.” Ursula laughed at her own joke.

			“Yes, very.” Mrs. Truitt sipped her drink. However, the glass did not fully hide the smile creeping through her face.

			Jay’s smile.

			A happy sigh rippled through Ursula. In an instant she could no longer eat. She had to get back, and to be with Jay and somehow, some way make him feel all that she couldn’t quite say.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Jay patted himself with the fresh towel, wrapped it around his waist and slid from behind the screen. He’d wallow a bit on the bed before ringing for someone to empty the bathwater, indulge for a little while longer, alone.

			Urs had looked particularly fetching the prior day in her lavender calico gown. The costume wasn’t as revealing as the ball gowns, but the way her hair fell to highlight the right places...

			He started. There, sitting on his bed, in what appeared to be a nightdress, white trimmed with lavender ruffles, was Urs.

			“What are you doing in here? And don’t you ever knock?” he asked.

			Despite everything they’d done, he worked to stare at the floor, as the longer his gaze lingered on her, the worse things would be for him. He’d be tossing off until next Tuesday and still need ice. Still, his traitorous eyeballs kept crawling back upward. She was wet, soaked, her hair dripping on her sheer gown. He wasn’t the only one who’d bathed.

			“We’re alone again and I thought, perhaps...” Urs rose and strolled across the room.

			Her gown clung to her body, leaving nothing to the imagination, but somehow more hypnotic than if she’d been actually naked. A worm itched at the back of his brain. He was supposed to tell her something. What was it? Whatever it was, it’d vanished from his mind. Her nipples, dark and at attention, jutted against the transparent cover. His mouth watered.

			With a tight fist, he gripped his towel behind his back. He should’ve grabbed his robe. Good lord, not enough coverage and every thought was showing. He should hide behind the screen, but his feet were rooted to the floor.

			“Urs, this is a terrible idea. You can’t be here. What we did the other day can’t be a regular activity.”

			“Why not?” The question was so earnest.

			“Because...” He ran his free hand through his wet hair.

			Why not exactly? Based on Hugo’s growing dedication and desperation, miracle of miracles, Urs might actually succeed in her plot and would forget all about him.

			Well, in the deepest, darkest most selfish places in his soul she wouldn’t, she’d think about him and only him, but that couldn’t possibly be true. He, on the other hand, would be a different story. Her memory—her absence would already be a stain on his soul—another ghost that whiskey and women couldn’t kill.

			Perhaps ether. He’d heard things about that, good things, frightening things too, but still better than what he did before. He clenched and unclenched his fists.

			Urs was now in front of him. She traced a hand down his chest and fingered the edge of the towel. “Besides, I don’t want to do what we did last time. Well, perhaps later. This time I want to try something new, something with one of those condoms.”

			She’d gone mad, completely out of her mind. She could not be serious.

			“No, no, no, no, Urs, I’m not taking your maidenhood. That’s completely out of the question.”

			“Jay, you’re being ridiculous. We did things that in many ways are far more intimate the other day and they were quite good, but not—” She bit her lip. “Not enough. I’ve been thinking and experimenting.”

			“Experimenting?” He would’ve raised an eyebrow if he wasn’t concentrating on every unpleasant thing he could imagine so not to lose complete control, or at the very least, hide what he couldn’t stop from rising. She was going to kill him. Now he knew what image would star in his fantasies forever. Ursula, bloody, Nunes fetching mettle, naked, on her bed, his name on her exquisite lips.

			“After we, well you, showed me what was possible, I decided to see what I could do myself and whether it was better alone or with someone else.”

			Jay threw his free hand over his mouth to contain the snicker. He wasn’t successful.

			“And what did you discover?” The words were sputtered more than spoken.

			“Very doable myself, much better with a partner, and I have a feeling highly superior with a particular partner. I’m not afraid, Jay. You’ve told me everything, but I’m not afraid.”

			Laughter died in his throat as his heart began to pound. She might not be afraid, but he was terrified.

			Urs moved back to the bed and drew her legs into her chest, under her nightgown. She was even more appealing covered and vulnerable, staring at him with her luminous eyes framed by thick, heavy, black lashes, already growing moist. Damn him, damn her, damn everything to Hell.

			He had to say yes. She’d never believe a no was the best course of action for their mutual protection. She’d hear a lie at best and a rejection at worst. He’d never lied to Urs—told a few half-truths, but never a full lie and she’d been so honest, in the most frightening way. Jay swallowed as his stomach twisted under the painful throbbing in his chest.

			His fingers itched for the pipe. He should’ve never purchased it. Why was he such a miserable excuse for a man? If only he could disappear, become nothing.

			No, not today.

			He’d think of that another day. Right now, he’d have to handle the beautiful, half-naked blonde about to cry on his bed because he wasn’t doing all the things with her that both their bodies craved.

			He picked his way over and sat next to her, keeping a respectful distance.

			“You’re my best friend, Urs. In many ways my only real friend. You say you aren’t scared, but I am. There are lines I’m afraid of crossing. You like to analyze and say there are no additional emotions involved, but I’m not going to lie to you and make those sorts of promises.”

			“I don’t need your protection.” Her lower lip quivered despite the angry snap in her voice. She was going to tear him to pieces, limb by limb, starting with both his heart and his cock.

			“No, I suppose not.” He closed his eyes.

			“Don’t patronize me.” The snap was more of a whine though the sound still twisted his gut. She had no concept of how much she tormented him. “Just want me, please.” The words were a mere whisper yet the note of desperation was unmistakable.

			Her expression almost ripped his heart from his chest. That was everything to her, wasn’t it? Being accepted, wanted? And she had no idea—if he was anywhere near worthy...

			“How could I not want you? There’s no one I want the way I want you, Urs. I dream of you every night, think about you constantly, especially alone.” He raised both eyebrows at her, unable to echo her phrasing aloud.

			“Then why won’t you?” Now she was at full whine, better than tears, yet still she chipped away at his resolve.

			He cursed in his head. “I haven’t said no.” She was going to win, wasn’t she? “I want to make sure that we are both aware what kind of boundaries we’d traverse.”

			“You take the romance out of everything.” Urs flounced herself down further on the bed, but a hint of a smile played on her lips. “Though I suppose the asking is attractive. I think I phrase it better though.”

			And he was done. “No,” was no longer an option. He couldn’t help himself. She was delicious and he was only human.

			He smirked at her. “Oh, in a few minutes, though I may not have your fancy vocabulary, I can bring everything and anything you could describe, provided you still want me.”

			“Now, there you go, how could I possibly refuse?” She drew herself up on her knees and leaned into him, brushing her lips against his.

			The contact crushed his last remaining reserves and defenses. He brought his hand around her back and pulled her onto his lap over the towel. Her lips parted for him and he was lost.

			Ursula scooted forward. She couldn’t get close enough to Jay’s body. She’d dreamt of his touch for what, hours? She could’ve sworn months. After speaking to his parents, the moment she sat in the carriage, all she could think about, all she wanted, was him. She had to be with him, really with him, and somehow all the muddled feelings would be right.

			He traced lower and she moaned as his mouth connected with her neck—fiery heat against air-chilled flesh.

			With all her remaining strength, she withdrew her arms and worked her gown past her knees. She had to get it off. Nothing could separate them. They needed to both be free—to be as they were made.

			“Allow me,” he whispered.

			“Always the gentleman.” The laughter stumbled in her throat as he pulled the silk over her head and her bare skin skimmed over his, the only fabric between them now was his towel.

			That needed to go—post haste.

			She reached down and tugged.

			“You really are eager.” His throaty laugh echoed around the room as the rumble from his chest vibrated down her body into her core.

			He adjusted her with a single hand and removed the remaining barrier.

			Ursula leaned back and gazed at his chest. So beautiful—all broad shoulders and long, narrow torso with its smattering of chestnut hair. She trailed her pointer finger along the fascinating dragon, the head, the spine, down the tail that came so close to...

			Jay caught her wrist, brought her hand to his lips and shook his head at the slowest of speeds, brushing his lips across her knuckles with just enough pressure to drive her mad with want. “Not so fast. We need to attend to you first.”

			“Why?” She only managed the one word as he turned her hand over and kissed the inside of her wrist.

			“Besides the fact that I adore watching you take pleasure?” He took her thumb inside his mouth and teased her with both his tongue and teeth.

			Ursula could only moan and press harder against him. He needed to hurry. She’d lose her mind if he didn’t hurry.

			He gave her another gentle kiss. “This is your first time. It’ll probably pinch, but I want to make you feel as good before, during, and after as possible so it’s a pleasant pinch. Pacing is critical in these affairs.” He travelled lower, towards her elbow.

			Her body quivered. Pacing did matter and every inch of her craved fast and hard.

			“But—” How could she say it? She flushed. “What if I’ve, as I said, practiced?”

			He snorted and pulled her further onto his lap. He brushed his already erect and firm cock against her opening. She released a strangled cry and pressed against him, her body begging to take him within it, but with two firm hands on her hips, the bloody tease held her back. He bent to her ear and in that low, smug, baritone whispered to her, “Are you trying to insult me, Urs?”

			What did he mean?

			He grasped her hand in his and stroked her fingers before placing her palm around the length of him. Her face grew hot even as her body tightened with desire.

			Oh.

			No, she supposed not, he was quite a bit, well much, bigger than her fingers. He moved his free hand under her breast, bent down, took her nipple between his teeth and tugged. She gasped.

			“There’s a size difference,” she managed to say. “A vast one. It’s just, I’ve been thinking of it ever since and how it will feel.” The last part of the sentence was garbled as he sucked on the area he’d just grazed with his teeth. She arched towards him and melted.

			“Jesus, you’re going to be the death of me. That sort of information is very dangerous. I may go batty at just the thought.” He chuckled, but gasped as she wrapped her hand tighter around his cock. Ursula stroked him once more as he expanded in her hand.

			His response sent shivers through her body. If only he could react like that over and over, to her and only her. A silly thought, but so pleasing.

			Ursula drew closer and guided him right to the edge of her slit once more, so he’d know how wet she was. “You don’t want to hear about me writhing on the bed, whispering your name?” She breathed the words right in his ear before she nipped his lobe.

			Jay released another curse and with a deft movement had her down on her back, in between his arms. She licked her lips.

			Blast, he was so good-looking it was obnoxious.

			“Only whispering?” Jay lowered himself to kiss her collarbone. “See, that’s why in person is better. This afternoon, I hope to have you screaming. Good thing no one is around.”

			He knelt at the foot of the bed and before she could react, he pulled her all the way to the edge. With a strong grip, he spread her legs and settled them on his shoulders.

			His hands moved to her hips, holding her in place so she couldn’t buck as he teased her with his clever mouth, nipping at the sensitive skin, so close, but so far. Ursula moaned and shrieked, half in protest, half in wanton appreciation.

			“There we go,” he murmured. His breath was so near, and she was so close to the peak, the heat of his words almost pushed her over. “Now if you could enunciate a little better. The name is Jay, as in ‘you’re magnificent, Jay. Jay, you’re a god and I’ll do anything you ask’?”

			“How about, ‘Jay, if you stop, I may murder you in your sleep’?” The words were a strangled rasp between the mounting shudders.

			He laughed again, but heeded her near-begging. He spread her lips and pressed two fingers inside her at once. She arched her back at the blissful pressure.

			“You do like this.” He leaned forward and his tongue made contact.

			She demanded something, but her words were unintelligible. Still, he must have heard because he stroked her, faster and harder with both his mouth and hand. When he sucked on the most sensitive area, her cry of his name was loud enough that the windows rattled.

			All too soon she spirited over the edge, her body dissolving into trembles and shudders, his name still on her lips.

			Panting, she returned to earth to find Jay beside her, brushing hair from her face and tracing lazy circles down her skin, closer and closer to her breasts. He winked, pride evident in his features.

			Ursula blinked back tears. She was a fool, a fool for him.

			“So, not quite godlike, but I did receive a decent ovation. At least no one is in the house.” The amusement in his voice was enough to reignite the need once more, almost as if he hadn’t just—

			She caught her breath and pushed onto her elbows, panting. “But we need to make you blissfully happy as well.”

			Jay threw his head back and laughed again as he lowered her back onto the bed, moving on top of her once more.

			He raised an eyebrow. “Blissfully happy? That’s almost as good as godlike. I should probably quit while I’m ahead.”

			“Don’t you dare.” Her giggles turned into a groan as he walked his fingers back down her body. “Jay, please.”

			“Please what?” he murmured and leaned over, sweeping the area with first his lips, followed by—why was he so talented with his tongue?

			Soon, she was writhing and ready again, but he stopped short, pulling up.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked.

			He stood. “Condom. We need one of those, unless you don’t want to do this.”

			“No.” She shook her head. “But how are you already ready? Don’t you need me to do anything?”

			He smirked and gave her a playful shove back onto the coverlet. “If you do any more, we won’t need this.”

			Ursula studied him. Was she to just lie back and be a bystander? She may not have the benefit of experience, but it had to be better together, or more together, or with more participation. She bit her lip. “Can I put that on you?”

			He paused.

			Ursula drew up on her knees again and scooted back to the edge. Her breath hitched as lust streaked through her body. She leaned forward and kissed the dragon on its snout.

			“Please?” she whispered.

			“You really are going to be the end of me.” He stroked her hair. “Of course.”

			Jay placed the device in her hand, guiding her lower. She stretched it over his ready body.

			Her heart pounded faster. She wrapped her arms around his waist when she finished and pulled him to her. Her flesh would cease to be if it wasn’t against his, at least in the moment.

			“Now what?”

			Jay’s smile broadened. “Now you lie back down because we’ll need leverage.”

			“Every time?” She wrinkled her brow, recalling the whispers which had led to the fancies she’d had the past few nights.

			“This time. Next time though, isn’t going to be instantaneous. I’m not that young and despite my prior boasting, I am, indeed, human.”

			Ursula giggled as he twirled her hair in his fingers before running his knuckles down her cheek. “You’re more beautiful than you realize, Urs.”

			“My father made all the servants tell me I was the prettiest girl in Delaware and...” She could no longer speak as his mouth was on hers once more, while his free hand travelled down her body, testing.

			Jay kissed down her torso again, slow circles transforming to broad licks to nips at the edge of her thighs. He travelled inward once more, teasing her ready body.

			“Jay.” Oh, she needed him.

			“Yes, darling?”

			He was so proud of himself, so moronically smug, but somehow still charming and in a way, that just made her burn higher and hotter. How did he do that?

			“I’ll go slowly and gently,” he whispered.

			Jay popped his head up and moved his hand back to her breast again even as his other remained lower. He stroked her sensitive bud with his thumb even as he guided himself to her slick entrance. A dash of pressure made her wince as she stretched to accommodate him.

			“Sorry,” he whispered. He teased her more as he pushed further in, enough so a tingling sensation spread through her core, coupled with a delicious fullness that made her moan.

			He rocked and thrust while still attending to her, his fingers brushing her nipples before moving back down to the most sensitive part.

			They were each where they belonged. Her back arched and his movements sped. He melded against her as she drank in his shudders.

			Ursula tugged so he lay fully onto her, crushing her body with his, the calm weight solidifying their union—making it real. She could never get near enough. Cloves and mint and cherries and nothing else enveloped her. She drank in his scent as he nuzzled her neck.

			“Urs.” He whispered her name. “Urs.”

			“I’m here.” Her heart twisted, and tears stuck to her lashes. Oh, if only.

			Not the same man he was seven years ago.

			Why couldn’t anyone understand she liked this one better?

			Trouble was, he didn’t feel the same way.

			A lump blocked her throat.

			No, Ursula, just no, learn to live with no.

			Jay rolled onto his side and ran his fingers over her stomach again. “So beautiful. I love just lying here with you.”

			She lay her ear against his chest. “Me too,” she whispered. “Me too.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Another week of parties came and went in a flurry of music, sweets, and new uses for butler’s pantries, gazebos, coatrooms, a piano bench, and one tiny Juliet balcony overlooking an alley.

			Society was much more amusing with a partner, though a pinch of guilt tickled the back of her mind every time she locked eyes with Hugo across the room. Worse, he’d mouth phrases like “help me,” while boxed between his father and Katherine. After all the years together, she owed him something.

			She’d ask Jay. When things were quiet.

			Finally, the two had an evening back at her uncle’s, but instead of her plan of “accidentally” getting locked together inside the upper parlor, Jay had other ideas.

			Ursula scowled as he led her by the elbow and prodded her down the stairs with his other hand. She was going to trip. Did he not realize how wide her hoops sat and how much balance they required so she didn’t topple? He had no idea how fortunate he was in his trousers. The color might be dull, but there was no metal.

			“Why?” she asked.

			They could really be doing so many better things at the moment.

			“Because you asked me to teach you how to make people tolerate you. You should be able to manage your own family, and not just Isaac. He’s where you’re most comfortable—child, awkward, and male. You need to be able to speak with other women, preferably ones your own age and of your own status.”

			“Why?” She whined the word, but the whine was appropriate and necessary. Rachel was intimidating, and Lydia was, well totty, and vindictive, and if she could think of a polite word, she would, she really would.

			Besides, she and Jay had become so successful at the parties themselves. She’d never been smiled at by so many people in such a short period of time, and with the help of a few elbows from Jay had managed not to insult anyone all week. Even Hugo’s parents had given her nods. Only the Reeds and Pierponts had scowled at her. After that success, shouldn’t she have more rewards?

			At least her uncle was out again. His absence was almost insulting, but still preferable than the perturbed mutterings he emitted whenever she was around. Better than the glares he’d given her mother, but only just.

			“Because you need to challenge yourself and because you’ll enjoy having some female friends that aren’t Rose. They smell a lot better than my sex.”

			Debatable, especially when he was near. She couldn’t resist leaning against him just a bit, the way the wool of his jacket scraped the back of her shoulders.

			“I suppose.”

			Jay guided her into the drawing room where Rachel and Lydia were once again, side-by-side on the settee, reading pages of some sort of periodical, in unison, a plate of tea and sweets in front of them.

			One, just one. She reached forward, but Jay grabbed her hand, tucking it in his lap. Bloody Hell, he was really going to make her do this. Sober too.

			He gave her a prompting nod. She fought the eye roll and cleared her throat.

			Right. Think, Ursula, think.

			What do they want? What would flatter them? Oh, she was going to fail.

			“So, um, how are you both today? What have you been up to? Are those...things...interesting?” Ursula’s eyes darted to her lap more than her audience, but she managed the words.

			“That’s a lot of questions at once. Do you really care about them all or just have a tick?”

			She glanced at Jay. Lydia had to be joking. Her delivery was poor, but why did Lydia feel the need to put her down to—oh.

			Oh.

			That was what Lydia wanted, really needed.

			“I’m interested in the particulars of what you’re reading. I know you have impeccable taste in that regard.” She craned her neck. “The Dial, what an interesting name. Who writes that? I’d love to hear about it.”

			Not her best effort, a bit stilted, but she’d ended with the most important part. Jay squeezed her fingers and—the best reward possible.

			Lydia must have been pleased as well because she launched into a ten-minute diatribe about “nature,” and the “transcendence of the spirit” beyond the physical, and some other such nonsense. Ursula had to grind her heel into her own toe so not to snicker during the “transparent eyeball,” lecture.

			Still, with a few nudges and strokes from Jay’s hand she managed to make the appropriate, fawning responses and half-intelligent questions. By the end, she was even bold enough to give a few opinions of her own, especially after Jay mentioned how a woman edited the works.

			“I dare say, Lydia, I heard you could sing. Would it be too much trouble for you to demonstrate? I appreciate music, but my voice is so lacking,” Ursula said.

			Lydia flushed and tittered. “I’d love to, but I can’t accompany myself. You don’t happen to play?”

			Ursula opened her mouth about to answer in the affirmative, but—no, much better. She’d permit someone else to shine. “My playing is only rudimentary. However, Mr. Truitt is quite talented.”

			Jay gasped. “I, um, I—I mean I can play, but just as a piece of amusement at parties.”

			He was even more charming when attempting modesty. She jostled him with her hip. “You’re quite a bit better than that.” She turned to Lydia and Rachel. “Mr. Truitt can accompany anything. He has an ear, a fantastic, astonishing ear.”

			“Oh, goodness, that is wonderful. Please, Mr. Truitt, come and assist me?” Lydia’s smile was real.

			Ursula turned to Jay who gave a helpless shrug but stood and conferred with Lydia. She slid next to her cousin, who nodded. Their counterparts performed as they watched, in rapt silence.

			Lydia’s voice floated and rose as Jay lifted her, matching her tempo, her tone, her key, complementing her with his playing instead of showing his own skill.

			“Not everyone who is quick with his words is talented at finding every single one. Actions can sing just as loudly.” Rachel’s soft voice, only a decibel above a whisper, interrupted her thoughts.

			Ursula reached forward for a cookie and stuffed it in her mouth. Cinnamon. She spit it into a linen napkin. Why didn’t her relatives use more chocolate?

			“Showing can be more effective than telling.” Rachel lifted her brow again, a teasing smirk evident.

			Was that a saucy joke? Perhaps there really was more Nunes than Levy there. Maybe Jay was right and she’d enjoy having her as a friend. And tolerate Lydia, provided she kept the Emerson nonsense to a minimum.

			“Isn’t there a saying about being short on speech and long on wisdom? Though not my strength, it’s often most prudent to remain in the background.” Like you, perhaps? Ursula tilted towards her cousin. Maybe they had more in common than blood.

			Rachel paused, her black eyes, like her father’s, steady and unyielding, digging inside Ursula’s. When she spoke again, her voice was louder, despite the music.

			“For some of us. For some, it’s against their very nature, their very being. I was reading a story the other day, Daedalus and Icarus. You know it?”

			Ursula nodded, as her mind spun.

			“What if the sun came to Icarus, not the other way around? If that happened, all lessons and warnings from his father would’ve been for naught.” Rachel opened her mouth and frowned. “Your father didn’t... Ursula, what did your father teach you?”

			Ursula’s brows pinched. Her father? Was this some sort of metaphor? Why couldn’t people just say what they meant?

			“He taught me how to do the books, the different facets of the business,” Ursula stammered.

			“But who taught you who you were?” Worry flashed in Rachel’s onyx eyes.

			Ursula ran her tongue over the edge of her teeth. In what sense? As a Jew? “My mother taught me how to pray and to light candles. The little bit of Hebrew, I picked up on my own. And I read the bible and a few histories.”

			Rachel brought her fist to her mouth, a pained expression on her face. She sucked in a breath and grasped Ursula’s hand.

			“What’s wrong?” The hairs on the back of Ursula’s neck stood at attention, despite the gentle, comforting gesture from her cousin. Something was amiss, something important.

			“You need to speak with your father, Ursula. It isn’t right to permit you to fly without warning of the dangers. I don’t pretend to know the full story, but you need to speak with him before it’s too late.” Her cousin’s lips trembled.

			Ursula glanced back at Jay, long fingers still skipping over the keys, and her eyes grew wide. Right. Isaac enlisted Rachel’s help regarding the rumors. She must have guessed the other secret.

			Well, her cousin was wrong. She could never speak to her father about Jay. He’d never understand. An image of her mother lying in bed flashed before Ursula’s eyes. Worse, he might understand—too well.

			The velvet cushioned back of the settee stroked her bare skin as Jay’s rhythms and Lydia’s voice carried through the room, low and lush, and melancholy. The key was minor. How Jay could just fill the space between Lydia’s tune and listen, that was a gift. The way he really listened and understood, and transformed that knowledge into music was a blessing. Almost a miracle. The droplets threatened again.

			Rachel laid a soft hand on her arm.

			Ursula dabbed with Jay’s handkerchief before she faced her cousin again, her thumb burrowing into the center “T” of the monogram. Hers. The object was hers—forever—no matter what. She wound the cloth around her fingers.

			Her cousin’s fingers clenched her wrist—warning notes, as forceful as the deep forte chords vibrating from Jay’s left hand.

			“I know you’re a very strong swimmer.” The younger girl’s eyes were so, so, so like her father’s now, almost as haunted, if that was possible.

			Ursula swallowed. “I have quite a bit of stamina.”

			Rachel’s smile was so light it was like the flicker of a candle. “I don’t doubt that, but you deserve to know what’s in the water. You need to ask. You need to have all of the information about yourself, about our family.”

			Her family. The past. Why did people care so much about the past? The past was never coming back. Like her mother. The present was now and the future a door away. Why put the person she loved most in the world through the pain and sorrow of the past again?

			Ursula removed her hand and grabbed another cookie, plain sugar, not her favorite, but it would do. The pure sunshine of the butter gave her the strength she needed to shrug and nod.

			Rachel closed her eyes, as if she savored the sound of Lydia’s voice as the girl hit a high note, or almost hit one. The shy smile became a giddy grin and her eyes shone when she opened them.

			Ursula sucked in a deep breath through her nose. Wood, and whiskey, and cloves and cherries, faint, but even with his back to her, the breeze from the forgotten open window carried them to her.

			“Talk to your father, Ursula,” Rachel murmured before rising to congratulate Lydia.

			Ursula opened her mouth to call after Rachel, but her eyes locked with Jay’s and all questions, all fears, all warnings vanished as she was lost in the possibilities of the future.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Two days later, the door chimed. Ursula tapped her toe as the butler made the appropriate formalities while she waited in the parlor. Time to teach Jay a few things. Would it force him to see—no, too far ahead.

			However, before any of that could happen, the afternoon meeting was necessary. In quiet moments, Rachel’s words weighed heavy on her mind, but before she had any conversation with her father, she needed to be honest with everyone involved, unmuddle what she could before braving uncharted territory.

			“Hugo.” Ursula rose to greet him as he stumbled into the room, tugging at his collar. “How wonderful to see you.” She grasped both hands and led him to a chair.

			Jay slumped back down to occupy the one next to Hugo. Both Rachel and Lydia rose from the chaise.

			Lydia cleared her throat. “We should, um, well, we have recitations to practice and class tomorrow. There are so many things to study and we just have to do the best, to be the best, and we shall excuse ourselves...”

			Rachel nodded and grasped her friend’s hand. Before anyone else could respond, the girls fled into the hall, giggles tinkling through the house in their wake.

			Isaac stood as well. He shifted from side to side, staring at his feet. Ursula stifled her smile. No one in her family was a dullard. Obvious, but not idiots.

			“Rachel and Lydia might want an audience.” She used her gentlest tone.

			“Yes, that’s exactly what I thought,” he mumbled. He ran his fingers through his thick thatch of dark hair, just like her father’s, without the gray.

			“We’ll play more, later.” She had to dig her nails into her fingers so she didn’t giggle.

			Isaac hurried from the room like a spooked horse. She turned her attention back to the two remaining men in the parlor.

			Hugo’s face was in his hands while Jay glared at everyone and no one, though mostly Hugo. The laughter vibrated within her. The man wasn’t infallible. Even he could be blind to things right in front of his face.

			She brushed aside her skirts so they’d blanket the entire chaise when she sat, as if she perched on a mauve cloud. She crossed her ankles to the side.

			“Ursula.” Hugo’s eyes were desperate and his face flushed. “We don’t have a great deal of time. My parents want me to propose at the Truitts’ party next week so they can throw one of their own to announce the engagement to Katherine. You must do something.”

			“She’s been doing a great deal.” Jay leaned over the side of his chair to scowl at Hugo. “She’s gone to every party and has been proclaimed one of the most popular women of the season. The gossip columns have carried multiple stories, each lauding her charms and her dancing skills. She’s the most desirable woman in Philadelphia.”

			“No, she’s half of the most desirable couple in Philadelphia. Not once has her name actually been mentioned, only yours.” Hugo spit each word. “Moreover, none of this has made a lick of difference to my parents.”

			“Your parents are worthless fools.” Jay’s tone was venomous, his scowl now a glower.

			If she’d been in Hugo’s shoes, she’d have quaked. Hugo was not so aware.

			He gripped the carved edges of his chair and snapped back at Jay. “How dare you? If this wasn’t a false engagement you wouldn’t be so cavalier. I’m sure your mother and father are beside themselves with your names being connected, even if not specifically. I’ll bet there’ve been plenty of concerned friends and relatives paying your parents visits.”

			He was going to take a stroll down that path, now was he? Interesting. Ursula pictured Mrs. Truitt in the garden with her sweets and dogs. How kind Jay’s mother was and how not once had she seemed the least bit disappointed in anything about her habits or background or—

			“Because why, Hugo? Because I’m a Jew?”

			His eyes widened. A pang, a stab hit just under her rib cage. It mattered to him, not just his parents. She’d decided what she wanted weeks ago, but the idea he, her oldest friend, saw that part of her, who she was, really, as a flaw, something to get past, hurt.

			Hugo cleared his throat and tugged on his collar. “No, no. Ursula, no. It doesn’t matter to me how you were born or who your parents were. It makes things more difficult, yes, but I’m not the one who cares. It’s my parents. You just need to find a way to get them to see that despite that, it would be best for the family for me to marry you, not Katherine.”

			He was giving orders now? He demanded marriage after calling her an embarrassment? Her blood heated.

			“I’ve never heard a more romantic proposal nor reason for a wedding.” Ursula folded her arms.

			“We’ve been over this before, Ursula. That’s why we made the pact. You’re my best friend. We’re suited to each other. There are some quirks of birth, yes, but I can get over them.” The sweat was back.

			“How big of you.” She boiled from the inside out.

			Did he not know how offensive that sounded? Especially, as she’d spent quite a bit of time and expense for his benefit. He’d done nothing but given her a few candies, appeared jealous, and oh, there were the kisses, but couldn’t he see those were a hindrance?

			“So.” Jay cleared his throat. He addressed Hugo but locked eyes with her. “It appears, Mr. Middleton, you don’t, per se, want Miss Nunes to marry you. You merely want her to save you from marrying someone you don’t like. Additionally, to accomplish your, not her, ends, you need her, not you, to create and execute a plan that involves no effort on your own. Further, you shall never be forced to declare a preference for her to your family, or really do any work whatsoever.”

			Her lip twitched, but she forced it down. Her heart swelled.

			He was adorable. He was so upset for her, for her sake.

			“Jay.” She said his name and his eyes flashed. She’d made him angry. She shouldn’t be amused, but the giggles were so near the surface. “Mr. Truitt, I’m sure Mr. Middleton is willing to lend some sort of assistance. I mean, I know neither of our ideas are to his liking, so he must have some of his own.”

			Ursula bit the inside of her cheek to suppress the bubbling, but there were tells. She met Jay’s eye and yes, he’d seen them.

			Sparkling. That was the only way to describe how his eyes transformed, like her mother’s opals, or stars, if either could wink.

			He knew.

			The information sent a shiver through her body, one that lingered in a certain area. Her face grew hot and Jay stopped pretending.

			Her face was probably the color of a tomato, but he was so darned pleased with himself. She should sock him, but instead other images would not let her be, the sort that were probably turning her skin an even deeper shade.

			“I have ideas.” Hugo interrupted the moment.

			Too late, she attempted to retract the huff as she turned towards him. “What sort of ideas, Hugo?”

			“Yes, pray tell us.” Jay knit his fingers and winked at her.

			Ursula rolled her eyes. He was so delightfully naughty, but this was not the time. Later. Hopefully.

			“None that will work now.” Hugo stood and glared at both. “You’ve done enough and haven’t brought us any closer to the goal. If I had been consulted earlier, things could have been easier, better.”

			“Oh yes, because you’re so good at standing up to your family.” Jay reclined further.

			He’d kicked his long legs to the side, so they hung over the arm of her aunt and uncle’s silk floral chair. At least they’d chosen a red. White would’ve never survived.

			What’d be his next move with Hugo, lift his leg and mark his territory like her aunt and uncle’s Mastiffs? There was a reason why she usually stuck to female pets.

			Jay threw Hugo a smile that probably deserved a good smack, while Hugo only blinked though his face colored. Scarlet was not an attractive color on him either.

			Too much maleness, enjoyable in its own way, but poor Hugo. He had really no idea. It wouldn’t be fair to him. Though watching Jay fight over her—no, bad Ursula, mustn’t do that. Besides, Jay’d need his energy later. Hopefully.

			Ursula moved so she was in front of Hugo. “You’re my oldest, really first friend. You’re very dear to me and I’d do almost anything for you. I’d certainly give my life in battle. You helped me in so many ways over the years.”

			She swallowed. Why did he need to look so earnest? “Hugo, you don’t want to marry me. Well, permit me to amend that. You don’t want to marry me except to prevent a worse option. That’s not an arrangement in which I’m willing to enter.”

			Hugo gasped. “Ursula, I want you more than that. I enjoy you, enjoy your company—”

			She held up her hand to stop him. “That’s not enough. You’ll learn. You’d grow dissatisfied.” She inhaled. “You don’t desire me, and I don’t desire you.”

			Hugo opened his mouth.

			“Trust me.” She closed her eyes again. “Desire isn’t the only thing that’s required for a good marriage and I’ve heard it can fade over time, but I think at least the memory of some sort of desire is necessary.”

			Ursula drew in another breath through her nose. “Friendship is important and an excellent basis, but it can’t be the only basis. Well, I suppose it can, but I’d like more. Perhaps I’m foolish and reaching for something above my station. I do understand that I can’t actually purchase everything, which is disappointing.” She glanced at Jay. “Though life isn’t fair, it’s not transactional either. I’d like an opportunity for more, even if I’ve wasted an entire season and even if my reputation shall be in tatters.”

			“You’d be unhappy with me? You no longer like me?” There was so much melancholy in Hugo’s tone. He stuck out his lower lip and her heart twisted until—oh—ick—the feel of that same lip against hers.

			She shuddered. Forty or fifty years of that? Or more, forty or fifty years of never receiving anything like that moment on the chaise with Jay?

			Ursula sighed. “I like you very much, Hugo. You shall always be my friend. I don’t long for you in the way a wife should, and I have a feeling that you don’t long for me as well.”

			Or if you do, you have quite a great deal to learn about these sorts of things.

			She glanced to the side. Why did Jay’s grin need to be so broad? Moreover, why did that make her want to push Hugo out the door and lock her cousins upstairs so she and Jay—no, bad Ursula, double bad.

			As if Jay could read her mind, he smirked deeper and turned his head to the side, so neither she nor Hugo could see, though the floor vibrated.

			“We promise you though, we, I won’t abandon you. You won’t have to marry Katherine. That I’ll fix. I have a plan. I’ll effectuate it at the Truitt party. Jay shall assist, and we will succeed.” She bit her lip.

			I hope.

			“You really have a plan?” Hugo clutched his hands, almost as if praying.

			Jay covered his laughter with coughing. For goodness’ sake. They were both going to be the death of her. Men.

			“Yes, I have a plan. I always have a plan and this one shall receive approval from Mr. Truitt.”

			“But he’s—” He glared at Jay. “He’s not you and he’s not reliable.”

			Tarnation, did she sound like that when she was whining? Someone should’ve stabbed her years ago.

			“He’s very reliable and an excellent foil to me. The two of us, actually, work well together, as partners. You need to trust us, Hugo.” She rose and took his arm.

			Jay signaled to the butler, who presented Hugo with his hat and umbrella.

			“We’ll explain everything at the party, but I promise you, you shall not have to marry Katherine or me.”

			Hugo opened his mouth, but the butler shut the door before he could use his vocal cords. The servant winked at Ursula before returning down the hall. She leaned against the frame, unable to stop the grin spreading on her face. Someone else could not stop smiling either.

			“Bravo, Miss Nunes.”

			“You enjoyed that?” She licked her lower lip as he scanned her body.

			“One of the best conversations of my life, which is quite a feat since I hardly participated.”

			She laughed and placed a hand on a hip. “See, you’ve taught me well.” She fiddled with her cameo. The light in his eyes as he dropped his eyes to that area—she smirked—she was doing it, creating it. She could do that to him, every time.

			“How long?”

			His question startled her. Jay’s eyes were serious as was his voice. He’d moved back to her face again.

			“How long what?” she asked.

			Jay took a step towards her and another, placing a hand around her waist. He tilted her chin, so her eyes locked with his.

			“How long have you known that you weren’t going to marry Hugo?”

			Ursula swallowed. He’d stopped fidgeting and, just stared, waiting, wanting. Should she? How much truth, how much could she, should she, reveal? She blinked. Couldn’t he give her a sign? The pressure wound in her chest. No, she could be brave. He needed her to be brave.

			“Since the night you kissed me on the chaise at the party.”

			His eyes grew wide and bright green, like ivy. For a moment they watered, even as a sly grin played on his lips. He traced a soft hand down her neck and she shivered.

			“My kiss was that world altering?”

			Yes.

			Her body was on fire.

			“I’m not sure.” She gasped instead of speaking the words. He placed a hand next to hers on the door.

			“Not sure?”

			Ursula leaned back and forced her lungs, mouth and brain to work. “You’ll have to do it again, so I can decide. I need to study it a bit further. Didn’t Lydia say my education was lacking in so many ways?”

			Jay laughed but kept his body in place, pinning her with lust. “My bedroom or yours?”

			Thank God.

			“Yours. Yours is farther away from...everything and everyone.”

			He chuckled. Before she could say another word, Jay’s arm wrapped around her back. He slid his hand lower on her skirt, pushing the hoops against her body. In a deft move, he swept her into his arms and proceeded to carry her up the stairs.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			For once, Jay floated without opium. It didn’t matter how many petticoats and hoops she wore or how tired he was from more sleepless nights than he cared to count—in his arms, Urs weighed nothing. Five flights of stairs was nothing as well, whether he paid for it the next day or not. He slid her on the bed and verified the door was locked. And bolted.

			He returned to the brocade-covered fussiness that never gave him a moment’s rest and shook his head at the woman waiting for him, already working on her own disrobement. She was incredible. No one could ever accuse Urs of being lazy or unhelpful.

			“You know I could assist you with that.”

			“Can you?” Her voice was muffled beneath her dress.

			Jay tugged the swath of silk.

			Why did proper women have to wear so many clothes?

			Fashion was becoming ridiculous.

			“You’re going to have no more dresses if you keep trying to do this yourself.”

			He created a deep violet puddle next to his dressing screen. The gown was a trifle though compared to the rest of the fabric barrier between them. So many undergarments.

			“That’s why I came to you in my nightclothes last time.” Urs pouted her lips.

			“The disadvantage of spontaneity.” He dropped kisses on her shoulders as he unlaced her corset.

			The way Urs breathed and brushed back against him every time was all the encouragement he required. He’d never go fast or slow enough.

			“Spontaneity is overrated.” Her voice was so cross he chuckled.

			His fingers poked hers as she joined him to untie her petticoats.

			“I don’t have any fear that my desire will wane after the hoops because these, and everything beneath, are delicious.” Jay dipped his fingers inside the ribboned edge of her drawers.

			She shivered and pressed her newly freed breasts against his shirt. Something about the concept of Urs naked, on his bed, while he was clothed—he swallowed—he’d never been so hard in his life. If she was indeed going to kill him there was no better way to go.

			Jay cupped her chin, bent down and drank her in. The way she always parted for him, welcomed him; lavender and cherries, the best of summer, that was Urs.

			“Cloves,” she murmured, “and cherries.”

			“What?” He stared at her.

			“Cloves and cherries, with some mint and whiskey, that’s what you taste like.”

			Mint was hygiene and whiskey was obvious.

			Cloves, that was new, but cherries, like she’d read his mind? Like they were one already?

			His heart began to pound. His. She was his. They matched—no matter the surface—they matched. Right or wrong they matched.

			“Is that a good thing?” He kissed each lid. Her lashes fluttered under his touch, tickling his lips.

			“It’s the best thing.”

			He fought the urge to pinch himself. It must be a dream, though if it was, damned if he was going to wake up, he’d stay there forever, live there if he had to.

			She slid backward so she was fully on the bed and tugged him down by his necktie.

			Urs licked her lips before running a hand over his chest. She was magnificent, and she wanted him, wanted to please him as much as he wanted to please—he blinked. He removed her palm and placed it at her side.

			Jay slid his fingers down her cheek as her eyes widened, pleading with him. She had no idea. She had no bloody idea who she was to him. He skittered his thumb down, past her navel, low enough for her to gasp before brushing the cloud of tangles to the side once more so he could view her entire face, watch every reaction.

			“Urs, do you trust me?”

			“Completely.” There was no hesitation, not even a pause. Her voice was clear and neutral as if she recited a fact.

			His stomach knotted. Pressure stung behind his eyes. He was so inadequate in so many ways, but now, in this moment, he was going to have to be everything, give her every gift he could.

			He inhaled. “I mean do you really trust me?”

			Urs wrinkled her nose and squinted at him.

			“To drive me in a carriage? To invest my money? What sort of trust?”

			He bit back a laugh. Such an Urs answer. Damned though if it didn’t make his trousers tent further.

			Jay grimaced. How exactly would she react to the next suggestion? He’d never actually done it. In his previous encounters there’d always been mutual understanding, but never trust.

			However, in the here and now, with Urs, he craved nothing more. Despite the wrongness, the impropriety, the danger, the idea and its rightness for them, in that moment wouldn’t leave him. His breath hitched.

			“To permit me to tie you up, Urs.”

			She shrugged, lifting those magnificent breasts in the motion so his body throbbed. He couldn’t help himself. He reached down and grasped, just one. She cried out and her back arched.

			“For what purpose? Don’t you trust me? I mean I’m not particularly experienced, but I’m not sure I need to be taken completely out of the equation.” She managed the words amidst a moan. He flicked the nipple with his tongue, thrilling as she writhed.

			“I trust you very much and you may not have much experience, but skill-wise you’re a bloody near virtuoso.” Jay kissed the side of her neck. Her skin was like velvet. He could devour her, and to be able to do it how he wanted. He breathed in slowly, filling his lungs. He need to extend the pleasure, make the moment last as long as possible.

			Urs tugged his arm and placed it back on her breast. She was so very delightful, not helpful to his stamina, but delightful.

			“Then why?” She ran her fingers through his hair, drawing him closer, his skin tingling from her touch. “It’s not that the concept isn’t fascinating, but if you were to do that, I wouldn’t be able to do anything for you.”

			Her voice contained confusion still, but far more curiosity, and certainly no fear—a good sign. Also, the way she’d moved her hands—all the way down his back—no, focus on her.

			“That’s precisely the point, Urs. You do enough.” He kissed her forehead again.

			How could he explain?

			“I don’t want you because you can save me from Katherine Morris or one of her ilk, or because you can do the books for Truitt Industries better than any man we’ve ever hired, or even because I’m two moments from the best bloody release I’ve ever experienced every time you touch me.” He raked his free hand through those long golden curls, snagging against the silk sheets. “I want you because you’re you and that’s all. You don’t need to be or do anything else. That’s enough. You’re enough, every honest, optimistic inch of you. And I want to prove that to you.”

			His eyes misted as he stroked her cheek. The catch in her throat reverberated through his hand. God, he loved her. He might not have the courage to say it right, but he could show her.

			Her brows pinched. “I’m not an optimist. I’m practical and blunt and negative.”

			He touched a finger to her lips. “You always give maximum effort—even when you doubt—like with my poker lessons. Even when you fail, you try over and over again. To you, no situation is truly hopeless. You’re ready to forge new and reckless paths, damned the consequences. If that’s not optimistic I don’t know what the word means and it’s beautiful, Urs.”

			She bit her lip. Did he do something wrong? Her eyes, the blue, it shimmered beneath a growing pool. Bloody Hell, he’d ruined everything.

			Urs smiled. “All right. Yes. Let’s forge a new path. What are we waiting for?” The words still contained tears, but they were enough.

			He glanced around, spying her discarded corset. The ties would do. At least the headboard appeared sturdy.

			Jay rushed to the window to close the curtains and light every candle. Foolish, but the darkness, seeing her in the glow—they could be anywhere, any place, any forever.

			He secured her, and his heart flopped like fish on a line, batting his tonsils, while her breath didn’t even hitch. Trust, complete trust. He’d never deserve it, but he was so greedy for it. He steadied his hands.

			“Now, where were we?” He climbed back on the bed, his tongue teasing her nipple once more; this time though, he slid his other hand down the front of her torso, lower and lower until he needed to part her legs.

			He shuddered with pleasure. She was warm and ready for him. Just for him. Urs arched her back again and gasped. “Wait.”

			“You don’t like that? Remember, you can tell me to stop at any time.” He raised an eyebrow and paused with the tips of his fingers just at her opening so she moaned in frustration. He had to close his eyes for a moment. Lord, she was beautiful when she did that.

			“I love that but—” She bit her lip, her mouth, still swollen from his kiss, pursing into an adorable frown. “I don’t want to stop, but before we do more, I just want to say—I don’t want to—I want to with you inside of me.”

			Jay stifled a groan. She needed to be silent. Talk like that was dangerous, he was going to explode if she kept this up.

			“Provided it’s acceptable to you, I intend to take you on that journey multiple times this afternoon.”

			She bit her lip again. “But isn’t that, well, selfish on my part?”

			It was as if someone twisted his chest. How could she think like that? How could she not see the pleasure she gave him by just being there, with him? He was going to have to show her, teach her. Even if it took years. He’d find a way to let her know.

			“Hence the corset strings.” He gave the ties a yank. “An excellent idea if I don’t say so myself.”

			Jay ran his hand under her body, losing his reason for a moment as he traced each soft curve. Just a small pinch. Oh, her squeal, her breathy squeal, that would be in his dreams for eternity.

			“I believe they’re called laces.”

			“Yes, perhaps.” He returned to her breasts.

			Urs trembled beneath him—captivating. Every sound, every movement lighted his spirit.

			And she was so fun. Just one lazy circle here or there and she’d bring the entire house to the door—a very useful piece of information indeed.

			Jay grazed her with his teeth and was rewarded with his name on her lips.

			“You’re not permitted to think about anything right now. You’re certainly not supposed to be supplying me with facts, necessary or un. You’re supposed to permit me to be the boss, at least in this moment. Partnership isn’t a balance sheet, Urs. This is what I want too.” He moved his hand back between her thighs, this time pressing on her bud with his thumb, reveling in her gasp. “Now, what you can do is give me just a little more access...”

			He slid himself off the bed and settled between her legs, her long, beautiful legs. He trailed his tongue from her inner knee all the way to her hip bone and halfway back. Her skin against his—he’d permit himself to starve if he could just stay there with her.

			Jay nipped, eliciting a shriek. He was permitted to indulge just a little too, wasn’t he?

			He tore himself away, so he could crawl back up and place a finger to her lips. Just a few more minutes of teasing, of relishing in—well, her, in all of her.

			“Do you need something to bite down on? A towel perhaps?”

			He lavished her skin from her neck to her navel, delighting in the sounds once more. He’d never seek to silence her, no matter how much he joked. Though an empty house would’ve been more advantageous.

			He kissed one hip, then the other. Urs rocked her body towards him, each time. His lips blazed a path down the edge of the bone all the way along the seam of her thigh, so close, so very close. It took all his self-control not to taste her then and there.

			She parted her legs wider for him. He grinned, even through his own pulsing need.

			His. She was his and he was hers. At least in the moment.

			She craved him and his touch, as much as he craved hers, well almost. No one could hunger for anyone that much.

			“Tempting, Urs, very tempting, but not quite time.”

			Instead, he dropped further to his knees, used the lightest touch of his tongue he could, just behind each perfectly formed kneecap.

			Her moans and shrieks took on a decidedly frustrated tone. He was rewarded with full blown oaths when he made tiny circles on her inner thighs and pulled back again and again.

			“Language, Urs. One would think you worked on a wharf. Where would a lady such as yourself have ever heard such things?”

			“Why are you so smug? So bloody smug?”

			She laughed though. She liked it. She liked him, even at his most improper and unbecoming the heir to the Truitt fortune. Even tied to the bed at his complete mercy—she enjoyed herself, and him. He ran his tongue over the edge of her ear, catching the lobe between his teeth.

			“Because you like it, don’t you, Urs?”

			The sound she made was confirmation, but it wasn’t enough. He had to have more. The words, he had to have the words.

			“I don’t think I understood that. You’ll need to be a little more clear. Tell me, Urs, you like it, don’t you?”

			He moved lower again, his lips against her neck and his fingers, exactly where they should be. He stroked in and out, not too fast, but enough to make her pant.

			“Yes. Bollocks, Jay. Yes, I like it. I like everything about you, even the obnoxious things that should be odious, but are somehow attractive, somehow makes my...”

			He knew. Oh, he certainly knew, and he was going to lick that area until she forgot her own name in a moment, but to hear her, Ursula Nunes, say it—

			“Makes your what do what, Urs?”

			Withdrawing his fingers, Jay nestled between her legs again, whispering the question so his breath hovered. He wouldn’t touch until she said it, but he’d make her shiver.

			“Makes—you really want me to say it?” Her voice was air.

			Her muscles tightened below him. Delightful. He repeated the action.

			“Very much, yes.”

			Urs’ body bucked and she parted her legs wider. The power she gave him, the trust—intoxicating.

			“It’s improper and unseemly and...” The words were more of a whimper.

			He grinned. Since when did she concern herself with propriety? At least within her family’s walls?

			“I know.” This time he couldn’t resist one more tiny nip to her thigh. Another frustrated, desperate little noise.

			“I’m waiting, Urs.” Jay gripped her leg, lowering himself just a fraction closer.

			She moaned. “Makes me all, well, wet and dripping, all because of you. Every time, not only when you touch me, but when I just look at you and you say something idiotic and—”

			The rest didn’t matter. He was like a man possessed. He had to send her over the edge, be the one who gave her that gift again, prove to her even if he’d never be good enough that she was and if he’d be permitted, he’d be content to—he had to let her know the way he saw her and he had to taste her in earnest. Summer, Urs would forever be summer for him.

			He twirled his tongue inside her, before he worked the area above. She writhed, but he held her firm, giving her everything he had.

			Too soon the shudders came, accompanied by the best sound of all, his name on her lips, over and over and dangerously loud. Her poor cousins weren’t going to be particularly innocent anymore.

			Jay flopped himself next to her and busied himself with her outer arm. Was there a part of her that wasn’t pleasing, and soft, and enticing, and perfect? Well, perfect for him?

			“And you enjoy hearing things like that?” There was mocking in her tone beneath the gasps.

			He tapped her nose. “No, I love hearing things like that, especially from you. Though to be fair, I love just about everything you say. However, it is such a shame that your hands are occupied because I’d give you a demonstration of what you’re doing to me right now.”

			Damned if she didn’t lick her lips. Dream. Had to be a dream.

			“Let me guess, it involves you being quite swollen.” Urs squirmed against him.

			He snickered. Interesting choice of words, apt but...

			“Swollen? Yes, though that wasn’t the word I was thinking of. I was thinking of something more flattering, manly.”

			She threw her head back and laughed. If he could only bottle that sound somehow.

			“Honestly? Manly? What sort of word might that be?”

			He stroked down her body once more. She turned to him, as much as she could, her leg snaked around his back, pulling him into her body. She was going to drive him mad. He groaned. Why was he still wearing so many clothes again? Blast. He wanted too much with her, needed so much—terrifying.

			“Beg for me, Urs. Tell me you want me as much as I want you.” He gripped her breasts again.

			“I—Jay—please.” She quivered beneath his touch. “Please, Jay. I need you. Tup me, Jay.”

			Jesus. She knew that word? For a woman who spent most of her days with tutors, she had a surprising vocabulary. Swollen wasn’t the half of it.

			“Soon,” he whispered in her ear. “But first, I require a few more details.”

			With his remaining fortitude and sense, he lifted himself from the bed. The trousers were easy. He’d strained against them for so long freedom came with a sigh of relief. As for his shirt, well he could purchase a new one. He still had his allowance.

			Her eyes though, the entire time, her eyes were on him and the encouraging lust thrown in his direction—well, they were both lucky he wasn’t her age. He recovered quite a bit quicker at twenty-one.

			Almost a decade. How could he have lived almost an entire decade on an earth without her being in existence? How was such a thing possible?

			Jay ferreted in the drawer for a condom before he returned to the bed.

			“What are you thinking? What do you want, Urs?”

			“You.” Her eyes never left his.

			That moment, if he could die right there, it would have been enough. How could he ever tell her, ever express how she made him feel?

			“Specifically. I want you to say it. I like to hear you say it. I want to know every detail.”

			“I want you to lose control.” Her voice was louder, more resolute.

			Bloody. Hell. She wanted that? No, no, no, she was intended to be cherished and worshiped. And she was young and naïve and inexperienced.

			“Urs—”

			“You asked if I trusted you. I told you yes. I trust you with everything. I know you would never force me to do anything I didn’t absolutely want, never hurt me. You’d deny your own pleasure before that. I want you to trust yourself enough to take instead of give.”

			Her eyes were serious, grave, steady. He moved his hand down her chest. Her heart thumped against the pressure, echoing his own. Her eyes though and her face were calm.

			“Please, Jay. Please. Want me like that.”

			And he couldn’t say no. He could never say no to that. He leaned forward and rested his forehead against hers before kissing her again. Cherries. She’d said it too. That meant something, didn’t it? She trusted him, so he could—he filled his lungs.

			“All right. I’m going to need to untie you though.”

			“So, I shall be permitted to help?” Urs quirked her lips in the most seductive manner possible.

			The room spun, and he had to steady himself. Jay untied the binds but held her hands in place with his. Her slender wrists almost fit in one palm.

			“I didn’t say that.” He shook as he leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Turn over, Urs.”

			A slow smile crept over her face. She obeyed, sliding to the edge of the bed. He swallowed. How in the world did she know to do that? Had she read his boyhood journal?

			He pressed his body against her, ready to bury himself right where he should be. Leaning forward, he kissed down her spine.

			“I—” She moaned. “I had a response to that, but when you touch me I can no longer—Certainly nothing...pithy.”

			“That’s part of my plot.” He slipped on the condom, his heart pounding in every corner of his body. He ran his hand down her back.

			“What plot?” she asked, though the words were lost as he pressed his body against hers.

			The plot to make you mine, forever.

			“A man needs a few secrets.” He tested her again.

			Urs was ready or, he supposed, with more pride than was proper, still ready.

			“Jay, please.” The request was strangled and needy.

			Before she could say another word, he pushed her legs apart father and entered her. He’d really intended, despite what she’d said, to at least attempt to be gentle. However, the moment her body squeezed him, he knew no reason.

			Jay thrust into her, over and over, clutching any part of her soft, beautiful flesh he could grasp with greedy abandon. She was everything.

			When he found his way to her breasts again she shrieked his name, urging him on. Tight and hot and bold and improper, but together they both swayed until their rhythms met in unison. He trailed his fingers down from her breast to apply just a little more pressure as both of their breaths hitched.

			“Together.” He growled the word into her ear before thrusting again.

			He bit his release into her shoulder. She screamed again, his name, over and over as another series of shudders vibrated from her body inside his, almost like a transference of another union.

			With what little strength he had left, he eased them both back onto the bed. He positioned her, still against his chest, his arms holding her in place, molding to him, her skin against his as she continued to repeat his name.

			“Shh...” he whispered. He brushed her curls aside and kissed her neck. “There are still people in the house.”

			“I—” Urs panted the word as she nestled closer, where she belonged. “I rather enjoy that idea.”

			“Then you’re going to have to learn to control yourself just a little or you shall need that towel. Your father might have the patience of a saint, but I have a feeling hearing half of the things we just did would inspire something dangerous in the man.” Though if he had to go, what a way to go.

			Jay kissed the top of her head.

			“There are ways to make my father acquiesce.” She giggled.

			Or there is the privacy of one’s own home.

			But he couldn’t say the words out loud. If he said the words, if his secret wish hit the air, everything would shatter.

			Before he could think of a proper reply, her breathing had slowed. She was asleep, naked, in his arms. They were where they belonged, plot or no plot.

			Amethysts. She’d like amethysts, especially large ones. The color was beautiful against her skin and hair.

			If only, somehow, there was a way—before he could form a plan, he was lulled as well, inside the deepest sleep he’d experienced in months.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Unfortunately, Jay couldn’t sleep forever. Or more, Urs couldn’t. She’d promised to join Rachel and Lydia for one of Miss Gratz’s lessons and the three were out until supper, after which they retired to the upper parlor as a group. Their giggles floated down all evening.

			Wonders never did cease. Urs was astounding. Who would’ve believed when they met that she’d listen—to him? Still, he missed her voice, her laugh, her presence all day.

			If only he was in Urs’ bed, or she was in his, or there was some way he could be content for a moment once again. If he could just be, he could find a way, summon the courage he needed to make a plan, a real one.

			Jay stared at the empty nook for yet another night. Ashes, ashes, and more ashes. If there hadn’t been a fire for months, why were there still so many ashes? Didn’t the servants ever clean it? The remainder of the house was immaculate. Why did he care?

			He clenched his fists. Damn the summer for flying by so quickly. August and the end of the season loomed large. He sighed. He needed to sleep. He had to sleep.

			Jay patted his pocket. The pipe was out of the question. Too many observant people in the house. The tablets though. Just one would give him relief.

			He withdrew the pouch and slipped his fingers inside, grasping one. He stroked the chalky material. Just one. That was all. He could just take one.

			No.

			He couldn’t do that to Urs. She deserved so much better. He could be better. He could fight. He could win her, truly.

			Can you? Do you really think so?

			His cousins each spoke the questions, alternating in the back of his mind.

			What can you possibly offer her?

			Jay slapped his hands over his ears, but the voices wouldn’t cease.

			Weak. You’re weak. I can’t trust you for one moment.

			His father’s voice never left him alone. Any silence and it was there.

			Sweat dripped down his brow, droplets falling in his lap. As soon as one dark circle disappeared into his robe another would take its place. He was doomed, hopeless.

			A deep voice broke the silence. “A little late, isn’t it, Mr. Truitt.”

			Blast.

			He clenched his eyes shut, his throat burning. Why? He shoved the bag into his pocket, blood in his ears.

			Still, he opened his mouth. If there was one thing he could do, no matter what, it was talk, address, make conversation.

			“How was your evening, Mr. Levy?”

			A rustling sounded and when Jay opened his eyes Urs’ uncle sat across from him, his legs crossed, staring, or more, glaring. He curled his lip at Jay, as if he were a mangy barn cat, a necessary evil for rodent prevention, but of little other value.

			“Sleeping in a strange place can be difficult. How long have you been in my house though? Still not accustomed to the bedchamber yet? You have slept in there, correct?”

			Jay said nothing. His jaw was too heavy to move.

			Bernard Levy glowered and pushed his lower lip forward, his light gray eyes darkening under his knit brow. “It doesn’t matter. You’ll be gone soon and won’t give it and anything or anyone here a second thought. How long will it take to forget her?”

			Jay’s face was on fire. How dare he mock what he and Urs were?

			“Frankly, sir, you know nothing about it or me.” He spit more than spoke the words. His tutors would deck him. Manners and charm were the one thing he’d always been able to do though now...he should be tossed out by his shirt collar.

			Jay curled his toes. Let Levy try. He smirked at the man, imagining his fist in his face. House or not, elder or not, how dare he impugn—Urs’ uncle smirked back and rolled his eyes.

			“I know plenty about you. I know the Hale family very well, or at least well enough. I know enough to determine how much it’s advisable to lend your cousins and whether they are a good investment.”

			“And?” He matched Levy’s growl. The pretenses were gone.

			“They’re prudent, careful, and have cornered a certain market. Effectiveness is unnecessary and the end users all need a constant supply. There will be a good, steady profit, unless something better is found. Though, I’ve heard that may not matter with opium, as once it’s used there’s no substitute. I’ve seen it with my own eyes—I travel to London, often—and of course there was my sister-in-law at the end of her life. A sound investment, in many ways.”

			Jay’s mouth went dry. He knew. He truly knew. All the sins and secrets and there he was, reclining in an armchair, like a king, or rather a judge, ready to make a proclamation of the rightness of—what gave him the right? Jay swallowed. “You make it sound...”

			Levy raised an eyebrow. He placed his elbows on the armrests and leaned back further into his seat. The glow from the silk fabric illuminated his dressing gown, as if he wore judicial robes. All he needed was a wig.

			“Like what it is? That your cousins sell disease not a cure?”

			And there it was. The pronouncement. Disease. That was what he had, what he’d given himself by sampling his own wares. He was ill, sick and would never become well again because he was, as his father said, weak. Ruined, and he’d brought it on himself.

			Jay’s throat filled, but he forced his mouth open. He swallowed and fought and grasped at the pieces of his mind that still functioned.

			His manners. He needed his manners. His charm too, his armor, his protection. With them, he could be all right. With them he wasn’t sick, or at least he could pretend.

			“Doctors prescribe what we sell.” The words were calm despite the catch in his throat.

			Levy’s lips quirked in a half smile. “True, and far be it from me to criticize profiting from someone else’s need.”

			The man knew exactly what he was doing, and he enjoyed it. He was loathsome. How could one person have so much hate?

			Jay ground his jaw, gripping at his sensibilities. “The medication helps people. Something raised interest rates do not.”

			Damn it all. Levy had him. He’d lost. He’d revealed himself as a pigeon-livered fool.

			Both of Urs’ uncle’s eyebrows arched. He paused and drew his lips inside his mouth. He drummed his fingers, once, twice, three times, before addressing Jay.

			“It does, as does the money we lend. However, a smaller portion of the population requires what the Hales sell. I profit from fuel, they profit from—well, that’s another matter.”

			Levy closed his eyes and shifted in his chair.

			Jay’s skin was in flames. He must have died from exhaustion and was now in Hell.

			“I’d have not thought you so particular.” The words came out of their own accord as if he’d already changed into a demon.

			Bernard’s smile broadened. “That I have no scruples? That I’m greedy, usurious?”

			Jay’s palms itched, and his scalp. Perhaps he had fleas. Perhaps that was part of his torment. The room started to spin.

			“That’s not what I said.” The man put words in his mouth. Tricky, obnoxious, smug—damn it. His father, with all his faults had never said things like that. Jay closed his eyes. He’d made such a mess. He could never, ever make anything right. “I certainly don’t think those things about your brother-in-law and your niece.”

			“No, though part of that has to do with the access my niece has granted you and the fact my naïve brother-in-law has looked the other way, not out of anything more noble or should I say more charitable or less—no, Mr. Truitt, you aren’t really that much different than the Reeds or the Pierponts or the Middletons, are you?”

			“I haven’t...” No, he was worse, much worse.

			“You most certainly have, in my house. That’s disrespectful in itself, but to do that to someone without your protection is reprehensible.”

			Stop it, stop it, stop it.

			Why wouldn’t the man just let him be? Why did he have to needle and prickle and force his hand? Did he not know what every day, every damned day was like?

			“You don’t even like her or your brother-in-law, your own family.” Jay clenched his fists so his nails bit into his palms. Ursula’s descriptions of her childhood stirred in his head. “You made that very clear over the years. You banished them to Delaware, snubbed your own blood, never showed her any affection, not a kind word. You don’t even use her name.”

			Bernard was on his feet, his graying brown curls bobbing like a halo of righteousness. He shook a finger at Jay.

			“I love my brother-in-law, my brother really, as much as my own life and my niece is his in every way.”

			Levy paced for a moment, stalking his floors. The shuffling of his slippers, the only sound in the house, held the room in rapt attention. There was no doubt as to who was in command. Urs’ uncle filled the space, his space, his domain.

			When he sat again, his eyes blazed, but he knit his fingers, the pose calm despite the power emanating from him, just waiting to be set free. His age was nothing. He could have felled Jay in a single punch, there was no doubt.

			“My sister, my younger sister, Amalia, was a blonde as a child. Her hair didn’t darken until she was twelve.” Urs’ uncle’s voice shook.

			What? Of all the topics of conversation? Jay reached into his pocket. The bag was still there as were all seven tablets.

			“Judah and Amalia were born on the same day. The midwife ran back and forth between our houses. Our mothers had been acquainted before, but became dear friends afterwards. That’s how I met and married Miriam.” Bernard twitched his fingers.

			Where was this going? A hardness grew in Jay’s stomach, as if a great stone sat, expanding, collecting debris. He couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. He could only wait for the inevitable as Levy continued.

			“Judah and Amalia though, that was a friendship to envy. They were inseparable. They shared secrets and almost their own language. When they were together, it was as if they were in their own world.”

			A tear dripped from the older man’s eye.

			He was going to be sick. He was going to vomit from the words alone.

			“It was as if God had created them for each other, like Adam and Eve, that pure, that innocent, that right,” Urs’ uncle said.

			Nothing good could come from the story and yet both he, the listener, and Bernard, the teller, were powerless to stop it.

			“They made both our families better and we loved them for it, so very much.”

			Levy’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed over and over.

			“Amalia became ill a week after they’d announced their engagement. She was only twenty when she died, younger than Ursula is now.” Bernard’s voice shook. “See, I can say my niece’s name.”

			Droplets hit the older man’s collar, but he didn’t wipe them, didn’t even acknowledge what occurred.

			Jay’s very soul twisted. He was an only child, but the pain, the gripping, grasping pain reaching through the words, through the years, snatched at his heart.

			“Judah took to his bed for nearly a year afterwards. I had to work so hard to even force him to—that’s another story.”

			Urs’ uncle waved away the ending with a hand, though his cheeks were ashen and stained.

			Jay cleared his throat, searching, turning over every possible phrase of comfort until he could put something, anything reasonable forward.

			“But he found love again.” Jay raised his head. The moment he said the words he regretted them.

			Damn him, why was he so foolish? Ursula’s mother held Levy’s deceased sister’s place. Mentioning her rubbed salt in the man’s wounds.

			Bernard’s mouth twisted and bitterness edged into his tone.

			“That he did.” Levy folded his arm.

			The room grew ten degrees colder. Everything was still. There was more though, something more.

			“She’s his daughter, you know? If someone had gone to a tailor and ordered the female version of Judah, every single part of who he is—if anything were to happen to her, he would die. She’s the only thing he’s lived for, for a very long time.” Urs’ uncle sighed.

			All thoughts of the past dissipated in the wake of the warning, the real warning. He was a monster and Levy would slay him if he had to, to protect his family, to stave off the hurt, the undeserved, tragic hurt.

			The man tilted his chin, his eyes boring straight into Jay’s. “You’re right that I don’t care for you, Mr. Truitt. If I may be frank, being a gentile isn’t the half of it. You’re a selfish man, in very many ways. My family is blinded by a need to mend, to care for, because they each see their value in what they give, not what they are.”

			He stood and moved towards the entryway, past Jay, as if he no longer mattered. “Take the poison in your pocket, don’t take it, I don’t much care. Leave her out of it. Stay away from her and do so as quickly as possible so the damage you’ve wrought isn’t irreparable.”

			Levy spread his palms at his sides, as if he was pushing down the air, the wind itself, preventing it from tearing apart his house. He turned to Jay. “Do you know how old I am?”

			Jay started. Where did that question come from? He shivered again. Nothing made sense, everything was wrong. He had to be dying or already dead.

			“Do you know my brother-in-law is only forty years old?” Bernard’s tone was clipped. “Only a decade older than you, I believe. You’re almost closer to his age than Ursula’s. Good night, Mr. Truitt.”

			As the retreating steps reverberated through the house, Jay held his head in his hands. Forty years old? The man looked at least fifty-five, his own father’s age. Is that what caring for an ill spouse did to one’s body?

			Would he do that to Urs? Would years of exposing her to his demons—demons he could never slay destroy her too? He’d been so sure the other day, he’d believed that perhaps, if he could work hard enough he could build something real. But was staying worse than leaving?

			He pulled out the bag again. This time he withdrew a tablet and held it in the moonlight. Beautiful.

			Yes. He needed it. If that made him weak it no longer mattered. Nothing mattered. His mind was done, tired, dead. He had to sleep. Sleep would make everything palatable.

			It was too late for him. There were too many walls, so high he could never scale. He should have realized.

			Jay closed his eyes and opened his mouth. That’s what he’d tell his parents. He’d deaden himself first, but he’d make them understand that he was beyond redemption.

			No.

			No. Not in the house. She’d know.

			He shoved the pill back in the sack and stomped into the courtyard. He panted as he faced the bricks composing the outer wall.

			With as much force as he had, he slammed his fist into the white mortar. He pounded the immovable barrier—as intractable and thick as the mess he’d made. Over and over he beat his target, his knuckles bloody and throbbing. Spent, Jay choked and coughed, but managed to stay upright as he staggered back into the house.

			He stumbled to the bed, stretched out, and closed his eyes. He’d punished his body enough to permit it to overtake his mind.

			However, just before oblivion took him, a thought, a lucid, almost clever thought sparked. Mathematics weren’t his strong suit, but something Bernard said, something nagged at the deepest corner of his mind.

			If Judah was merely forty and Urs was twenty-one and Amalia Levy had died at twenty and she and Judah were born on the same day...the numbers made no sense. The first conversation between Bernard and Judah—the one he forgot to tell Urs.

			She’s his daughter, you know? If someone had gone to a tailor and ordered the female version of Judah... Bernard’s words repeated over and over. She’s his daughter. She’s his daughter.

			He writhed under the sheets, clutched at the pillow with his good hand. He had to stay awake. He had to think. He had to figure this out, for her sake. He gripped and pushed, but nothing happened. His limbs wouldn’t obey.

			No.

			He repeated the word over and over, but exhaustion finally won and he fell into a deep sleep.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			How many bloody rounds of chess could she play with Isaac? Locked in the house too, with nowhere to go due to the rain. Between that and the heat, steam rose from the cobblestones outside, ruining all hemlines and boots.

			Three days of glares and stares and Ursula had about enough. Three days since Jay woke with a fever and hand so swollen he couldn’t hold a utensil. Her father and Uncle Bernard quarreled about a doctor, but she’d done the tending herself. A doctor might prescribe something he shouldn’t and if she refused to give it to Jay, everyone would know.

			At least his head was cool now and he’d been awake for almost an hour. Still, he hadn’t even said two words to her. Instead, he’d sipped his tea and traded glum glares with the fireplace. They needed to speak. When though? Her uncle made things tricky. And Isaac just took her rook. Blast it all. Before she could make another move, feet skidded across the varnished floor.

			“Mr. Nunes, Ursula, everyone, I’m so sorry.”

			Everyone in the room turned towards the doorway. Lydia’s hair was disheveled, her bonnet at her side while she clutched a newspaper. The butler stood behind her as she panted, free hand on her chest.

			“My father—my father will be over shortly, but I ran here as fast as I could. It isn’t his fault. They broke into his office. They knew you were his client and had heard the rumors, knew something had happened or at least there was more than met the eye. I’m so sorry.”

			Tears rolled down Lydia’s cheeks. Ursula’s mind stuttered. She was apologizing? For what?

			Her palms started to sweat. There was plenty of money and even if there wasn’t, money wasn’t everything. They’d always be fine no matter what happened. Also, who was “they”?

			Lydia sobbed harder. Ursula squinted at her. A bit dramatic. It was as if Lydia and her family were the ones harmed, instead of whatever it was. Obnoxious. But, she adored Rachel, who for some unknown reason adored Lydia... Better attempt to be kind.

			Ursula moved to the girl and placed an arm around her shoulder, giving her a slight pat. “It’ll be all right.” Lydia’s tears dripped down the bodice of her dress. “Whatever happened we’ll be fine. There are other holdings, in London and in Amsterdam. The portion of the business your father assists is hardly a quarter. Many families suffered far greater losses than that during the downturn.” She rubbed Lydia’s back.

			Lydia pulled away and stared at Ursula. “You don’t understand.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “It wasn’t the business files the thieves took, it was the personal files. They were working for someone who wanted to hurt you, specifically.”

			Ursula frowned. Personal files? What sort of personal files? She glanced at her father. His deep, tanned skin had turned gray. Eyes wide, he sank to his knees.

			Jay finally came to life, ran and assisted him onto one of the chairs. What was happening? Was he ill? He couldn’t be ill, not her father. Her heart began to pound.

			“Water,” Jay called to the butler.

			“And a cold cloth,” she added when she found her voice. She ran to his side. “Father. Father, are you all right? What’s the matter? Whatever it is, we’ll survive. As I said, there’s plenty of money and there isn’t much that money can’t solve—”

			“Urs.” Jay cut her off.

			She stared at him. What did he know? Hot, it was so very hot.

			The butler returned. Jay shoved the glass of water in her father’s hands and assisted him in bringing it to his lips. She pressed the cloth to his forehead, her hands clumsy.

			Uncle Bernard made a noise of disgust and snatched the paper from Lydia’s hand.

			“I’m so sorry,” she repeated. The girl stared at the floor while her uncle grumbled.

			He waved a finger at her father. “I warned you, Judah, I warned you this would happen. She was making too many enemies, without even knowing the whole story. Reed, Middleton, even Morris—take your pick, it doesn’t matter which one—all had the means and it had to have been so easy. Enough people knew, have always known, that it was bound to be exposed. I’ve told you for years, but you didn’t listen. You never listen, not now, not nineteen years ago.”

			Ursula froze. Reed, Middleton, Morris? Her uncle couldn’t have told her father about what she said at the poker game, could he? No, Jay’s throat hadn’t been slit.

			Wait—nineteen years ago? A shiver shot through her body. She’d have only been two.

			She gasped. The secret, the feud, her parents, her mother and father—that was what this was about.

			“What are you not telling me?” she demanded more than asked.

			Something was wrong, very wrong. She snatched the paper from her uncle. He could hate her if he wanted or disapprove or—

			“Ursula,” her father cried.

			She scanned the words. The society gossip section. She found her own, full name this time, but Jay’s was only mentioned once. Her voice shook as she read.

			“‘Miss Ursula Nunes, fiancée to John Thaddeus Truitt V, half of this season’s most attractive couple, is not what she seems. She may personally hold controlling interest in Nunes Companies, an odd feat for a woman, but she is not a Nunes.’”

			She read the line over and over again. It didn’t make sense. The business belonged to her father, not her. And not a Nunes? Her name was Ursula Nunes. That’s who she was. She was her parents’ only child. She was Ursula Nunes from Wilmington, Delaware.

			“The late Roseanna Nunes was once Roseanna Simon of London, a common criminal...”

			Her vocal cords no longer vibrated. The words rang in her ears, but she made no sound. The article went on to state how she’d been born before her parents’ marriage, her father unknown. It was even suggested her mother had died of—there was no good euphemism for that disease.

			It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true. She stared at her father again. Her knees buckled. Jay ran to her and caught her before she reached the floor, easing her down.

			Her father coughed and choked on the water. Uncle Bernard sat next to him, forcing slow sips. That should be her job. She should be able to take care of him, but she couldn’t rise again.

			“Who is my father?” She couldn’t stop repeating the question. From the expression on her father’s face, if she’d have slapped him it would’ve been less painful, but she couldn’t stop.

			Uncle Bernard sighed. “Lydia, please go find Rachel. I’m sure the two of you have studying to do. Mind Isaac as well for a little while.”

			Ursula didn’t turn around as Lydia’s feet echoed on the stair. The room spun while her uncle directed his butler to take her father into the study with smelling salts.

			Everything burned. The man had to hoist her father like he was an invalid.

			When the air was quiet, Uncle Bernard put his head in his hands. He lifted his chin and his eyes were haunted.

			“I’m not the person who should be telling this story, but I was there for most of it and I’m the best we have.” Her uncle shook his head.

			Ursula clutched Jay’s hand as she leaned against his body.

			“We were in London in 1822, visiting cousins on the Nunes side. One of the girls’ husbands—Moses—was very active in the community over there, politically and philanthropically. The House of Commons was considering emancipation for us again and there was a situation.”

			No.

			The story was headed somewhere horrible. She shivered. Why was it now so cold in the room?

			Her uncle cleared his throat.

			“There was a young woman, a thief and sometimes prostitute who’d been in the penal colony in Port Jackson. She was one of us. When she was sent, she attracted little attention, just a common criminal, one of thousands. The trouble began over there. She had a lover and they escaped. When they were caught it was all the city could discuss. The reporters adored it. It probably inspired the tripe that Dickens fellow wrote. After the damage that Fagin character has done...” Her uncle grunted again. “When we arrived, the man had already been tried and executed. The woman though, they’d waited. She’d been with child.”

			Me. That child was me.

			Jay pulled her closer, but her muscles wouldn’t relax.

			Me.

			The child of criminals. She and her mother, they were the kind of Jews who weren’t supposed to exist. The kind who brought trouble, who brought death and retribution. She’d heard the stories. The reason to exclude them, to deny them rights, or worse, justifications for the slaughter of innocents—from the Crusades to the blood libel in Damascus, just a year ago.

			Uncle Bernard shifted and frowned before speaking again.

			“The community wanted it out of the papers. Moses’ idea was for us to help bring her to America, get her a job, take care of her, but make her disappear. But when we got to Newgate...”

			Newgate. The word screamed in her head. She had no memories, none of that time. Why should she? She’d been a baby, but the horror of it twisted her body. A prison. She’d been born in a prison. Her father came to that place and found what? She stared at her uncle.

			“Your father couldn’t leave either of you there. Moses was clever that way. Your father’s fiancée had passed away before their wedding. Seeing a beautiful young woman in distress with a child—there was no question that he’d help. Even Moses didn’t expect a marriage.”

			Her uncle ran his fingers through his thinning hair.

			She shook her head. They hated her. They truly did. The enmity had been real, all those years. Her father had thrown his life away, at least in their opinion. Her stomach twisted. In any sensible opinion. He was from a wonderful family, could’ve had any suitable woman and he married someone who’d—and had taken in a child that wasn’t his.

			“Who is my father?”

			“Urs.” Jay squeezed her arm.

			She’d forgotten he was there. Oh, if they could only be where they were four days ago, in the fairy world of the bedroom. When they were alone there was nothing else, there was just them—oh good lord. Her mother—had done what she and Jay had done—for money.

			“Who is my father?” She had to know.

			“Urs.” Jay squeezed harder.

			She wrenched her arm away from him and crawled towards her uncle. She had to know.

			“Who is he?”

			Her uncle closed his eyes and shook his head. “It’s not my place—”

			“Tell me.”

			Uncle Bernard swallowed. “I don’t know. No one knows.” He coughed into his hand and stared at the ceiling. “Her pregnancy was established almost a year after she reached Newgate—I—I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Ursula. I truly am. I wish I could give you a different answer. You’ve done nothing...”

			His voice grew distant.

			The tears still fell, even as she closed her eyes. There were no words. She was the product of—unwanted, completely unwanted. She should’ve never been born, never.

			Her uncle hung his head, as if he couldn’t say more. When he lifted it, there were tears streaming down his cheeks. “You’re just like him, you know? Exactly like him.”

			She gasped. What was he saying?

			“He may not have sired you, but you and Judah could be the same person.” Her uncle’s voice cracked. “He believes he can fix everyone, save everyone. He can’t, you can’t.”

			Her uncle raked his hands over his face. “I want you to ask yourself, is he happy? Will you be?”

			She could no longer hear him. Her father, she had to find her father. She pulled herself to her feet and pushed past Jay into the hall.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			The tears blurred her father’s face. No, not her father. Yes, her father. Yes, no matter what, he was her father, wasn’t he? He had to be her father. If he wasn’t her father and she wasn’t his daughter, who were they?

			“I’m sorry.” Her father sank into his brother-in-law’s mahogany desk chair, hands on his temples. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t want you to find out like this.”

			“You didn’t want me to find out, ever.” The words sounded harsher than she intended. Ursula gulped breath after breath after breath. “Why? Why would you close me out? Why would you lie?”

			The tears fell hotter, faster. All the years, all the time, she was never actually his. She was the daughter of—“Ashamed.” The word came as a choke. “You’re ashamed of me. And you have every right. I’m a constant reminder of—you never were able to have, you were robbed—”

			“No.” Her father leapt to his feet and slammed his fists on the deep stained desk. The clawed feet stamped the floor. Books on the shelves danced.

			Ursula jumped back, shaking.

			Her father had become a beast, a twisted creature of rage and sorrow and she’d done it to him. His face was red and swollen as if it might burst.

			“Don’t you ever say that. I’m not. I never was and never will be ashamed of you or your mother, but especially not you. You are everything to me. You’re why I’m alive. You’ve been my driving force for nearly two decades. Every decision was made with you in mind. I had to protect you. That has been my life’s goal.”

			“What?” The word was all breath, almost the last she had because there wasn’t enough air in the room. She was going to faint. She clutched the back of a chair.

			“I liked your mother, yes, but when I was in London, it was you I fell in love with.” He closed his eyes and sat again, fanning his hands over the wood. “When we visited that place with Montefiore to discuss what to do about the matter, you—you were on the floor and came to the door with her. You mimicked our conversation. She hushed you, but you paid her no mind. You were young, not even two, but the way you repeated back phrases, and your voice, and your eyes—” His color evened as a smile crossed his lips.

			“I was completely in love, love like I’d never felt before. What I felt for Amalia, my fiancée, never held a candle to what occurred when I saw you. It sounds crazy, but I knew you were my child, the child I wanted. You were so clever, so very clever, and beautiful and precocious and—you didn’t belong there. You were to be with me. I was meant to raise you. You stared at me through the darkness in that place and I had a purpose, a duty, an occupation.”

			He came to the front of the desk and wiped her tears with his thumb. She pulled Jay’s handkerchief from her bosom and blew her nose. The tears still fell.

			“I’m so sorry, Ursula. I should have told you. I just—” He coughed into his hand. His shoulders slumped. Had the gray streaks just appeared in his hair or had they always been there? Same with the lines running from his nose to the edge of his lips. Her eyes burned.

			“You were protecting her.” Her entire chest was on fire. “She was sick the entire time, wasn’t she?”

			“She had the early stages in London. She’d not have survived any punishment, hard labor or Parramatta for more than a year. You’d have just started weaning. Everything was a death sentence for you both.” Her father’s chest heaved.

			“So, you married a woman who you liked, but didn’t love, who you could never have—”

			“She had a delightful sense of humor while her mind remained. You remember it. She was also kind, very kind, considering the world was not a kind place to her. You should never speak ill of her. She did her best with very little, very, very little. And she loved you very much.”

			Her father rose and paced. Plap, plap, plop, his boots crossed the floor bumping against the rug each time.

			“She was an orphan too. She did what she had to survive. Our people didn’t always take care of our own, especially there. The prejudices and the laws and the banishment are easy excuses, but we didn’t do our part.”

			Ursula clenched the wood harder. Excuses, logical excuses for giving up one’s own happiness.

			“But was she a wife?” She shouldn’t have asked the question, but her mouth opened.

			“Ursula.” Her name, laced with so much pain from her father’s lips.

			She should stop, should flee, should clamp her hands over her own mouth, should bite out her own tongue, but she couldn’t, she couldn’t stop. She didn’t know what she was, but everything, everything was being released.

			“But she wasn’t a wife, was she? Even when she still had her faculties. She might have been a companion, a friend, but not a wife. You knew why she was ill. You and she never—”

			Visions of her and Jay and all the joy, the desire, the trust, the sheer delight of just being the two as one, coupled with the juxtaposition of her parents’ lives—she ached, burned.

			Her father tore at his own hair. “Ursula. There are questions you cannot and will not ask. I am your father and certain topics are not to be discussed. It’s inappropriate.”

			He was right, he truly was, but it no longer mattered, nothing mattered. The past few weeks swirled in her head, waltzing couples jostling her on the floor of a ball. The rise and fall of the music, faster and faster, like madness.

			“We’re beyond propriety. Besides, don’t people like her, like me, discuss that sort of thing all the time? I believe that’s part of the terms before haggling over payment. I’m—”

			The slap wasn’t hard, but it stunned her anyway. Her father had never raised his hand to her, in all her years and she’d done quite a few things that would’ve received a bit more than a slap from most parents. She should’ve cared, but her innards were stone.

			“Don’t you ever, ever speak about your mother that way. She would’ve died for you. You will never, ever disrespect her or me or yourself, no matter what happens,” her father growled.

			She held her cheek. How dare he? After everything. He permitted her to engage in all sorts of behavior with no context, no warning, no real understanding of her own limitations.

			“Respect. You use that word after what you did to me, hiding me from everyone, even myself? That wasn’t protecting me, that was imprisoning me in a false sense of the world. You shielded me and cosseted me and left me almost no choice, but to be a blasted recluse like her, like you. I’m fed and have my pets, but what else is there in my life?”

			What indeed? Jay. There was Jay and there were these past few weeks when he’d given—together, what they could be together. She’d never be able to go back to the life she’d led before, not after Jay.

			“Why did you permit me to come here?” She clutched at her gown.

			“Ursula.” Her name was a plea on her father’s lips.

			“You should have told me before I—”

			She couldn’t say the words. Her father knew she didn’t love Hugo and assumed the adventure would end as it did, but why hadn’t he warned her? She had, just like Rachel said, gone too close to the sun.

			“I’m so sorry. I wanted you to see things, understand why this Hugo business was foolish. I already started speaking to my counterparts in Europe, but I wanted you to be ready to marry for those purposes. I didn’t think things would get this muddled. I’m so sorry. I should have spoken to more—”

			Sour, everything tasted sour, as if she’d consumed lye or varnish or—she had to leave, had to get out, had to find some way, some place, some fix. She could mend this. She could. She could plan and do something, and everything would be right again. Jay. She had to find Jay.

			“I’m sorry,” her father whispered again.

			She paused. He loved her. He did, and he’d aged and he’d done his best and he was human. He was her father, but though she’d always be his child, she wasn’t a child anymore.

			She swallowed and went to his side. She tilted up and kissed his cheek.

			“I know.” She whispered the words. No. She could speak up. She could be the strong one. She owed that to him at the very least. “I love you too. I will be fine. I will always be fine.”

			Before her voice could reveal more, she hitched her skirts and tore down the hall. Jay. The only thing she wanted right now was Jay. With Jay she could somehow find a way to right it all once more.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Bernard Levy poured himself whiskey, straight from the decanter, and lifted a glass towards Jay. Jay waved Urs’ uncle, or whatever he was, off. The man shrugged. He downed the entire contents and poured himself another before returning to a chair. He glared at Jay, his hooded eyes blazing with fury.

			“Departing soon, Mr. Truitt?” Levy folded his arms. “I suppose this makes your plan easier. You now have an even better cover to frolic and wallow in whatever cesspool you wish. She doesn’t need to jilt you now. She’s unredeemable. A Jew maybe, a girl from a poor background perhaps, though unlikely, but both, no, your parents would disown you, wouldn’t they? And you couldn’t have that. I mean, what would you do without your allowance?”

			He settled the glass and kicked his feet onto a footstool. “Don’t worry about my dear niece. I heard Judah was already planning to buy her a new stallion. Good investment. There are already breeders interested, though she’ll probably want to ride him. He’ll purchase her two and this will all die down and no one can say no to the banks so she’ll have plenty of animals to occupy her for the rest of her days. There will be other men too, our kind of men, ones who can protect her.”

			His garments were too tight. If he breathed he’d pop every button in his shirt and trousers. If only he could dunk his head in a vat of ice.

			Why did her uncle have to be so hateful, and so close to the truth? When Bernard spoke the words, the lines were black and crisp as fresh ink—ugly—all the beautiful patterns and unexpected surprise washed away.

			Jay froze, rooted to the floor. Everything was collapsing. Yes, it was going to happen eventually, but not like this, never like this. And he’d entertained the foolish, idiotic fantasies that perhaps, she and he could—he nearly choked once more.

			“This is what her father wrought.” Levy’s voice was bitter. “I begged him to just find the woman a position, not bring her into the family. We were already making a nuisance of ourselves in America, expecting too much, trusting laws and documents to protect us. We didn’t need additional fodder.”

			Rage flew through Jay. He balled his fists and took a step forward. How dare he? Urs and her father were good people, people who didn’t deserve this kind of treatment, especially for things over which neither had control.

			“So, he was to ignore his feelings, what, for some ethereal potential future benefits to your people as a whole?” Jay’s teeth chattered as he spoke.

			Bernard smiled, a hollow, bitter stretching of his lips. The breath flew from Jay’s chest as if he’d been punched as the man shook his head.

			“You have no idea what it’s like, Mr. Truitt, to be barred from everything, to be forbidden from owning land, to never be permitted citizenship in the country of your birth, to be forced to leave your home because of who you were. America bestowed upon us things we’ve never had in Europe, without a price. Yet. But there’s always a price. When will you turn on us? For what reason? The fear is always there. Why tempt fate?”

			Fair points, but hiding away, denying the existence of people like Urs’ mother and Urs herself, to project some sort of image? And didn’t Urs’ mother have the right to want some sort of life, some sort of happiness? Acid burnt his stomach at the thought.

			“I don’t, but throwing away people who do not fall into some sort of—”

			“How lovely it would be to have our criminals not reflect upon us, but that’s not where we live. We live in a fragile world. Every right is given only by the graciousness of people like you and any excuse—how many times has parliament yielded? How many times has emancipation been struck down due to arguments about people like Roseanna Simon? Our balance is quite delicate, Mr. Truitt, to survive amongst you, we must be valuable but docile, we must only benefit society, never demand too much, never take too many resources and even then, there are no guarantees we’ll receive anything but scraps.”

			“But this is America.” In England or elsewhere in Europe, yes, but as Levy said, in America, they were no different than he. They could vote, own land, do what they wanted.

			“You really believe that difference is so profound? If you do Mr. Truitt, you are as naïve as my brother-in-law.” Bernard drained his glass. “None of this is your concern—thank goodness. The girl technically owns the company as Judah didn’t trust me not to try to take it from her when he died.”

			Levy squeezed his fists so hard his knuckles turned white. “You’ve done enough, taking her virginity and exposing her past. Since you’ve made her a pariah, at least here, there’ll be no threat of an unsuitable husband, so it’ll remain hers, until we can find her one from an advantageous European family—a Jewish one.”

			The expression he wore couldn’t be called a smile nor a glare, nor even a glower, it was something even more rancorous. This was resentment. Jay closed his eyes. How many times had he ignored—had he not thought—Levy had seen too much and now—

			“You’ll be gone. Back to wherever your family sends you the next time.”

			Jay’s mouth fell open. His hands shook. Levy couldn’t have told Urs, could he? Mercy, how she’d look at him when she found out he’d been in that place, tied to a bed for months.

			“I know your cousins very well. The Levy family sold them our medicinal line of imports when we scaled back. I know exactly why the Hales are the largest in the market and not the Truitts and I gave them recommendations on where to send you.” He sniffed at Jay. “For someone as addled as you, your scheme wasn’t half bad. However, we all know where it’ll end.”

			He narrowed his eyes at Jay. “You’re weak, Mr. Truitt, spoiled and weak like many of your people. You have no business here, not around anyone in my family, including my niece, who, as I’ve said, despite her mother, is Judah’s daughter and is a benefit in her own right. She deserves better—much better.”

			Pressure seared through Jay’s head. The blood pumping in his chest boiled, but his heart thudded like it would explode, like he’d been stabbed and was bleeding, a gaping, open wound.

			Levy stared at the window, not at him, as if he was not even there. “As weak as you are, she’s ten times stronger—Samson with all his hair. She’ll survive. She’ll forget about this whole affair and guard the business for my grandchildren.” His voice was grudging.

			He closed his eyes, a signal that he dismissed Jay without acknowledging him.

			Jay blinked over and over, the room spinning. He had to get rid of the torment. He fled up the stairs to his room and rifled through his bag until his palm hit what he wanted, what he needed.

			His entire body shifted. Even just touching the items—the anticipation—he’d be all right soon. Everything would be all right. All he needed was a few minutes and he could be somewhere else.

			A match. He had to find a match. He patted his pockets. Nothing.

			He raced to the dresser and rifled through his luggage. Shirts and belts and handkerchiefs piled behind him as he searched. His skin prickled. He needed it. He needed it all now.

			Leather and cloth and nothing else. The first case sailed across the room and bounced. He grabbed the next, the handle cutting into the soft flesh between his thumb and forefinger. Nothing. More nothing. He screamed into the air. A rushing sound invaded his ears.

			He grabbed the nearest shirt and ripped, his nails scraping against his own flesh. Buttons clinked against the walls. Blood dotted the fine, white cotton. There went his other hand.

			“You know, the servants could help you pack.”

			He whirled around.

			She was in the doorway, her face streaked with tears, her curls tumbling down over her shoulders. She was an absolute mess. Her sleeves were askew and drooping. Her face was red and blotchy and all he wanted to do was pull her into his arms and kiss her and cling to her and breathe and somehow they’d once again be all right.

			“Urs.” He stared at her, still on his knees, in the midst of the carnage. Oh lord, he was so lost.

			“I would’ve liked some advance notice.” Her voice was cold. “I don’t care to look like a fool.”

			Being kicked by a horse would’ve been less painful. He was surprised he stayed upright.

			“Urs—I didn’t—I’m—”

			“When did you decide to leave me?” The catch in her voice as she indicated to the luggage splayed about the room overwhelmed the anger, shredding his innards.

			He hung his head. A weight pressed on his chest. How to explain? Everything had happened so fast and to tell her would mean he’d have to confess and she couldn’t know. She’d never understand. She was strong, like her uncle said, too strong. Better to let her believe he was a cad than permit her to see what he really was.

			“Is it about this? About my mother? Before, with my father—you knew—you knew—you knew about me.” She pointed at him. “How did you know? You knew and you said nothing.” The tears started again, but she made no effort to wipe her face. “You let me find out when my uncle and Lydia, of all people, showed me that horrible article.”

			“Urs.” He scrambled to his feet and reached for her.

			She pushed him away, hugging her body instead.

			“I trusted you, Jay. I trusted you with all of me, with everything and you kept this from me, and now you’re going to leave at the first opportunity.” Her body shook with every word.

			Rage seared inside him. How could she not know he was protecting her before he could do more damage?

			Leaving at the first opportunity? If that was it he’d have abandoned her days ago. He’d be in a fog right now, a beautiful, peaceful fog instead of permitting her to tear chunks of his flesh.

			Jay moved in front of her. “That was the plan. You were to marry Hugo and I was to leave.” He spat the words.

			“And you wouldn’t want to go against the plan.” She lifted her head and glared. “Nothing has changed, has it? At least not for you. Nothing over these past few weeks changed anything. Not the conversation with Hugo, not what I did with you, not what I said to you.”

			“That’s not—Urs—I swear—” He ran his fingers through his hair as pressure forced the flood just behind his eyes.

			The lump rose through his neck into his jaw, as he blinked and stared. Liquid streamed down her checks, a storm, not a drizzle. Her face, blast, her face.

			The truth twisted the knife, the blade jagged and worn from use on his soul. She thought she loved him.

			No.

			He should shake her. This was the worst of all possible worlds. It was one thing for him to become infatuated with her, to believe he could win her, but now, he knew, after three days, he knew. He’d never be what she needed.

			He was a monster. He was leaving her unprotected. She was always the girl who didn’t fit and now she’d be the girl who was rejected by two men. Jay shuddered as Bernard’s words echoed in his ears. Unfair but true and for her to face it all alone, head held high, but hearing every whisper.

			He lifted his foot off the shreds of bloody clothing and mass of untidy belongings. Whatever she’d endure before her family took her to Europe had to be better than being saddled with him. If he’d ever proven he was worthless and useless—even fighting his cravings he’d let her down—abandoned her.

			“It would never work,” he blurted.

			“Why?” The word was a whisper of tears.

			He ran to her and gripped her elbows even as she wriggled in his arms, full sobs overtaking her.

			“Because I’ll fail you. Because that’s who I am. I’ve already failed you. I ruin things. I can’t be trusted, Urs. You need someone strong and I’m the exact opposite.”

			Her curls jiggled as his shakes transferred onto her. She wrenched herself from his gasp and wagged a finger at him, blue fire raging.

			“Don’t you ever say that about yourself. You’re the strongest person I know. I trust you with everything in my being, with my life, with my father’s life. How can you not see that?”

			Had she gone mad? He certainly hadn’t bewitched her, but she had to be drunk or daft. Tears streamed down his cheeks even as a harsh chuckle escaped his lips.

			“You have no idea, Urs.” He shook his head. “No idea how truly weak and worthless I am. There are things, things I’ve done, that I’ll probably do again, that would—”

			“You mean the opium pipe and the laudanum?” She wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “You may not be a fool, but I’m not one either.”

			“How long have you known?” Sweat beaded on his brow.

			“I have an excellent sense of smell. And I spent my childhood around someone very ill.

			“And then, your parents made comments...and everything made sense. Why else would they have sold that wing of Truitt Industries? Not that it’s such a tragedy—I’ve never trusted the stuff. I’ve never heard anyone ‘cured’ of anything from it. Profited off of, but not cured. It made my mother comfortable, but vague at the end, nothing more. Nunes doesn’t profit from the suffering over others, well, certainly not the physical suffering.”

			He turned up his lips at her joke despite himself—but oh, such a mess. When had she spoken to his parents? Did his father know about the pipe?

			“But?” He could form no more words.

			“I see you, Jay. I watch you, all the time. You stroke and pet the materials, especially when you can’t sleep.”

			Everything within Jay sagged. It was all too much.

			She grabbed his hand and held it to her breast. Her heart beat below his fist. He closed his eyes. He could get lost there, lost in her scent, in her rhythm, in the safety they promised, but those were illusory, especially for the likes of him.

			No.

			He broke away and laid his forehead on the wall. He couldn’t look at her. He didn’t deserve to look at her.

			“Then you know, Urs. You know I’m inches away from death or an asylum. What would that do to you? You deserve more and better, so much better.”

			A hand rested on his shoulder. His skin scalded. Didn’t she understand how the images she brought tortured him? He shrugged her off. Her breath hitched.

			“You need to leave, Urs. I’ll go to my parents’ within the hour.”

			“You’re strong enough, Jay, and good enough, and we could be astonishing together. However, I cannot believe in you and us alone. I need a partner. And I do deserve that, we both do, but if you cannot—” A choked sob swallowed the rest of her statement.

			He closed his eyes, slumping farther as the door shut, the retreating footfalls sounded down the stairs.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Ursula shivered beneath her robe. Why was it so cold? Or more, why was it so cold to her? Rose had doused her own body twice with water since she entered, but Ursula still shook. The maid ran a brush through Ursula’s tangles.

			“How many dresses have you ruined this trip? Four? Since when did you go from responsible to spendthrift?”

			“We have the funds, Rose. Your salary will be paid.”

			Rose snorted and loosened a knot with her fingers.

			“You know that’s not my worry,” the maid said.

			Ursula closed her eyes and pulled her robe tighter. Perhaps she should put on something. It had been two days, two days since Jay left, or more since she’d forced him to leave.

			She glanced towards the sentinel-like painted wardrobe in the corner. It was so far—and standing and being buttoned—maybe she could wear her robe and stay in the room forever. She did own it, or two thirds of it, after all, since the company owned all the family properties.

			Perhaps servants could bring her the accounting books in the room. She could take meals in the room too. She’d purchase more robes and nightgowns. She patted Arte and pulled the cat closer. The creature squirmed in her arms.

			Cats.

			Ursula sighed and released her. Arte skittered under the bed skirts.

			“You could throw things, you know.” Lydia stuck her chin out from her perch on the window seat next to Rachel. “You’d be perfectly within your rights to do so. What he did was completely wrong and unfair and cad-like.”

			The tears prickled and taunted behind her eyes. No. She couldn’t, wouldn’t give in, not in front of Rachel and Lydia.

			You don’t owe anything to anyone, only to yourself. Remember that. If there is anything you need to remember, it’s that.

			Her mother’s voice, strong and clear echoed from the past, from the day after an incident involving a rather expensive vase. She expected a scolding. After all, the hostess’s mother screamed “irreplaceable heirloom,” and referred to her mother as “uncouth,” “common,” and “unfit.”

			Even in the present Ursula recoiled a little, hot tears scalding her cheeks now. So much for no tears.

			Her mother never flinched, and instead marched the two of them out of the house, head held high, later dismissing the nanny for the evening and rubbing Ursula’s back herself.

			Drawing in all the air she could, Ursula forced her chin upwards, emulating the image her mother made so many years ago. Roseanna Simon Nunes hadn’t fought every moment of her rather short and unfair life for her daughter to squander hers feeling sorry for herself.

			“He acted within the bounds of what we agreed.” She clenched her fists, drawing all the dignity she could muster.

			Lydia tugged on her collar. The girl should really try for something more fashionable.

			No, softer tone.

			Ursula sighed. “We had an agreement. There were never any promises between us. His goal was to be able to go to Europe. He’s achieved that. He always told me the truth and he never pretended—”

			The catch was back. She swallowed over and over. Why would it not stay down? She ran her sash through her fingers.

			“But he loves you.” Lydia was on her feet. “He does. He may not have said it in words, but he said it a million times in deeds—in glances—in between his words. He was—he is—in love.”

			Rachel cleared her throat and tugged on Lydia’s sleeve. Lydia paid her no heed except to wriggle loose and hold her friend’s hand instead.

			A ringing started in Ursula’s ears. So much pressure. Everything inside her body was tight.

			“You love him too. You sit with him when he’s uneasy. He’s the first person you find in any room. You love each other. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t marry—well, other than the fact he’s a gentile, but you seem determined to marry one of them and your father is willing. What happened before—it isn’t as if his reputation is anything—besides, the money is still yours. That should count for something. I don’t understand. I don’t understand what’s happening and why he isn’t here. It just isn’t right.” Lydia’s confused words tumbled at breakneck speed.

			Ursula dug her nails into her palms. Why did it all burn so much?

			“Lydia.” Rachel’s voice was low but powerful.

			Even Rose ceased brushing for a moment. The two exchanged glances and Lydia took a seat.

			Silence hung in the air.

			Good lord.

			Did they want her to respond? How was she supposed to ever respond to anything? She twisted her fingers. No, she’d respond. She was still alive. No matter the pain, she wasn’t actually going to die.

			Ursula sucked in a breath and straightened her spine. She’d been through worse, hadn’t she?

			“Sometimes love isn’t enough, even without societal constraints. Jay isn’t able to marry anyone at this time.” She managed to say all the words without crying.

			She gripped at the fabric of her robe. Rose had gone still, though she was still close enough that her breath tickled the back of Ursula’s neck.

			“Perhaps I wasn’t intended to marry anyone either. If I don’t, there’ll be no husband to hold my stake in Nunes. I can always own the properties and the shares. I’ll be able to be the one on whom you all can rely when you have other responsibilities.” Blast. Did her voice just crack? She shoved the side of her hand over her mouth, pretending to yawn.

			Ursula glanced around the room. The pity, the overwhelming pity. She sucked in her lips. The pity was going to kill her.

			She’d not be pitied. She was fortunate, a great deal more fortunate than so many. Her father had given her such a gift. It was time to—well, time to be an adult. Be the adult. The ordeal had cost him enough already and she was young and healthy.

			“We shall all endure.” Ursula strode over to the dresser and slipped her mother’s ruby bracelet on her own wrist, the one that she used to finger while sitting on her mother’s lap when she was little. She paused and returned to the box. There was an opal pendant, far too small and delicate for her taste. She removed it and presented it to her cousin. “I think this would look lovely on you.”

			“Ursula.” Lydia was the one who spoke. “That’s lovely, but wasn’t that—”

			She wagged a finger and brightened her voice. Peaches. She’d have a peach tartlet later, someone would make one. She found a small string of pearls and held them against Lydia’s skin.

			“These go so well with your complexion,” she said.

			Bright, generous, happy. People were like animals. She could take care of them. She may not have a partner anymore, but Jay’d still given her a great gift. He’d shown her things she’d not even known she wanted.

			“Ursula.” Lydia grew quiet as she laid the necklace on her.

			She blinked over and over. “Doesn’t that feel wonderful? Rose, fetch a mirror, we’ll do my hair and then the three of us can go shopping. As someone mentioned, I could use some new gowns. Perhaps in a new color. And then you two can introduce me to people, other women whose company you’d think I’d enjoy, that we can invite over next time I’m here.”

			Yes, she could endure. She’d be fine.

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			Ursula’s head hit the back of the seat of her family’s carriage with a thud. Hecate scurried off her shoulder and onto the ceiling while Arte cuddled against her and hissed. Not to be outdone by the glum animals, her father stared out the window while her uncle glared, mostly at her. She clenched her fists. What right did he have? He wasn’t her father and they weren’t blood.

			“I don’t know why you look like that. You should be happy. Isn’t this what you wanted?” she snapped at the man.

			“I’m not rejoicing in anything that happened, Ursula.” Uncle Bernard folded his arms.

			Her father made a noise of disgust but didn’t turn around.

			“I’m not, Judah.” Her uncle wiped back his thick curls with his hand. “My desire was to protect, not hurt you, both of you.”

			Oh, so he knew what was best. Indeed. The man needed a good thrashing.

			“You weren’t so protective of anyone’s feelings during your conversation with Jay,” she snapped.

			The corner of his mouth tightened.

			Aha.

			So, he was the origin of at least some of Jay’s self-loathing. Score one for her. Though, to be fair, the original seeds were sown by J.T. Truitt and the Hales years before Jay’d even heard of Uncle Bernard.

			“He needed to understand, Ursula, to be aware. He lives in his own little world, insulated from things you’re not,” her uncle added.

			Her father offered no assistance to either her or his brother-in-law, still facing the scenery, twisting at his jacket. She sighed. Time to represent her own interests.

			“That’s unfair and I didn’t hear all that you said to him, but what you said...”

			Uncle Bernard knotted his own handkerchief, his gray darkening to match her father’s black.

			“Was the truth, Ursula. He’s sick. You really don’t understand. I know you’re fond of him and he’s amusing, but the matter is far more grave.”

			Fond of him? Was he implying her feelings towards Jay were similar to her affection for purple or eclairs?

			“He’s strong—stronger than you believe.” The words were strangled, half caught in her throat.

			Her uncle threaded his hands and hung his head. “Opium doesn’t discriminate, Ursula. It should only be used as comfort for the dying, like it was for your late mother. You’ve not seen what I’ve seen. I’ve travelled. Opium is almost impossible to shake. He’ll yearn for it every day, for the rest of his life.”

			He leaned toward her. She clutched Jay’s handkerchief against Arte’s fur. The tears were so close to the surface. Every time she closed her eyes there was his face, in the chair, staring into an empty fireplace. He’d have to fight and struggle day in and day out.

			If only she could soothe that pain. She’d give anything. If she could shoulder some of it for him, she’d agree in a heartbeat.

			Ursula squeezed her lids shut. Jay suffered. Knowing that was worse than being apart from him somehow.

			“I don’t care.” She stamped her foot for emphasis. Arte twisted her head round in warning.

			“You should. You’ve destroyed your reputation in some misguided heroics on his behalf and where is he now?” He nearly spit the words as he wagged a finger at her. “This isn’t Berlin or Paris, where you have real protection, a real community. We have to live with them in Philadelphia. They already want to snub you. Why do you insist on making it easier for them?”

			Uncle Bernard shook his head. “You’re clever, Ursula, but not as clever as you think. You can’t fix everything. You cannot cheat death. Ask your father. He learned that lesson already.”

			Her father—so much gray for someone so young, only ten years older than Jay. She swallowed.

			“Father?” She whispered the word.

			Her father lifted his head. “No, there are things we cannot fix, cannot change, but we can adapt.”

			“Like you did?” Uncle Bernard snorted.

			Ursula rubbed Jay’s handkerchief against her cameo. Had her father ever been happy? Had his life just been an endless call to duty and service with nothing in return?

			“Bernard.” Her father’s voice grew in volume.

			She pressed a hand over her mouth. Memories of Jay’s hands, twirling her on the floor, dabbing sugar from lips, stroking her curls out of her face flooded her mind. The warmth from those simple touches—no. She might never understand her parents’ relationship, but she understood her own. She was not Jay’s caregiver. They were partners.

			“It’s not the same,” her father whispered.

			Her uncle reared up in his seat. “Like Hell it isn’t.”

			“Bernard.” Her father tugged at his brother-in-law’s sleeve.

			“What, Judah?” Her uncle’s voice softened. He always did have endless patience for her father. All the enmity was never directed at him, just at his choices, and at her mother.

			“She loves him.” Her father lowered his eyes.

			Blast, bollocks, and bloody Hell all at once. No, no one was supposed to know. Saying the words out loud might snap the rope binding her soul to her body.

			“What?” Uncle Bernard’s voice was strangled.

			“She loves the worthless little sluggard.” Her father’s near scream reverberated through the carriage. Hecate screamed back, tucking her body behind Ursula’s shoulder. Arte dug her claws into Ursula’s travelling cloak. At least it was last season’s.

			“She’s infatuated and wants to care for him like she does her animals. We’ll find her someone who will adore her and care for her, instead of an opium fiend who’ll leach every shred of vitality from her.” Her uncle was insistent.

			“She loves him, like you love Miriam.” Her father choked on the words.

			The tears she’d tried so hard to lock away spilled onto her lap, soaking the white cloth. Why were they speaking about her as if she wasn’t there, as if the unyielding agony already killed her? It wasn’t fair. Didn’t they understand she’d give anything to make the throbbing go away—make it all untrue and never have happened?

			“Damn it all.” Her uncle ran his palm over his head, the only way not to tangle his fingers in his curls, so much like Isaac’s.

			He reached towards her. She couldn’t. He cared, but he’d scraped her already raw innards too hard to trust him even with her palm. She tucked her head in her hands and sobbed.

			“We’ll find you someone better, someone from our community, who understands who you are.” Her uncle’s voice shook. “We’ll send you to Europe, so you can be protected the way you deserve to be protected. One of the Cohens married a Rothschild. They have a boy the right age. No family could offer better security. They’ve been given titles all over the continent. You could be a countess. A marriage like that could make everything right. We’ll send Mr. Truitt instructions so he can ask for a Get.”

			He moved to her side of the carriage and grabbed her hand this time. Every word was a dagger in her breast, but she had no strength to yell or scream or kick or fight. She buried her face in Uncle Bernard’s frock coat and sobbed so hard she hiccupped, until one word reverberated in her brain, stilling all the sadness.

			Did her uncle say “Get?”

			She and Jay were only engaged, not married.

			Weren’t they?

			Ursula’s head shot up. She wiped her sleeve across her eye.

			“Uncle Bernard.” She made her voice calm. This was too important to misunderstand. “Why would I need a Get?”

			“To remarry. You can’t have two husbands.” Uncle Bernard drew the words out as if she was an imbecile.

			She may not have been raised in the community, but her parents imparted some knowledge, including what a Get was and what one undid.

			Impossible. She’d have remembered a wedding ceremony.

			“Jay and I aren’t married.”

			Her uncle sighed. “He gave you a ring and he signed a Ketubah.”

			Ring yes, but the contract? She’d never seen one, though truth be told, only Jay had to sign. Still, the Ketubah belonged to the bride. But he wouldn’t have signed one without telling her, would he? And to make the marriage legal he was supposed to have presented it to her.

			“When?” she asked.

			Her uncle rubbed his temples. “Right after you arrived. You think I would permit him to stay in my house when you’re only betrothed? I don’t care what our assimilated relatives in London do, that was not going to happen in my house.”

			“Bernard.” Her father gasped.

			“You should be pleased with me, Judah. I’ve at least made it possible to recover her reputation.”

			“Bernard.” Red-faced, her father stumbled to his feet, rocking the carriage.

			Her uncle raised his head and rolled his eyes. “She announced her behavior with Mr. Truitt to half of Philadelphia. News that there was actual marriage should solve that issue quite nicely. You owe me some gratitude.”

			Uncle Bernard could hang. She didn’t shout it from the rooftops. She had more sense. She also hadn’t announced anything to her father—just fibbed about the kiss. Her cheeks burned.

			“That’s a bit of a misrepresentation. I only discussed certain matters with Jay’s father. Yes, a few other people were present, but I needed to prove that he wasn’t the monster they all believed. That was more important than my reputation. People already hated me.”

			Blast. The tears rolled down her cheeks again. She wiped with her elbow. Tears would detract from her point.

			“Mr. Truitt apparently has some sort of marking on his body.” Her uncle gave her father a knowing look.

			She scowled. Uncle or not, he was one gesture away from being cut off from his portion of the Nunes profits. That was the one advantage to learning the secrets. Two thirds of the holdings were hers. Her “suggestions” were now law.

			Hecate screeched as her father threw a valise at the space next to her.

			“I’ll kill him.” Her father punched his own fist.

			Uncle Bernard gave another eyeroll, this one more theatrical than the last. “Judah, you can’t be serious. How did you not know?”

			Her father picked up and tossed two volumes of balance sheets on the floor. Both spines cracked. More restringing, more expense.

			“But she’s responsible. She prefers accounting to dancing. She frowns on frivolity.” Her father’s voice was more bewildered than angry.

			She’d be humiliated if her soul wasn’t torn asunder.

			Uncle Bernard’s eyes twinkled a smidge. “My dear brother-in-law, you truly are the most naïve man to ever live, even after—”

			Dash it all—Rachel and Isaac. Her cousins were less skilled at holding their tongues than, well, she was.

			“I’m going to murder your children—do you know that? I should’ve never given them gifts.” She scowled, but her lips twitched at the image of the conversation that must have been had.

			Her uncle winked at her—winked at her like—well, like Jay. Bollocks. She was going to cry again.

			“My children only confirmed what the Hales told me. Silence is not a family trait. You should’ve been more specific with your bribes, a lesson for next time.”

			She blinked up at him through her tears. The unending pain remained but the numbness dissipated, almost as if she were alive again.

			“Enough.” Her father had his hands over his ears.

			Family. Regardless of what was said in the papers or what happened to her, he and her uncle and her cousins would always be her family, right or wrong, and she would take care of them. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

			Her father mopped his brow with the cuff of his sleeve. She should purchase something less tempting for him, so he’d use the dratted handkerchief in his pocket.

			“I’m warning you, Ursula. You aren’t too old to be locked in your room and forbidden from attending that party.”

			She sucked in her lips to prevent the full smile. Locked her in her room indeed. That’d been impossible since she was eight and discovered lattices. Besides, she was a married woman—if her marriage could sustain Rabbinic scrutiny, which she doubted.

			To be fair, her uncle’s plot was actually genius. Even if the marriage wasn’t legal, in the Jewish or gentile world, going through the motions of asking a rabbinic court for the necessary paperwork—a Get—to undo the marriage contract, as if the parties believed it valid, would give the family plausible deniability regarding her reputation. Not that she’d actually need the process to remarry, if the marriage was valid, as Jay wasn’t a Jew, but gentile society wouldn’t know that.

			Ursula shook her head. Just brilliant, especially as Uncle Bernard had no desire for her to marry Jay in the first place. He’d have his cake and eat it too. He should’ve been a lawyer.

			Her father kicked the balance book corpses, so they ricocheted off her uncle’s footrest.

			“Bloody Hell, Judah.”

			“She’s destroyed her reputation,” her father roared.

			He had to be daft. If there was one reputation that couldn’t be destroyed...not after what she did and who her mother was. There was truly nowhere to go but upward in people’s esteem.

			Ursula pressed her hand over her mouth, so her father wouldn’t see the telltale signs of the giggle forming in her throat. It wasn’t amusing, but crying was so tiring.

			When she regained control, she lifted her chin with as much dignity as she could muster.

			“News of my reputation’s demise has been greatly exaggerated thanks to Uncle Bernard. We should all buck up. These past few weeks weren’t a total loss. At least there was some sort of benefit to me because Mr. Truitt is quite skilled—”

			Her father slapped a hand over his forehead.

			“Ursula, I don’t want to know what sort of ‘skills’ Mr. Truitt may have. You should all now be glad he’s presumably left town as if not, you’d already be running everything as I’d be hanged for what I want to do to that little—”

			Ursula frowned. What did her father think she was discussing?

			“I was praising his dancing prowess. Besides, you referring to Jay Truitt so ‘little’ certainly isn’t an apt adjective.”

			The expression on both of their faces was so horrified it took her a second to hear her own words in her head. He was certainly tall—oh—well, so not “little,” in multiple ways.

			And her face burned again.

			Oh dash it all.

			Ridiculous. She couldn’t have her heart broken without stumbling into some sort of inappropriate joke.

			It shouldn’t be funny, but—the laughter exploded from her chest. She dipped her head, her body shaking as her father and uncle spoke around her.

			“Bernard, what am I going to do with her, with this?”

			“Come, Judah. She’ll survive.” Her uncle shrugged.

			She raised her chin, so she could meet each of their eyes.

			“I will.”

			She really would—divorce, annulment or anything in between. Life wasn’t always what one wanted. But even without Jay, she wasn’t going anywhere. She might not be swimming yet, but she was certainly treading water.

			If only Jay could see all he’d given her. He deserved so much credit. She swallowed. If only. For now though, she’d endure.

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			Jay stared at the canopy of his childhood bed, before glancing at his feet. He should’ve removed his boots before he soiled the white eyelet linens. The staff didn’t deserve the additional work, but he couldn’t muster the energy to complete the task. He turned the pipe over in his hand, stroking the clay. Neither it nor the small lamp Caleb had sold him were as fine as his old ivory-handled ones, but they would do.

			The door creaked open.

			“So, this is what you’re going to do until your ship leaves?” Snideness dripped from his father’s voice. “How much have you had, exactly?”

			Jay turned his head to the side. Just his luck, the man now sat on a chair in the corner, glaring at him.

			“None, as of now. You forbid me to do it in this house so I’m counting down the hours until I’m gone. Unless you want to throw me in an asylum again, though I’m not sure you have the time nor the ability right now.”

			He closed his eyes. Maybe if he went to sleep, he could obtain the same effects. He’d purchased a ticket to Paris—just a few more days—he’d be gone and free.

			“So, you can die on that ship and break your mother’s heart?”

			“And your father’s as well,” a female voice added.

			Jay’s eyes flew open. What was his mother doing here? Last time, when he’d been taken away, she’d been purposefully out of the house.

			His mother leaned against the door, turned the key and placed it up one of her large bell sleeves.

			“What are you doing, Matilda?” His father spoke through his teeth.

			“What I should’ve done a long time ago. We’re all going to sit here and say our piece, together.” She arched a brow. “Well, you shall sit, Jay shall lie, and I shall stand, but the concept shall be the same.”

			“What’s there to say? I’m a failure. I’ll admit it. I’ve admitted it before. What do you want from me? I’m not and shall never be my cousins. I’m terrible with numbers. I did poorly in school. We all know about my character, and I’m weak. I crave opium in any form, no matter what it does to me.” Jay swallowed.

			He was worse than that even, worse than they understood or even knew.

			“I made so many mistakes. Even when I tried to do the right thing, I failed, hurt someone who should’ve been protected.” He closed his eyes. There was more. What he’d done to Urs—that was unforgivable. He’d never recover from that. “And I did something awful. I ruined the one person who thought more of me than I did, and I abused her trust and I—”

			Jay couldn’t say the rest of the words. He couldn’t speak of how he behaved towards Urs, and what had occurred in the bedroom that last time, before he abandoned her.

			“Miss Nunes, yes.” His father folded his arms.

			Was that a note of disdain in the man’s voice? Bloody Hell. Jay pushed up on his elbows so he was sitting, scooted towards his father and matched his posture.

			“Don’t you ever say one negative word about her,” he snapped.

			“I wasn’t—”

			Jay clutched at his frock coat so not to use his hands on his father as the unfairness of anyone criticizing Urs spiked through his blood. “First, she’s not her mother and no one has any idea what that poor soul endured. Second, I happen to like that she’s a Jew, not some boring, fussy-button, prudish Delaware debutante.”

			The words tumbled out faster than the waterfall over the dam in Brandywine Creek. “I enjoy that she’s willing to try new things and doesn’t treat me like I’m worthless, but also doesn’t treat me as if I’m made of glass. She expected things from me. She relied on me and when I did something that pleased her I felt—but when I didn’t she never pretended, never—”

			A pause echoed through the room, bouncing off the wooden door that locked from the outside. The scratch marks he’d made over two years ago were covered with thick paint.

			“She sounds like a remarkable woman, but we all saw that when she visited,” his father said.

			He pressed on his elbows and stared at his father.

			“Well.” His father ran a hand through his hair and stared at his lap. “I have—”

			“Your father means that he has an apology to give you. He’s been paying off any Tom, Dick, or Harry who comes to this house claiming you fathered an illegitimate child with an unnamed servant without requiring proof.” His mother sniffed, but her voice caught. “She told us about Sophie. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I should’ve. We both should’ve.”

			Jay’s face burned. His father had believed he was capable of abandoning innocent children and of taking advantage of people with no status? Good lord. His own father?

			Urs’ voice echoed in his ears.

			I trust you, Jay. You’d never do anything to hurt me or force me to do anything I absolutely didn’t want to do.

			His eyes misted. Love. She loved him, like he loved her or even more and he’d left her.

			“Yes.” His father cleared his throat. “I’m so sorry, Jay. When Sophie’s son wrote me, I should’ve spoken to you. I paid him instead and tried to send you away—treated you like a child. I should’ve known you were better than that. Worse, I believed lies instead of seeing you for who you were. I mistook grief and pain for weakness. I was wrong and I’m sorry.”

			Jay’s head spun. So much information. Was his father actually apologizing? What did this have to do with Urs?

			His father wasn’t finished. “When she came, and put her own reputation in jeopardy, especially given her background, and the way she advocated on your behalf—in front of those vicious men and after, it appears, going to see Agnes and Priscilla Reed—”

			Blast.

			She’d gone there? Unprotected and permitted all of them to think that the two had done—well, what they actually did?

			“When?” He choked the word.

			“Several weeks ago. Right after the party where we saw you two.”

			That long ago? They hadn’t been—oh—the poker game and what came next. She’d seen the dragon. He was such a fool. She’d still been a virgin then and yet she’d permitted everyone to think...to save him. She trusted him, more than he could ever imagine.

			His mother coughed. “She’s a lovely girl. A brave one too, especially for someone as innocent about quite a few things. A nice girl from a nice family who already had social difficulties—she had the least motive to make herself a sacrificial lamb on your behalf. And yet she did.”

			“And then I—I left.” It was hot, so very hot. He fanned his sweating neck. “But I did it for her. She believes in me. I’ll dash all her hope, take away her light. I’ll fail her worse than I failed Sophie. I had to leave, for her own protection. It was the only unselfish thing to do.”

			His parents glanced at each other.

			“So she’s as clever as you say, and she has faith in you, but you still think you know better? Abandoning her won’t bring Sophie back. Besides, Sophie bedded and married you of her own free will. You shouldn’t need to pay more penance for a choice that was mutual. Miss Nunes certainly shouldn’t have to pay for it.” His father raised an eyebrow.

			Jay could only gape. It was all too much.

			“I believe you know what you need to do, in your heart.” His mother moved towards the bed. “I shall say though, if you’re going to rectify things and not run away to Paris, you might want to make a decision soon. Your ship leaves in mere days.”

			“Before the party.” His father straightened his cravat. “I hear everyone in Wilmington’s coming.”

			Urs would be there. If he didn’t leave, she’d be in his house. But how? How could he ever even speak to her?

			She deserved better no matter how he longed to lock her in a room and get down on his knees and beg her to never leave him. He sighed. It didn’t matter. He’d already lost. He’d deserted. He’d never be permitted to return.

			“But how can I even approach her after everything? And I’ll still fail her. Her uncle was right. I crave and yearn, daily.”

			Tears shone in his father’s eyes. He’d never seen his father cry. He’d caused that. He did that to his father. Mercy, what had he done to Urs?

			“I know. It tears me apart.” His father’s voice cracked.

			“But a mistake is not a failure.” His mother raised her tone above the men. “And a valiant fight against illness isn’t weakness.”

			Urs. Urs said that, didn’t she? A mistake. A mistake sounded so trifling after all he’d done, all he was. He’d never be what she deserved. He’d always be on the edge of mistakes or worse. Before, he might have been almost enough, even if no one truly was worthy of Urs, she was a goddess after all. But he lost all hope of redemption seven years ago. He’d never be a whole person.

			“Even if I caused the illness?”

			“You made a mistake. How much should one suffer for a single mistake?” His father’s voice was strangled. “Everyone makes mistakes, some are just costlier. Many men in your position would be dead. It’s a credit to you that you recognized your mistakes and are still here. And more, you’re striving to make it right, and for something good.”

			“When she speaks of you—the you that you are now—her entire face livens. She notices everything. You’re her favorite subject, except for perhaps animals and sweets.” His mother stroked his father’s shoulder.

			He had to smile at that. Urs. All Urs.

			“And your face matches.” His mother bent down and took his chin in her hands. “You fit. When you speak of each other, when you’re together, you’re both happy, as you are. That’s a gift, a precious gift, not something to doubt or question. Very few people are able to find that sort of light.”

			She moved her hands down and spread his shirt. His eyes widened. She turned to his father. “It’s a dragon and it goes quite low, it seems.”

			Jay snatched back his shirt, his cheeks scalding. “Mother.”

			She shrugged. “Your father wagered a scar from a knife fight, but I know my son is more of a lover than a warrior. He now owes me a night at the opera and a new settee for the front parlor. I enjoy green silk.”

			“Mother.” He slapped his hand over his forehead. He had to be dreaming.

			His mother giggled before slipping her hand inside his father’s. The two strolled to the door.

			“The choice is yours, son. You still have time. We’d understand if you went to Paris, though if you don’t, I’ve noted that women enjoy gifts. Jewelry is often nice.”

			Jay rubbed his eyes.

			“Amethyst would look lovely with blonde hair and blue eyes—large amethyst, to balance out certain parts of a certain figure,” his mother added.

			Before he could say anything the two left the room. He patted around the bed. No, he’d taken nothing. The lamp and the pipe and the powder and the tablets, everything he bought from Caleb, were present, staring at him.

			He squeezed the burlap, the coarse hairs scratching his sticky skin, already soothing him. The scent. Two feet away he could still smell, still want, still need. No. If he took any more he’d have his decision made.

			Match. He needed a match. He rushed to his desk, pulling out drawers until he succeeded. With shaking hands, he created a fire, his doom and his salvation. He held the flame and strode to the fireplace.

			The lone log flashed into light. He’d pay for this later, require a ton of ice. Before he could change his mind, in flew the entire bag. He turned away, so he didn’t need to see as he placed the pipe and the lamp on the ground.

			He raised his boot and stamped. He stamped over and over, releasing all the memories, all the years, all the comments and judgments and whispers and sneers and pats on the back turning into mocking when he left rooms.

			Again, and again he raised his boot. Splinters littered the floor. His chest heaved and he closed his eyes.

			Cherries filled his senses and all he could see was Urs. Urs, on his arm, across the table, in his bed, every place and everywhere and with him. They didn’t make sense, but they belonged to each other, for better or worse.

			He opened his eyes. The fire blazed. He called for a valet to take care of it and the mess. He had a purpose and errands and precious little time to accomplish all he needed before his parents’ party.

			 

			Ursula tugged on her cameo as Hugo handed her wrap to the Truitts’ butler. Gold gossamer. She should be enjoying it more. Same with the matching golden gown. Like a queen. Rachel made the declaration when they’d chosen the fabric and at the fitting when they examined the expansive flounces and embellishments.

			She’d lined her lashes too, risqué, but if one had a certain reputation one could at least take some sort of enjoyment from it, and if there’d be no physical enjoyment, cosmetics would have to do. Besides, the dress demanded attention and so the rest of her had to be up to snuff.

			“Are you going to be all right?” Hugo rubbed Ursula’s arm.

			“Yes.” She grasped his bare hand in her gloved one. “Yes, I believe I am. I believe we both shall be all right.”

			Her heart thumped in her chest. Was she really going ahead with this plan? Her own plan?

			She peeked at Hugo. She had no other plan left. If only Jay was still her partner. Once again, she had to fight with the army she had not with the army she wanted. Isn’t that what George Washington did and look where it got him?

			Still, why couldn’t he be at her side? With Jay, she could do anything and better, she could have someone who’d be honest with her as to whether she’d fall on her face or not. She might not take his advice, but at least she’d know it.

			Stabbing pain pounded in her stomach. No, she couldn’t think like that, think about him. He was gone. What they shared, was what it was. He’d promised she’d feel good and she had. The potential she’d seen and that he had—no, she couldn’t think of that.

			She glanced outside the open door towards the circular drive still lined with carriages. Perhaps she could run, hop in, and return to her room. No, she was an adult now and the leader of the Nunes family. Funny what a difference a little bit of knowledge could make. Theoretic control became actual. The purse strings were hers. She might be the daughter of a criminal—she swallowed—but she could still be a queen. After all, this was America and she could insist upon her share of it, for both her and her mother’s sakes. Her mother’d never get her due, but she was owed at least that.

			She brushed her skirt and sucked in a deep breath. Hugo ducked into the next room and returned with a glass of champagne. She downed the liquid and thrust the glass back at him.

			“Are you ready for this?”

			“Ursula, this isn’t fair to you. Come on, we’ll go somewhere, have some sweets and I’ll find a way to survive. You don’t have to do this.”

			She whirled around and stared at Hugo. He gulped.

			“Yes, Hugo, yes, I do, we do. Trust me. We can, and we will do this. You shouldn’t just have to survive. No one should. After tonight, you’ll be free.”

			And I’ll be ready to become what I was supposed to be, alone or not.

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Jay pushed through the crowds milling around the first floor of the Centerville house. Why were there so many people at this party, but not the right person?

			He waved off calls of his name as he scanned the dance floor and the refreshment area—no sign of Ursula, her father, his parents, or Hugo. Purple, lilac, mauve, not a shade was in view. Who could help, who could help, who could help?

			He tapped the butler on the shoulder. “Has Miss Ursula come in or perhaps her father, Mr. Nunes? They’re from Wilmington proper. She was probably wearing some shade of violet?”

			“Yes, sir.” The man nodded, pushing out his lips. “She came in an hour ago in the carriage with Mr. Hugo Middleton. Mr. Nunes came with a Bernard Levy about a half an hour later.”

			They were all here, good or perhaps terrible.

			Blast.

			How could he ever mend things, ever make anything right? He raced around the corner and ran smack into Judah Nunes. Double blast, the man’s chest was solid.

			“Mr. Nunes, sir, I’m so sorry.”

			The man folded his arms and took a step back. “I thought you were on a boat to France.”

			Jay resisted the urge to slink. No one in the Nunes family slunk. If he wanted what he wanted, he was going to have to win back more than one person. Unfortunately, the one before him not only didn’t trust him, but probably wanted him tarred and feathered—after being boiled in oil.

			“We both know I’m not going to France.” He matched the man’s stance.

			“That’s a rather recent and late choice.” Judah eyed him. “Though I suppose that’s not my concern. Nevertheless, I wouldn’t try my patience, Mr. Truitt. I have a good mind to ask you to step outside.”

			An image of Judah Nunes’ fist connecting with his chin floated in his mind. Painful, very painful. There was muscle beneath the man’s jacket and he wasn’t as old as he seemed. Truth be told, he deserved more than a few bruises.

			“I recognize that, and it’d be justified too.” He forced himself to maintain eye contact. He would not be cowed. Urs deserved strong, someone who could battle beside her, a second. “Where’s your daughter?”

			“Why does it matter to you?” Judah’s voice was flat, but clear even through the party chatter surrounding them.

			Bernard was right, Urs and Judah were exactly alike. He wasn’t going to make this easy. Jay wrung the fabric on the inside of his pockets. Second, her second. He’d prove worthy of that title, he would. He gulped down air.

			“I care about her. I care what happens to her. You and I both know that she shouldn’t marry Hugo, I mean—”

			“You’re saying you know better for my daughter than she knows for herself?” Judah’s voice took on a dangerous note. He stepped closer to Jay, fists clenched.

			Wrong tack, very wrong tack. This wasn’t about Hugo. This was about him and Urs and the life they could make—the life he’d work every day to give her.

			“No.” Jay shook his head, over and over. “No. No one’s smarter than Urs. No matter what she does, she’ll be successful but—” He swallowed.

			How could he explain? How could he convince this man or more, Urs, that they should be together, that he deserved her when he certainly did not?

			Jay tugged at his collar. This was useless. The pain in her eyes when she realized he was leaving. He’d promised to help her and when he was given an out, a way to get around doing something difficult, he abandoned her.

			A coward—worse than Hugo.

			Judah sniffed and brushed past, up the stairs.

			Jay stared after him. Why had he left his room? Why was he even trying? It was too little too late or worse he was never enough in the first place.

			Judah’s back retreated and—no. He and Urs belonged together. They could survive apart, but they were so much better together.

			He may not deserve her, but he loved her, more than anyone he’d ever loved, and he would spend every day, every bloody day he had left, showing her. And joy. He’d bring her joy. If there was anything he could bring to the table, it was that. Joy was easy because when he was with Urs, that’s all there was.

			“Sir,” Jay called before he could think.

			When Judah didn’t halt he repeated the word, louder. Jay raced after the man, taking full advantage of his long legs and stature. He scampered in front and held his arms at the top of the staircase, resting his hands on both bannisters, blocking Judah’s path.

			“Sir, where is your daughter?”

			“None of your concern. Let me through, Jay.”

			No.

			Disrespectful or not, this would be about him and Urs. He’d get to Urs.

			“Not until you answer my question and with all due respect, it is my business, sir.”

			Judah’s mouth was a hard line. A shadow crossed his face. Mercy, he looked like Urs. Sired or not, no one could ever question whether he was her father. Instead of fear, a warmth spread through his body. Urs. There was only one Urs.

			“How is it your business, Mr. Truitt?” Judah managed to make the question sound like a threat.

			“It’s my business because I intend to marry your daughter, if she’ll have me.”

			“Do you now?” Judah sniffed again. “First, I thought we dealt with that? You’re released from that promise and she’s of no use to you anyway. Your parents are resigned to permit you to leave, your way. Why are you still bothering us? You fled. You chose, when matters became difficult for her, when she, not you, was the one with the reputation to mend, to abandon her.”

			Jay’s knees buckled.

			Bloody Hell.

			People were probably saying—no, no, no, why hadn’t his parents—he was a dullard. He never even thought—that was the problem, wasn’t it? He’d been so wrapped in his own head, his own world, his own problems—he should’ve purchased two rings—and a tiara.

			“Sir, you have to know, I left because of what I did, not anything about her. If I could go back, I’d not only do it differently, but I’d grovel and beg at Urs’ feet to permit me to stay.”

			He didn’t hesitate, he could no longer think, no longer plot, no longer charm, no longer plan. He clutched the wood and spoke words he never expected or knew he had inside.

			“I love her. I know I don’t deserve her and lord knows she’d probably be better off without me. I can’t offer her anything, but an undying need to make her smile and when I succeed, that’s everything to me. If I can do that every day for the rest of my life that will be enough success for me.”

			Judah’s eyes widened. He stared at Jay for a long moment before throwing back his head and laughing, wild, full whoops. He raced up the additional stairs and slapped Jay on the back.

			“You’re really going to have to start pretending you like cats.” He pushed on Jay’s arm. “I’ll take you to her, but you should know, if you ever, ever, ever do anything to her, and I don’t mean making a mistake with business or yourself, but if you ever make her feel unworthy, or like she’s not enough—”

			“I’ll give you the pistol myself.” That was it, wasn’t it? The promise he could keep, would keep.

			Jay raced backwards and permitted Judah to pass. He followed the man down to his own father’s office, his heart pounding. What in the world was she doing? She should be by a buffet table stuffing herself with chocolate and fruit. The only thing that happened in his father’s office during parties was...

			Tarnation. That was her plan? She couldn’t, she wouldn’t, would she? Judah threw open the door and the two stepped inside. Jay scanned the room and closed his eyes. She could and she would.

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			Ursula fingered the edge of her cards, across the table from Middleton, Reed and Morris. Hugo leaned against the wall between Jay’s father and Uncle Bernard, his face alternating between pale and green. He’d need to stop that and keep his nails out of his mouth if he was going to be permitted to stay.

			Her hand was decent, but not good enough. Still, she’d gained quite a bit of information that round and had lost enough money for the next phase of her plan to be reasonable. Time to put on a show.

			She threw her head back and laughed as she folded once more. “I suppose you gentlemen won that hand as well.”

			“Yes, I think you might be out of coins, Miss Nunes. Now, we appreciate lining our pockets, but as I told you at the outset, this game is not for ladies, of any stripe.” Morris was a great deal more of a leader than his daughter.

			Ursula waved a hand and bent forward to give the table a view of everything bouncing below her neckline. Let them compare her to her mother. She’d take it as a compliment. Combined, the three men didn’t possess half the courage her mother had in her smallest toe. They were all dolts and she’d take every advantage she could. “Oh, Mr. Morris, you and your sophisticated Philadelphia ways, you do know best. I should retire. However, one more hand won’t hurt, especially if we make it interesting.”

			“How do you propose making it interesting without any funds? I don’t suppose you’re going to offer to show us any more family secrets?” For a political Kingmaker he wasn’t particularly astute or creative with his insults.

			“I’ll not pretend to comprehend you, sir. I suppose though, I’m just a silly woman. I was referring to other items. I possess two fine breeding stallions and am prepared to offer them up for the right bet.” Ursula flapped her fan over her bosom. Time to sweeten the pot.

			“And what’s the right bet?” Reed had leaned forward.

			“It’s not from you, Mr. Reed, though you’re welcome to continue.” She twisted her cameo. “What I want in the pot is Hugo Middleton’s hand in marriage.”

			A stunned silence lingered for a moment in the room. Score one for her. The fish were sniffing the bait. Wait for it...

			“What?” Hugo’s father squawked.

			Here we go. She resisted rubbing her hands together. Who knew danger was so thrilling?

			“It’s worth the horses, especially, if Mr. Morris places the judgeship you covet in the pot as well.” Ursula tilted her chin in Morris’ direction.

			“And why would I do that?” Morris’ sneer was audible.

			The man was a toad, a pompous toad—the apple didn’t fall far from that tree. Hugo did need rescuing. No wonder he was so green, a salamander ready to be eaten.

			Toads, though, weren’t cleverer than other animals. One just needed the right lure.

			“Because you’ve basically doubled your daughter’s odds. If either you or Mr. Middleton win this hand, you lose nothing. Middleton would’ve received the position anyway, your daughter will receive the husband you want for her, and you’ll be able to give them two horses and the equivalent in coins from Mr. Reed.”

			Morris wet his lips and raised his head. He didn’t meet her eye though. Instead, he met Middleton’s wild stare. Ursula had to grind her back teeth so not to smile. They thought they could join forces against her? Permit them to try.

			“I’m in.” Reed shoved a pile of coins into the center. He flipped his head around. “Certainly, the most interesting party you’ve ever thrown, J.T.”

			“I’m in as well. Does anyone have a note I can write?” Morris asked.

			Jay’s father fetched the items, though Ursula didn’t bother to glance at him nor the others along the wall. All her focus had to be on the three in front of her. Every twitch was meaningful.

			Middleton made quaking sounds.

			“Oh, don’t be a ninny, Silas. You’ve seen her play.” Morris shoved a paper into the man’s hand. “We’ll get them a wedding gift.”

			Middleton turned his head to the side. Probably an appeal to Hugo. Ursula bit the tip of her tongue. If Middleton only knew whose side his son was actually on.

			“Come now, man.” Morris thumped him on the back.

			Middleton acquiesced, and the pot was set. Now all she needed was the cards and hopefully a little bit of luck. She could make do with skill, but if there was ever a time for luck...

			She cleared her throat. “We shall have Mr. Reed deal, as he has the least at stake.”

			Within moments each player had his five cards. Urs glanced at hers and forced her face blank.

			 

			Jay opened and closed his mouth, but there was no sound. He turned towards Judah, who shrugged. He was mad, they’d all gone mad. One didn’t make bets like this, over children’s futures. Well, people did, but not Urs, not her future.

			Reed and Morris each exchanged three cards while Middleton took two. Urs kept all but one.

			He eyed her closer. Her cards were down and she was surveying the table, one hand on the spread, the other in her lap. Not a muscle twitched. Her face was neutral and she was absolutely breathtaking. She could be at a tea—well, not Urs at a tea. She could be a woman who was actually good at teas at a tea.

			What had she drawn?

			“I’ll raise.” Morris was the first to speak, shoving quite a few notes, not coins into the pot. Both Middleton and Reed saw the raise.

			Arses, bullying arses, all of them.

			All three men eyed Urs. He wouldn’t have been surprised if their tongues hung out and their fangs glistened like the wolves they were, all ready to pounce on their prey and tear her apart. It was so unfair, so incredibly unfair, why had all of them, her father, her uncle, Hugo, permitted her to do this alone?

			Not that she couldn’t beat back three real wolves, probably break their necks with her bare hands, but she shouldn’t have to. Also, since when had she started wearing gold? Not that it didn’t suit her, but how much had he missed in less than a week?

			“Do you need to fold, Miss Nunes?” Morris was the one to speak, his distaste clear.

			What would it be like to have the man’s neck in his hands? He was at least a head taller, two decades younger, and even sick from his own cravings, he could fell the man with one well-placed punch to the temple. This was Delaware and Morris was from Philadelphia so his connections weren’t as strong. A man had the right to protect his own home, didn’t he?

			As if they could hear his thoughts, both Judah and his father grabbed his arms.

			“He’s mine, after the party.” Judah’s words against his ear were welcome, but didn’t return his temperature to its prior state.

			“We shall roll some dice for it,” he whispered back.

			“Concern yourself with Ursula, not him.” His own father’s advice was sound and the images it conjured, if he could only succeed, that might make him forget—at least for an hour or two.

			Urs’ voice, not a note above or below center, almost blank, brought him from his thoughts. “No, I shall see the bet.”

			She didn’t move either. She’d gotten good at hiding her tells. Even he’d have been scratching the back of his neck, tapping his cards or some such nonsense.

			“With what?” Morris, the clear, self-appointed leader, asked the question. Just like a Philadelphian, though to be frank, the question was fair, whether or not he dreaded the answer.

			“Five percent of Nunes’ holdings. As you might have read in the papers, I own almost sixty-seven percent. Five percent certainly covers my share, and who wouldn’t want a portion of a European bank these days?”

			No, no, no, she couldn’t be doing this. They were predators of the highest order—conspiring against her—all three—as a pack. Fighting them alone was insanity. He had to put a stop to it. Isn’t that what a second did anyway? Halt the violence before it began?

			Jay opened his mouth. “Urs. You need to stop this madness. Walk away. Come into the ballroom, dance with me. This isn’t, shouldn’t be your responsibility.”

			She didn’t even lift her head. Instead, she waved a hand at him, her cards still on the table.

			Blast.

			He should’ve found a way to look. Not knowing what she had was torture.

			“Jay, this isn’t your concern. We’re playing a hand. The bets have been made.” She giggled, but a quaver echoed behind the sound.

			She’d be the death of him. Why would she not permit him to assist her? Well, he knew why. Double blast.

			He tugged at his cravat before leaning over the side of her chair, crowding her with his height, his finest weapon. “You’re playing for Hugo’s hand, but I want yours, so it’s very much my concern.”

			She snorted, her eyes on the other players, not him. “You didn’t when you left my uncle’s.”

			Dullard, complete dullard, biggest mistake he’d made in his life, bigger than trying the opium that first time, bigger than the mess he made with Sophie, bigger than each failure.

			If he could only sock himself. How could he fix this? Grovel? Urs’d probably enjoy him on his knees—no, stop, none of those images and that sort of groveling—regular groveling and apologizing and explaining. Honesty. She’d prize that.

			“That’s not true. I wanted it then, and the day before that and the day before that, I just—” Jay swallowed. All eyes were on him. His father, Judah, Bernard Levy, they all glared from the sideline. “I just lost faith. I lost faith in myself and in your judgment, something I will never do again, the latter, not the former because the former I’m not sure I can promise...”

			He was rambling—poorly—and yet. Urs stared ahead but, the corner of her lip, the left side, ticked just a smidge.

			Blood shot through his gut, warming him back to life. A tell, a real tell. She was listening. She hadn’t shut him out. There was hope, small hope, but still hope.

			Talk, keep talking.

			“Urs, you’re everything to me. When I look at you I want to be better than I am. I know—” The three men at the table had placed their hands flat, their attention rapt. Silence hung in the air. None of the onlookers even moved. “I’ve made a mess, Urs.”

			He ran his fingers through his hair.

			Everyone was witness—everyone knew. Yes. Neither he nor Urs had the benefit or burden of secrecy. That was almost freeing. He cleared his throat.

			“I’m an opium fiend. I can’t be trusted around the stuff. My father essentially gave away almost a third of our fortune to protect me from myself. I’m not the man I was before I used it nor am I the man I was before I impregnated Sophie, made her miserable and watched her and my child die. I’ll never be that man again.”

			She tilted her head towards him—her chin lifted and raised an eyebrow.

			“You deserve so much better. And I recognize even asking you to be with me is selfish, but I would do anything. I don’t care where you were born or who your parents are and if you want to make me go to a synagogue or not eat pork or anything else, it doesn’t matter. I know I don’t deserve a chance or even another word from you.” He gulped more air. “But you can’t marry Hugo Middleton. You can’t throw your life away on someone you don’t love and could never love you as you should be loved. He doesn’t understand you. He’s a lovely man, but you need someone—”

			She quirked her lips. “Who exactly do I need, Jay?”

			He paused. How did he explain? How did he dare tell Urs, without—it wasn’t his place. He didn’t have the right. He’d forfeited the right.

			“Son.”

			He glanced to the side. Reed had straightened his shoulders. “I believe we’re in the middle of a hand. If you’d like to speak with Miss Nunes, you may wait until we’re through.”

			They were all busy staring each other down, not actively bidding. Could they not give him a moment? Urs was more important than a judgeship, foolish Hugo’s worthless hand in marriage, and all the money in the world. Jay pursed his lips. “Deal me in then.”

			“We can’t deal you in.” Reed gasped at the suggestion.

			“We’ve all bid.” Mercy, Middleton’s voice was so much like his son’s, like a nail drawing against a glass pane—and he wanted to force litigants to listen to him from the bench. They’d all probably beg for a speedy execution.

			“Give me five bloody cards, Middleton,” Jay snapped.

			“Is that even permitted?” Was Middleton seriously going to quibble over rules and regulations for an activity which was illegal in itself?

			“This is my house.” The words were an unfamiliar bellow. The room fell into silence until his father stepped forward, off the wall. “Give my son five cards.”

			“He has to buy in and again, the hand has already started.” Morris glared.

			Philadelphians really were the worst.

			“Fine, it doesn’t matter, whatever it requires. What do we have—Urs’ two new stallions and a five percent stake in Nunes, a circuit court judgeship, Hugo Middleton’s hand, and Reed’s initial buy-in plus the raises?” He straightened his shoulders.

			Urs closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath through her nose, as if tolerating a bunch of unruly children.

			“Yes, and as you can see, this is not a hand for you, despite what your father said. You’re too late, Jay, at least for this round. I raise.” She slipped off her bracelet and placed it in the center of the table.

			The men all glanced at each other, though no one dared challenge nor inquire regarding the value of the item.

			Reed was the first to speak. “I fold. This has really nothing to do with me.”

			Fine, wondrous, one down, two more until he had all her attention.

			“Urs. It isn’t too late. It can’t be too late. I’m here and I love you and I’ll do anything. I’ll cut off my own arm. You don’t have to marry me. You don’t have to marry anyone, I mean you deserve to marry someone, just someone worthy.”

			“And my son isn’t worthy?” Could Middleton and everyone else be quiet for two minutes?

			Jay closed his eyes. Headache, the entire situation was a massive headache. If, no when—when he convinced her they needed to be together, that it was the best course of action for both of their sanities, he’d find a way to convince her to massage his temples. Naked.

			Bollocks. No—task at hand. He turned to Middleton.

			“Your son doesn’t love her and she doesn’t love him. They’ve both already told each other that.”

			“Yes, we did.” Hugo’s voice was calm and a great deal more pleasing than his father’s. He stepped up to the table, at his father’s side, between him and Reed. “I don’t love Katherine either, don’t even like her. I like Ursula, but, Father—I’m, um.” He tugged at his collar.

			Middleton folded his arms, leaning in his seat so he could glare at his son. “Yes?”

			Hugo cleared his throat. “No one should be forced into a marriage with someone they despise. I know the judgeship is important to you and Mother and everyone, but there has to be another way. I’ll sell anything and everything I own to make it up to the family. Ursula shouldn’t be the one at the table, nor Jay. It should be me. It should’ve been me from the beginning. I should be able to rescue myself. I haven’t accomplished that and have a long way to go, but no matter what happens in this game I’m not getting married to anyone, at least not now.”

			Middleton held the glare for a long beat before his lips turned at the corner. Affection and admiration for his son came into his eyes before he turned back to the table. He placed a finger to his lips. “Well then, I suppose I shall be taking your hand out of the pot.”

			“You have to replace it with something of equal or greater value.” Morris’ tone suggested he was fit to be tied, or ready to throw something—something expensive he was supposed to inherit someday.

			Jay rose and strolled over to Middleton’s other side, right next to Urs. “How about I buy his stake then? I’ll take his cards and trade places. Again, this is my father’s house so there should be some deference, provincial or not.”

			Morris banged a fist on the table. “This is ridiculous.”

			“This is quite serious.” His own father strolled next to the man, towering, his height not quite Jay’s, but impressive in its own right “I’m placing this entire house in the pot.”

			For the love of all that was holy. Jay blinked back tears. His father. His father believed or trusted or wanted or cared or loved—he’d never, ever—the glint in his father’s eye, the tone, there was almost pride.

			“I—” For once Jay couldn’t put two words together.

			“I have faith in you, Jay.” He leaned forward and whispered in his ear, “She trusts you so please, please, please don’t make a mess of this. Show her what she values, what’s important to her.”

			Why had he not listened to his father more? Jay swallowed. “Understood.”

			“Well,” Morris grunted. “I haven’t folded. I’ll see that raise. I still have a judgeship in the pot, a coveted one that many would pay quite a bit for and I’ll happily take everything. I’m not soft nor daft and I’ll also gladly ruin all of you provincials.”

			And Jay’s wits charged back. Poker game, cards in hand, and a piece of dung wafting distractions at him. He knew this scenario and knew it well. He could conquer.

			“Careful, talk like that won’t get you out of Delaware without a duel,” he quipped. He still had it. He was back in charge. Jay slid his, well, Middleton’s cards for a peek. Pair of Jacks with an ace. Not too shabby. The man got lucky on the draw.

			“And who’s going to fight it? Miss Nunes, or should we say Miss Simon? She’s not exactly a native.” Morris had the nerve to lean towards Urs, invade her elbow space.

			And the charm and presence were gone. He’d tear off each of Morris’ fingernails, one by one and then go to his toes, all while he was gagged and tied in the hottest corner of the attic.

			“She’s a Nunes and she’s a lady. She could buy and sell all of us at this table and if she really wants to ruin you, she can, more than you can ruin her. Do you really think your morality matters in the banking world?” Jay managed to get the entire speech through his teeth.

			Morris clucked his tongue. “Snubbing though, does something to a woman’s heart, does it not? And her head.”

			Jay glanced at Urs. Her face was tilted towards Morris, but one would’ve thought he was discussing the weather. Not an eyelash twitched at the insults and the vague references to her mother. He’d really taught her well. She’d become better than him. Good thing too because he’d lost all semblance of gamesmanship.

			“She won’t be snubbed here.”

			Jay closed his eyes and smiled at his father’s voice. Urs was the general and he was the second, but his father made an excellent foot soldier.

			Morris chuckled again. “Really J.T.? You can’t be serious. After what she and your son engaged in? I mean, no discretion whatsoever. She came right into a room of men and admitted it.”

			His father wet his lips, his mouth dipping up and down as if he swallowed a laugh. “I believe she just figured out a way to prove certain things.” His voice was bored, but his eyes twinkled.

			The tone must have irritated Morris. He leapt to his feet and whirled around to face J.T.

			“No. She did not. She implied, personal, intimate, knowledge, like the common—”

			Now this was unacceptable, his father, his house, his fiancée, well, his hopefully fiancée. Jay leapt to his feet in an instant. “Do you want to step outside?” The growl was back.

			“Jay. Jay—” Alarm rang in Urs’ voice. She was on her feet as well.

			Morris sneered first at her, before locking eyes again with Jay. “I can do just that, after I finish winning her money. I call, Miss Simon.” He flipped his cards, a pair of kings, a pair of fours and a queen.

			Well, he was beat. Blast.

			Urs’ chest rose as she breathed. With a swish of her skirts, she was in her seat again. “Nunes. And I will take that judgeship, a gift to the Middleton family as Hugo’s been such a good friend for all these years. Not the most ‘American idea,’ but if the appointment was being sold anyway, it might as well go to someone from Delaware with kind relations.” With a smile she revealed four nines. She was insane or good or insane and good, and damned lucky.

			“Whore!” Morris pounded the table again.

			Enough was enough. She’d won, it was over, and he was ready to find a way to finagle her into some place quiet and private or at least semiprivate after he did more groveling.

			Jay moved around the table, so he could use his height and shoulders. “That’s it. That is it. You are in my house and you will not say that about—”

			Urs grabbed his arm. “We don’t know if it’s your house or not. It could very well be mine.”

			He blinked. Oh, he’d missed her. Morris needed a good thrashing, but damned if he couldn’t stop the grin spreading not only on his face, but through his entire body.

			She tugged him again. He turned to her fully and noted the shining liquid in her eyes.

			Her voice trembled. “Jay, you’re not going to fight him. You’ll kill him.”

			She was worried about him. She cared more about him and his freedom than her own honor. Precious. She did love him. She absolutely loved him, and he was going to tease the daylights out of her.

			He shot Morris another menacing scowl, for her benefit. “But he can’t say that about you. It isn’t—”

			She cleared her throat. “If he wants to toss me into the category of ‘loose women,’ or what have you, I really don’t have much of an objection. I’m sure all my cohorts would have amusing stories. Besides, the actions that earn one that classification are rather enjoyable, especially...”

			The quavering and the concern, she really was wonderful, daft, but wonderful, and probably should learn to be more discreet when saving his life and reputation. Hers didn’t always need to be sacrificed. He placed a hand over her mouth. “Urs, your father will kill me.”

			Judah shot him a confirmatory glare, though the corners of his lips twitched. Bernard Levy had both hands over his mouth, though an odd duck sound escaped.

			She folded her arms and tapped her toe until he removed it. She glared—not cried and it was beautiful. “Why are you permitted to do everything you’ve done, but I’m—”

			Beautiful and perfect and the best and most interesting person in the room.

			“Because that’s not really how it works.” He resisted smiling, but it was so difficult.

			“I mean, people probably already assumed it, but because of who my mother was, now it’s somehow even worse. That seems very un-American too.” She was no longer listening to him, she was making her case.

			Jay had to stamp on his own toe not to laugh. He’d love her forever, even after death.

			“Should we—or perhaps you two—leave the room?” Hugo’s face was a bright crimson now.

			“Yes.” Jay grabbed her elbow and all but shoved her into the hall, though she didn’t stop her argument.

			He stepped towards the bannister, almost back where they first met, first spoke.

			“Well, if you’d permit me to marry you, people will very much assume we do all manner of that sort of thing, at least for the beginning, and none of it will matter,” he said.

			She was smiling, though she fought it—illuminated by the gaslights against the mahogany paneling.

			He had to shove his hands in his pockets so not to carry her away that very moment.

			“That’s not a very good reason for me to marry you.” She stuck out her lower lip.

			He rolled his eyes.

			She was going to really make him grovel, beg—and now he was thinking—

			Urusla wasn’t finished. “Avoiding scandal, I mean. That seems like a coerced marriage. Also, did you just say that we’d eventually stop?”

			Delicious. He wrapped a single arm around her waist. “First, we are never, ever going to stop doing that. I’d need to be entirely incapacitated. Second, I already told you, I love you. I don’t deserve you, but I love you.”

			She leaned into him, her heartbeat already coordinating with his. “And that should be enough?”

			He caught a free curl and bounced it. Her lips, her beautiful, kissable, lips...

			“No, it’s enough because you love me too. You trust me, and I trust you. Look, I’m going to fail, or more likely, slip. I’m not ‘curable.’ I promise you I’ll try hard, but be honest with you, whatever happens.”

			“I know. That doesn’t matter to me. Well, it does, but not as much as being with you.” Tears glistened below her deep, thick lashes.

			He swiped his sleeve across his face. Bollocks, his eyes were damp too.

			“I want to be your partner, Urs, for the highs and the lows because the idea of not being in the same room with you—that’s all I want.”

			Tears now dripped from her cheeks, down her neck and mingled in her bosom. It took all his self-control not to blot them.

			“You never turned over your cards.” She sniffed.

			He threw back his head and laughed. “Urs. Are you joking? This isn’t the time.”

			She smiled the most wicked of smiles, the smile she smiled right before she was ready to pay attention to his dragon. His entire body throbbed. Is this what cavemen felt like before they threw women over their shoulders?

			“It’s a fair request. I want to know whether you are doing this to regain your parents’ house.”

			“What do you think?” He touched a finger to her nose. He just couldn’t resist.

			“I—”

			His heart began to speed as wonderful ideas popped into his head. He would make her blissfully happy, he’d make that a new occupation, one at which he could truly excel.

			“Do you need me to sweeten the pot? I mean, you’re already getting new jewelry. Amethyst, I had them made for you.”

			“Jay.”

			“The ring is bigger than Victoria’s, but I didn’t want you to be top heavy so...”

			“Jay.”

			“What do you want, Urs? I’ll give you everything and anything.” Perhaps they could take a twirl around the floor. He’d love showing her off for just a few minutes.

			“A repeat performance of the afternoon Hugo came to call in Philadelphia, as it was, and reversed.” She folded her arms.

			Bloody Hell, she was the most perfect creature that was ever created. If there was a God, she was created for him, specifically for him and he for her. He swallowed.

			“Provided we take a long enough break in between. I’m nearly as old as your father, you know?”

			She reached up and cupped his cheek. “You’re closer to my age. Also, you still have a reputation to maintain.”

			That he did. He licked his lips. “Is that a yes, Urs?”

			Golden curls bounced with her nod. “It just might be. Though you’d best not disappoint me, at least until we’re married.” She frowned, those three thinking wrinkles marring her brow.

			Jay’s heart stopped. “You haven’t changed your mind about marriage? Have you?”

			“Not necessarily.” She tapped her chin. “Though, truth be told, depending on your interpretation of Talmudic law, you may already own the house so you wouldn’t need to worry.”

			“What are you talking about?” He squinted at her. “I lost. You had the best hand. Also, what does my property or lack thereof have to do with anything?”

			Urs shooed away the questions with her palm. “I’m not sure if you can be bound since you aren’t a Jew. Nevertheless, if we aren’t married yet, I won’t toss your parents out on the street, but I won’t guarantee the same treatment for you, so you better behave yourself until we make things more official.” She gave him a saucy tilt of her head, which froze his mind for another moment, until her words echoed in his ears.

			“M-m-married?” His head spun. “We can’t be married. I’d remember that.” Wouldn’t he? Blast. Had he done permanent damage to his mind?

			She wagged a finger and her entire bodice jiggled—delightful. “In the future, I’d refrain from signing documents you can’t read. Better yet, never sign anything without me reviewing it first. I’d prefer to leave our children some inheritance.”

			“What did I sign?” He racked his memory. The only document he’d signed since he’d met Ursula was the one in her uncle’s office with the two men—no. Good lord. “Not the ‘betrothal contract’ or whatever your uncle called it?”

			Urs gave him a rueful smile. “Under Jewish law, you can argue, that all you need to do is to sign that, give me a ring and poof...married.”

			“Don’t you people do something in public?” Because his parents would want something in public. Bollocks, he’d want something in public. Something formal.

			She rolled her eyes. “My uncle thought he was saving my reputation, but I’m confident that no Rabbinic court would uphold the marriage if challenged. We’re going to have to do some sort of additional ceremony, especially if you want to keep this house.”

			His pulse galloped. Yes, another ceremony, one that he knew was happening. She could wear whatever expensive and fashionable and brilliant garment she desired with all the jewelry he’d commissioned.

			Unless he wrung Bernard Levy’s neck first.

			He wrinkled his brow. “How did you know you won the hand? Before I told you? Because you knew, didn’t you?”

			Her golden curls pranced along with her pendant, blue eyes sparkling. She giggled so hard she snorted.

			Odd, but adorable.

			“Of course I knew. I know your tells, Jay, and I learned Mr. Middleton’s.”

			Made. For. Him. And he was going to prove it, at least twice a day. He moved his second hand around her back. What did it matter if anyone saw? They were a bunch of provincials anyway. Dull, Delaware dull, hardly anyone’s concern.
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			Chapter One

			Outside Indianapolis, Indiana
Summer, 1871

			Her lawyer ought to offer a discount. First divorce: ranting client. Second: sobbing client. Third: exhausted but compliant client.

			Amalia Truitt threw her valise against the seat next to her and kicked her legs up onto the brocade footrest she’d requested for her private train car.

			At least it was finished. Terminated. No more marriage and no more temporary life in Indiana.

			With a moan, she leaned back farther, rubbing against the magenta velvet, reveling in the soothing vibrations from the rumbling wheels below. Probably ruining her ringlets.

			But no one was going to see her hair today. She tossed her hat on the floor and closed her eyes. She’d order her favorite meal. With brandy. And forget about her family’s ultimatum.

			No more marriages, I mean it, Amalia. You’ll bankrupt us. One more and we’ll have you declared incompetent. And put your assets in a trust—save you from yourself.

			Amalia blinked back tears. Her father, the jovial and permissive parent, delivered the threat. Not that he didn’t have a point.

			Twenty-three, two months away from twenty-four years old and a three-time failure. She should become a nun. Or at least find a Jewish version of a convent. With better outfits.

			Amalia’s stomach rumbled. Food. Now. Time to call the porter.

			Before she could rise, a rapping rattled the door. Had the Pennsylvania Railroad Company started anticipating her needs? Perhaps she held some sort of frequent traveler status.

			Still rubbing her aching neck, she swept aside the sliding door and gaped at the two familiar men and a lone, unfamiliar woman who pushed their way into the car. Her car. Swaying on her feet, Amalia clutched at the wall to keep upright.

			Even after six years, she’d recognize her brother’s best friend from V Corps anywhere. Though his bearing was somehow more American, David Zisskind’s flashing coal eyes and tousled brown hair hadn’t changed a lick. All the memories roared back—every kiss, every touch—but most especially her father’s admonition when he caught her sneaking back to her room after a midnight rendezvous.

			Amalia, he’s a rag peddler. What do you think he sees when he looks at you? Ten to one, he doesn’t know the color of your eyes, but he can recite where all the silver is located.

			“What are you doing here?” She managed the question as she gaped, her mind working to reconcile the man before her with the teenage boy she once lusted after. His thin, cheap wool jacket strained over his arms, the seams gaping. The amount of muscle was new, wasn’t it? If only he could remove his shirt and she could compare...no.

			She stomped on her own toe, crushing the leather of her boot, and slipped. In a flash, David’s arms shot out and grabbed her elbows. Warmth zinged down her spine as her back hit his rather solid chest. “Protecting you. From yourself, apparently, as well as outside threats.” The words vibrated into her body from his.

			“Outside threats?” Amalia’s stomach filled with a cold, hard lump. “Has something happened? I thought my mother and President Grant were friends now.” With a jolt, Amalia rocked on her heels, away from David’s body.

			“Your parents are fine.” Will, her brother’s other friend, moved so he stood shoulder to shoulder with David. Was he wearing a porter’s uniform? Amalia rubbed her eyes.

			Perhaps she was out of sorts.

			Perhaps she needed a drink. Or two. Post haste.

			“This isn’t about them, this is about you.” Though he hadn’t lost his accent, David’s voice was louder and his manner much more confident than the last time they’d spoken. “Were you expecting someone?” He brushed past her and peered around the room as if he was searching for something. Or someone. His eyes narrowed behind his spectacles.

			“No, well, maybe? I mean, I’ve done this trek a few times so the staff anticipates my needs. I was hungry, so I thought perhaps someone was already bringing me something to eat.” She wound a still bouncing ringlet around her fingers. Why hadn’t he answered her question?

			“You should check before you open the door.” David lifted her bag and opened it, poking his fingers about.

			She marched over and snatched the case back from him. “I have my own car and select staff. They don’t permit strangers back here.” She clutched the leather to her chest as tight as she could. Someone would have to pry it from her now. “And you’ve still explained nothing. You cannot poke through my private necessaries with only a vague explanation about ‘threats.’”

			Her hands sweat beneath her gloves. The secrets the luggage held burned through the material. Her most humiliating indulgence. The letters. His letters. From the war. As teenagers, they’d masked their identities in case the near indecent missives fell into the wrong hands—“Mr. V,” and “Madame A,” a sobriquet she couldn’t help using again for her beauty advice column in the Philadelphia Inquirer, even if it bound her to the past. Why hadn’t she burned them again?

			“Why don’t we settle down and talk about this rationally.” David stepped forward, his legs shoulder-length apart, his hands on either side of his belt buckle. A mistake, because if he used the word “hysterical,” she’d sock him, or better, knee him—best kisses she’d ever had or not. Amalia smacked her hands on her hips.

			He held up his palm and his lips softened into an almost sheepish expression. “Sorry, that was a bit...” He ran a hand through his hair. “Let’s just do this without hostility. We’re hardly strangers. We were once friends, used to enjoy each others’ company. I remember every conversation we had. All the jokes. I actually credit you a little for teaching me to read English.”

			“Do you?” She whipped around as the ghosts of the past swirled about her mind—all the lost innocence, the war that changed them, and the dalliance she’d mistaken for love instead of a way to stave off the sadness. Her rib cage strained against her corset.

			And friends?

			Ha. Friendships didn’t come with physical benefits. His letters were pure manipulation, permitting her to think he wanted her, the real her. And she’d kept them. Like a fool. She’d have the servants light a bonfire when she reached home, summer heat be damned.

			Amalia flipped her hair over her shoulder. “That was a long time ago. We are strangers now and this is my train car, so I think I’m entitled to some answers before you...do whatever you’re doing. You owe me the full story, including how in the world you all got back here.”

			David opened his mouth, but Will placed a hand on his arm, halting him, and answered instead. “We told them the truth. We were hired by your brother to protect you. Thad would’ve come himself, but for the new baby. The Pinkerton Agency’s name carries weight. The line agreed that I could play the role of porter for the rest of the trip so I’d have proper access, but not arouse suspicion.”

			Will’s ever placid voice steered conversation back onto its tracks. “Meg, over there—” he indicated with a graceful wave to the woman looming in the doorway “—will act as your lady’s maid.”

			Amalia’s mind stuttered and churned. David, a Pinkerton? A rag peddler turned soldier turned...detective?

			“We’re protecting you from this person.” David dropped his voice a little and leaned closer, as if shielding her. He pulled a paper from his pocket and slid it into Amalia’s hands. She studied the familiar words, ones she’d read and struggled to ignore for weeks—part of a series mailed to her residence in Indianapolis.

			Jezebel. You should be taken out and stoned. Judgment is coming for you and your wicked ways.

			The handwriting didn’t belong to any of her former mothers-in-law, which made the sentiments a bit concerning. When her brother found them during his last visit he’d promised not to tell anyone. She was going back home, after all. No one in Delaware would dare look sideways at a Truitt.

			You base, vomitous whore.

			Tears prickled the back of Amalia’s eyes. Her brother had promised. No one was supposed to know anyone thought those things about her. Especially not David Zisskind, who probably had quite a few opinions regarding her reputation. Especially considering the conduct they’d engaged in—at her request. Amalia grimaced.

			Against her better judgment, she perused farther, rereading the increasing venom. She swallowed hard, coughing into her hand as the most malicious accusations assaulted her.

			Clutching the paper so tight it crumpled, she turned away from David and instead stared at Meg. A mistake.

			“We know this wasn’t the first, ma’am. Or the last.” The woman sniffed in Amalia’s direction and wrinkled her nose as if she caught a whiff of something foul. As if she could detect the truth of the words by scent or had already judged them meritorious.

			Thad was a damned tattletale. And a traitor. How could he hire minders like she was a child—she clenched her fists. Or worse, an incompetent. The pressure inside her head grew fierce.

			“Is she married to either of you?” The question popped out of Amalia’s mouth of its own accord, leaving her to gape like a flounder ready to be stuffed in its wake. Probably not the most flattering facial expression.

			“What?” David, who’d dropped to his knees to glance under a table for some unknown reason, shot up so fast he nicked his head. He rubbed the spot, his full lips a stern pout.

			Meg didn’t flinch and sashayed further into the room. “No, ma’am. I’m not married to anyone. I’ve never been. Seems like a waste of money and time.”

			Amalia’s cheeks heated. Score one for the female Pinkerton in the worn gray, bustle-less gown.

			“She’s Will’s partner and a friend of your brother’s. A professional. You’re in good hands. They’ve both been Pinkertons for years. I’m the only newcomer.” David stuck his hands in his pockets and cocked his head. Another almost abashed smile played on his lips, tickling her memories once more.

			The good ones. The memories that made her heart ache. If only she could go back and do it all over again. She’d make such different choices. Smarter ones. Ones that didn’t trick her into believing she was pretty or clever or more than ordinary, when her family’s money was the only extraordinary thing about her. Amalia sighed.

			She smoothed her own taffeta skirts and pushed herself back into the present. “Well, is this really necessary? All three of you... I mean...it’s just words, idle threats. And sent to Indianapolis, where I no longer live.”

			Or ever will again. Hopefully.

			“Words sent to you, specifically. Using your real, unmarried name.” Grimness enveloped Will’s tone.

			The letter couldn’t be a real threat. Her family was probably trying to teach her a “lesson,” or find another way to control her. It all had to be part of some elaborate plot. Truitts excelled at those. Still, a slight chill ran down Amalia’s neck making the hairs stand at attention.

			“We aren’t leaving until you’re safe in Centerville. After that, we’ll apprehend whoever sent the letters. Even if he wasn’t paying us, we owe Thad.” David knit his hands, his eyes serious and sad, churning the echoes of their shared past once more.

			“David can describe the progress on that front. He’s coordinating, kind of an audition for him. If we catch our men, he gets to be a Pinkerton.” Will shifted so he was next to Meg once more. “Come along, Meg, we’ll do a sweep of the train, fetch everyone’s dinner, and return for the night.”

			The night? She was going to be stuck with Meg for the night? Well, to be fair, it wasn’t as if she could undo her corset herself, but still the woman made her position on the accuracy of the letters clear...and...oh no. A pounding drummed in Amalia’s skull. “You’re all sleeping here?”

			A three-way smirk.

			No.

			Not possible.

			Or proper.

			Ugh, all for a prank. And even if the letters weren’t a prank, how much danger could she really be in? Not enough to need nannies. Especially one she’d kissed—well, more than kissed, before ending the relationship with a lie. Amalia flinched and clutched at her own hands. Or two. And a few unkind words.

			Well, she’d paid her penance for those, and then some.

			David slapped his hand on the doorframe leading to her temporary bedchamber. “You have multiple rooms. Full servants’ quarters and a sitting area. I don’t believe you need that much privacy. A closed door should suffice.”

			Will held up a palm. “You won’t know we’re here. Except Meg. Who’ll be helpful.”

			“Doubtful. Especially without the requisite knowledge of fashion.” Amalia glowered in the face of the other woman’s glare. A pang of guilt rippled in her stomach. Fine, that was a bit much, but after being threatened and needled, she was in no mood to counter discourteousness with civility. Especially as feigned manners were kind of required to play the part of a lady’s maid.

			“It isn’t that hard,” Meg called over her shoulder as she rejoined Will.

			Amalia blinked. What choice did she have? Besides, it’d only be for a few days. What could possibly go wrong? Sinking back into her chair, she filled her lungs as deep as she could in her corset, banishing the nagging fear that the journey with these three would take all her stamina to survive.
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			Author Note

			This is a work of fiction and the characters featured herein are not based on any particular people, living or dead. Many historical details were stretched for entertainment value. For example, Goodyear had been experimenting with the rubber vulcanization process during the late 1830s and 1840s and did eventually use it to manufacture condoms. However, when his prototypes were first available is unknown. Rubber condoms weren’t marketed until the 1850s.

			That said, certain ancillary characters and places mentioned did exist. Mikveh Israel is the oldest formal congregation in Philadelphia and considered the oldest continuous synagogue in the US. The “Damascus Affair,” or “Damascus Blood-Libel,” was a real international incident.

			It should be noted that the American Jewish experience has always been vastly different than the European. In the early Victorian era, Jews did not have the full pantheon of rights in England. Full emancipation would not come until the Jews Relief Act of 1858. In contrast, Jews have always been fortunate to hold the full slate of rights and privileges of American citizenship.

			In 1841, the American Jewish community was young, small, and scattered, and didn’t have the full infrastructure that existed in Europe, North Africa and the Middle East. Thus, American Jews were much more integrated into the larger community. Many have argued that this helped create a Jewish community that was fundamentally different than its counterparts abroad, in both position, practice, and identity.

			Now, I would be remiss if I didn’t talk about how Judaism is portrayed in this book a bit more specifically. First, it should be noted that traditions are not static nor linear in Judaism, i.e., certain customs fall in and out of favor. Additionally, the location and spot in history as well as the class of the participants provide for variation. The Nunes-Levy clan is intended to be part of a wealthy European Jewish family of mixed Sephardic and Ashkenazi descent—as was common in Western Europe. Due to expulsion, discrimination, and outright massacres, the European Jewish experience has been extremely migratory, with many families never living in one place for more than a couple of generations. The idea that we can all be neatly categorized as one kind of Jew or another is often not accurate.

			Additionally, in 1841, rabbinic Judaism in Europe was on the cusp of a cosmic shift. Before the conclusion of the 19th century, Samson Raphael Hirsch, Abraham Geiger, and Zecharias Frankel would sow the seeds of what would become Orthodox, Reform, and Conservative Judaism. However, such divisions were almost nonexistent in 1841 America.

			In other words, the characters in this story were just Jews. A great deal of their practices are modeled on historical records of several prominent Jewish families at the time, including that of Philadelphia philanthropist (and the first person to apply the Sunday school model to Judaism—so everyone who had to go to Hebrew School can blame her) Rebecca Gratz. For example, correspondence by Gratz, who, after Judaism split into movements, considered herself Orthodox, suggested that she and her sisters kept Kosher inside their house but ate a variety of fare while travelling.

			Additionally, my own experiences growing up as a Conservative Jew in Delaware, though at a very different time, informed the world building in this book. Hopefully, all my predecessors approve, or at least forgive any inaccuracies.
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			Look for this line in Carina Press book descriptions:

			One-click with confidence. This title is part of the Carina Press Romance Promise: all the romance you’re looking for with an HEA/HFN. It’s a promise!

			Find out more at CarinaPress.com/RomancePromise.

			Find out more at CarinaPress.com.
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			We think you have a good book in you! 

			Do you write in the below genres? Harlequin’s Carina Press wants to see your manuscript.

			• Contemporary Romance
• Romantic Suspense
• Historical Romance
• Paranormal Romance
• Mystery
• Erotic Romance
• LGBT
• Science Fiction & Fantasy Romance

			Submit today!

			All manuscripts receive a thorough evaluation by a Carina Press editor and a decision within 12–16 weeks. What do you have to lose? 

			To learn more about our submission guidelines, visit us at CarinaPress.com/WriteForUs.

			Don’t miss out!

			Sign up for our editorial newsletter and stay in the loop on the latest submission calls and editorial news: 
Bit.ly/CPEditorialNewsletter
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			Get the latest on Carina Press by joining our eNewsletter!

			Don’t miss out, sign up today!

			CarinaPress.com/newsletter

			Sign up and get Carina Press offers and coupons delivered straight to your inbox! 

			Plus, as an eNewsletter subscriber, you’ll get the inside scoop on everything 
Carina Press and be the first to know about our newest releases!

			Visit CarinaPress.com

			Other ways to keep in touch:

			Facebook.com/CarinaPress
Twitter.com/CarinaPress
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			ISBN-13: 9781488052187

			Appetites & Vices

			Copyright © 2019 by Hannah Singerman

			All rights reserved. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this ebook on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher, Harlequin Enterprises Limited, 22 Adelaide St. West, 40th Floor, Toronto, Ontario M5H 4E3, Canada.

			All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the author, and all incidents are pure invention.

			This edition published by arrangement with Harlequin Books S.A.

			® and ™ are trademarks of the publisher. Trademarks indicated with ® are registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office, the Canadian Intellectual Property Office and in other countries.

			www.CarinaPress.com
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js/kobo.js
var gPosition = 0;
var gProgress = 0;
var gCurrentPage = 0;
var gPageCount = 0;
var gClientHeight = null;

const kMaxFont = 0;

function getPosition()
{
	return gPosition;
}

function getProgress()
{
	return gProgress;
}

function getPageCount()
{
	return gPageCount;
}

function getCurrentPage()
{
	return gCurrentPage;
}

/**
 * Setup the columns and calculate the total page count;
 */

function setupBookColumns()
{
	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;
	body.marginLeft = 0;
	body.marginRight = 0;
	body.marginTop = 0;
	body.marginBottom = 0;
	
    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;
    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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