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      Chapter One


      On the first day, it was a handkerchief with a cat embroidered on it.


      The small cloth, which had been hemmed with lace, featured the motif of a cute kitty strutting away. Its long, fluffy white fur very much resembled my own house cat’s. However, when I showed the handkerchief to my beautiful girl Chouchou, she mistook it for a toy and tried to scratch her little paws all over it. I hurriedly stored it away.


      On the second day, it was a tiny brooch.


      An enamel violet bloomed on its surface. Beautiful like stained glass, the plique-à-jour was slightly transparent. The flower was a light purple, had a silver stalk drawn with elegant edges, and its leaves gradated through various shades of green. It looked to be an old artifact, but it was nonetheless an exquisite product that had been made with high-level techniques.


      The third day, it was a can of sweets.


      Believe it or not, the can itself was even more charming than its contents. Its square shape meant that it fit well in one hand, and it was made of a matte silver that was smooth like silk. A fanciful embossment decorated the lid, featuring stars and moons around the border and a gold sheep sleeping in the center. I am an Aries, after all.


      April had come around, and I would soon be turning twenty. Every day since the month began, a humble gift had been delivered to me. Cats, violets—the motifs were all of my favorite things.


      Each of these gifts had been sent by my beloved husband, Lord Simeon. We’d promised to embark on a trip together for my actual birthday, and he’d vowed to take time off since I’d been wanting to go on a holiday for quite a while. These little gifts he was sending me were counting down the days until we could meet once more.


      When I opened each box, all of which were adorned with ribbons, I was always slightly mystified, but then my delighted heart would soar when I saw the contents.


      These were all objects one could obtain with ease, and none had been custom ordered just for me. The can of sweets was from a popular shop, and the brooch was no doubt secondhand. That didn’t stop it from being very pretty and of exceptional quality, so no one would take issue with a noble’s wife wearing it. However, I knew right away that it had not been recently crafted. The pin had been attached to the brooch separately and was clearly newer than the brooch. These types of pieces weren’t uncommon, as many stores would buy old jewelry to repair, treat, and fix up. This would increase their value, and the shops would be able to put them up for sale once more. Instead of going to one of his usual high-class jewelry vendors, Lord Simeon had opted for a more reasonably priced one this time.


      Up until now, he would’ve had all of these items custom made by placing personal orders. Those pieces would have all been gorgeous gifts meant to be shown off with no regard for money spent. But would I have preferred something like that? I would have been grateful, that’s for sure. But realistically, humbler gifts like these made me much more happy.


      Just think about it! Lord Simeon found these gifts with his own two hands! I’d even checked with my family and servants to make sure, and none of them had been asked to shop for him. He’d gotten a day off recently, and he’d spent that whole day out somewhere. His excuse had been that he was visiting a friend or some such, but he’d surely been going from store to store looking for suitable gifts for me. I couldn’t stop smiling once I realized!


      Lord Simeon, the heir to an earldom and Vice Captain of the honorable Royal Order of Knights, really went out of his way to walk around finding gifts for his wife!


      His precious feelings and earnest hard work made me nothing less than elated.


      He’d probably done everything he could to think of what gifts I’d enjoy. He needed fifteen of them, after all, and that was no small feat. Just imagining this beautiful, utterly noble man creasing his brow and debating what to buy in confectioneries and feminine stores made me go crazy with love! I was sure he’d been the center of attention in those places as well—he’d definitely caught all the women’s eyes along the way. He’s nothing less than Prince Charming from a fairy tale, you see. His fair skin, golden hair, and light blue eyes are all evidence of his high-class beauty. He pulls glances from people simply by standing around. Even a completely innocuous street corner turns into a stage once he steps foot onto it. His body moves with fluid, satisfying motions, exemplifying his good posture and tall, toned figure. Very soldierlike of him, I must say. But combined with his unmatched attractiveness, these features only serve to further his sparkle.


      And that’s not even mentioning the glasses! They make him look highly intelligent, though they also give him an air of villainy. When you put all of it together, he is the very epitome of my taste—a brutal, blackhearted military officer! You’ve no doubt seen characters of that nature yourself. In many stories, they stay by the main character’s side, or else they become the protagonist’s mortal enemy. The archetype is an intellectual with a few quirks, if you will. Not to mention they’re always easy on the eyes. It’s not surprising that these characters become even more popular than the protagonists themselves.


      I’ve always loved such characters, but I never thought I’d meet one in the real world. I felt a rush of emotions the first time I laid eyes on Lord Simeon, as if I’d been struck by lightning. He was the pinnacle, my absolute ideal! The object of all my admiration was right in front of me! Living, moving!


      I’ll never forget that feeling.


      Once I actually became acquainted with him, I found out that he was stubborn to the very end, unwaveringly serious, pure, and just a bit clumsy. It turned out that he isn’t at all brutal, and his blackhearted tendencies are flimsier than you might think. In other words, he’s the perfect lover for the real world. Stories are just that—stories. They’re fun because they aren’t real.


      More than anything else, I can believe in his sincerity without question. He acts serious and earnest around everyone he meets, not just me. Some people consider that boring, but I believe it’s a precious, wonderful quality. That, on top of his villainous looks, make him one-hundred-percent my type!


      As for me, I’m the exact opposite. I’m just a plain woman with brown hair and eyes you could find anywhere. I have no distinct essence or defining traits. My glasses make me look more like a raccoon than someone of intelligence, and I was born into a middling viscountcy that belonged nowhere near an earldom.


      Our incongruous marriage had ruffled the feathers of society, but I would say that the most surprised person of all had been me!


      To think that Lord Simeon would have been the one to propose! And that he’d actually been watching me from afar for some time before that!


      I’d always loved novels and theater themed around romance, but I’d never imagined it would occur in my own future. What? Some man genuinely looking at me as a woman? No, that’s impossible. I’ll probably never get married and be an old maid. I’d always thought this way, that I would forever spend my days enraptured in my dear novels, never to experience falling in love myself. Dreams and fantasies would spread out in my mind, and my favorite settings and events took the forms of novels to fulfill my fangirl dreams! That was my reason for living, as well as what I did for a living.


      I have an alter ego that I can’t make public as a noblewoman. I’ve been publishing novels under the name Agnès Vivier, even before I married Lord Simeon.


      I signed a contract with Satie Publishing, which primarily produces novels and magazines aimed at women. My moderate success is something I’m grateful for. Thanks to it, I’m now not only writing romance novels for women, but I have also taken on requests from a newspaper.


      When the month of April rolled around, I’d been in the middle of writing a short story collection, and the joy from receiving daily gifts was so great that I’d written those moments into the tales. Perhaps I was flaunting my love life a bit too much, but no one who read the stories would be able to figure it out, so I’d assumed it would be fine. I’d written them with the gifts lined up right in front of me, so I’d gotten plenty of references to flesh out the descriptions. Ultimately, I’d ended up having to fight with the word limit.


      Despite the circumstances and my general nature, Lord Simeon and I were a perfectly happy couple. It might have been almost a year since we’d gotten married, but I still felt like we were lovey-dovey newlyweds.


      When I awoke in the morning to a new gift, I was always brimming with anticipation about what it could be. My dear husband would put on airs and refuse to hand it to me himself. Sometimes he’d sneak it into the drawers of my study, and occasionally, he even put it on the back of my cat! Hunting them down was so much fun—it was as if every day were my birthday.


      Today, yet again, glittering excitement overflowed from the delivered box. If Lord Simeon was providing me with such wonderful days, how in the world was I to return the favor for his birthday? I knew I wanted to make him as happy as possible. What should I do?


      As I gazed at the ever-growing pile of presents, fun ideas sprang to my mind. My twentieth spring shone brighter than any of the ones prior.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two


      To those of high status, springtime was the season for social events.


      Summer would also bring people together here and there, as nobles usually threw huge balls. It was an important season for the unmarried youth because it gave them the opportunity to search for potential marriage partners.


      At the tea party held by the Flaubert earldom, which I’d married into, information was being exchanged all over the place. This one family’s son is this old; that other family’s daughter is with a man like that. In this corner of our colorful garden, the flowers of chatter bloomed.


      While learning the ropes of hosting next to my mother-in-law, I focused my ears wholly on the conversations around me. The more lively the exchanges, the more opportunities for reporting there would be for Agnès Vivier. You never knew what conversations hid hints for stories. Ever since my debut in high society, I’d been using rumors gathered from eavesdropping as references for my creations.


      “...even though her oldest son finally came home.”


      “It’s just too bad. She was still so young.”


      “Her husband, younger son, and that son’s wife passed on before her, after all. She was so depressed.”


      “Yet she still did her best for her grandchild...”


      Not all of the talk I heard was happy. While some houses had been blessed with new children born in the winter, others had endured losing family members. A noblewoman from some house had died, and another’s master had fallen ill. These unfortunate incidents were spoken of too.


      “Oh, right. A story by Agnès Vivier was in Chersie again.”


      Just when I was starting to relax a little, I overheard a different kind of topic. I could feel my ears perking up. Who was that just now?! My eyes unconsciously scanned the area. I was excited to hear some opinions on my work.


      “Yes, we read Chersie in my home as well. It’s starting to appeal more to women these days.”


      “Agnès Vivier is quite popular among young people, isn’t she? My daughter is always squealing about wanting to read her books.”


      “Oh, mother! You know you always read the newspaper first before lending it to me!”


      “I’m just making sure that the stories are appropriate for you to read.”


      “Liar! You look forward to them every week!”


      Noblewomen were praising my work right before my very eyes. Just as I started to feel nervous, my mother-in-law threw me a swift glance. Yes ma’am, I’ll be sure to contain myself. I must pretend like things related to Agnès Vivier have nothing to do with me.


      No matter how well received my stories were, I couldn’t let anyone know that I was the author. There were still many who held the opinion that women shouldn’t be writers. Members of the Flaubert household knew and accepted my secret, but it wasn’t because being an author had become an accepted profession for a noblewoman. No, they all just happened to be strangely open-minded.


      Popular fiction, in particular, was usually met with harsh criticism.


      “My, you all are reading such things?”


      As expected, a thorny voice soon cut in. An older woman laughed sarcastically and put down those chatting amicably about my books.


      “I wouldn’t think that ladies from proper houses would do such a thing. You must live in very liberated families. I wouldn’t even let my servants read such drivel, personally. Perhaps such a sense of modesty is considered old-fashioned nowadays.”


      Her candid words made the other ladies pout in disdain, but they didn’t argue.


      There were several tables around the party where we were able to chat in peace, and we could even take a stroll through the garden if we so wished. This was a tea party where most anyone could do whatever they wanted...except for at the host’s table. The seats there were specifically prepared for guests of high status. And unfortunately, this sarcastic woman was one of those.


      Those of lower status couldn’t possibly hope to counter someone so high above them. Not to mention that arguing at a tea party would be a social faux pas. Controlled by etiquette, the mother and daughter who’d been admonished by the sarcastic woman had to bear it and swallow their displeasure.


      The sarcastic woman cackled nasally at them, then turned her eyes back to my side of the table. “So many people have been partaking in such lowbrow activities lately! I simply cannot keep up. A sign of the times, I suppose.”


      My mother-in-law smiled beautifully and responded in a sing-song voice. “Really? I think things are the same as they’ve always been. Those of older generations have always disapproved of the things young people do. They themselves were once rebellious, but as they get older, they start to disapprove. It was the same a hundred years ago, and that tendency persists even today.”


      Elegant laughter rose up from around the table. Notions of agreement such as “Indeed!” and “One day I realized just how old I’d gotten. It’s horrible!” and “The phrase ‘kids these days’ has probably been used since a thousand years ago” rose up around us. Everyone could immediately tell that my mother-in-law was trying to change the subject and pretend like she hadn’t heard the sarcasm—they all knew that she was trying to help.


      I see, so she’s attempting to shut the woman down in a way that’s not necessarily arguing. As expected of the madam of a famous household! The sarcastic woman, who’d tried to elevate herself above the others by rebuking a shallow conversation, had been evaded so effectively that she now looked completely frustrated.


      People like her did indeed exist. They always want to show how much higher they stood above everyone else, despite the fact that bringing down the mood was ultimately a show of poor manners. She was even being rude to the host, which could only mean that she looked down on Countess Flaubert as well.


      Simply going by status, both women were from earldoms, but the woman was older, which was most likely why she saw herself as better. She probably felt like a “young person”—in other words, Countess Flaubert—was daring to go against her viewpoint.


      My mother-in-law, on the other hand, didn’t engage with her, as fighting would’ve been ridiculous. That should have been enough of a sign for the woman to give up and back down, but instead, she changed the object of her ire to me.


      “Well then, let’s ask this young person here. Miss Marielle, do you have any interest in worldly trends?”


      Hmm. How should I go about responding to this?


      Worldly affairs and topics to not be spoken of... Nothing is off-limits for me! As long as I get an inkling of fangirl potential, I’ll jump right in, no matter what it is! I’ll even go so far as to write them myself! The rumored Agnès Vivier is right here!


      But...I can’t tell her that.


      I cocked my head a bit and gave a silent smile. I then felt a knock to my knees from under the table.


      D-Dear mother-in-law, what exactly are you trying to signal to me? She must be trying to tell me to answer in a specific way. But that’s the problem!


      I forced the gears in my head to rotate as quickly as possible. One wrong word, and the woman would turn her scorn not on me, but on the countess.


      Should I be honest about my preferences with the sarcastic woman? No, as one of the hosts, that wouldn’t be right.


      I glanced at the mother-daughter pair. Both of them enjoyed my stories. It was surely fun for them to get to chat about something they liked. Trifling as they might’ve been, those moments were time well spent.


      “I believe I like to partake in trends sometimes.” With my answer, I tried to maintain the essence of a young wife in an earldom. “It would certainly be a waste for me not to take a bite of something when everyone else is saying it’s delicious. I’d have to try it for myself before shunning it and deciding it doesn’t suit my tastes.”


      The mother and daughter nodded along. The other guests weren’t reacting badly either. That’s right, a tea party should be fun! A host’s job is to ensure that all participants are having a wonderful time.


      Mother-in-law didn’t have any pointers to give me either, so it seemed I’d made the right choice. I gently put a hand to my heart in relief.


      As for the sarcastic woman, she flared her nostrils at me, satisfied, as if I’d walked right into her trap. She seemed to be fully intent on honing in on me. I wouldn’t have been bothered if it were just me that she’d be putting down, but I couldn’t let her say whatever she wanted when House Flaubert’s dignity was on the line. Now then, how should I go about counterattacking...?


      My body went on guard for the second blow from the woman’s parting red lips, but a voice rose up from a different direction.


      “Pardon the intrusion.”


      A tall man appeared on the terrace, and everyone turned toward the man’s pleasant voice in unison. It was plain to see that he had just departed from work, since he was still in uniform. He looked the part of a regal, brilliant imperial knight—his uniform was decorated with blue and gold against a white base.


      All eyes sparkled when they landed on him. The younger ladies’ cheeks flushed red, and the older women gazed at him in admiration. An already-beautiful person had suddenly appeared in a military uniform... The impact itself was practically egregious.


      I understood. Uniforms in general have a unique appeal, but military ones are especially striking! Perhaps it’s because they were designed for battle, but those who don them appear more reliable than anyone else. They emphasize muscular bodies and cover every inch without letting even a sliver of skin peek through, yet somehow, they still allow a man to have a sensual appeal. The saber at the man’s belt just added to the grandeur... Oh, how I wanted him to pull it from its sheath and point it at me! Of course, riding crops made me fangirl the most, but being on the deadly end of a sword was still quite thrilling.


      “How do you expect to keep things under control when even you are mesmerized?”


      My mother-in-law struck yet again. Indeed, I suppose his own mother wouldn’t be enchanted by him. Her attractive face, which resembled his, had taken on an exasperated look.


      “There’s no one more obsessed with Lord Simeon than I,” I answered. “Of course I’m mesmerized by him. What else would you expect of his wife?”


      “Don’t get defiant and ramble on about your husband, dear.”


      “On the contrary, how can you stay so calm, mother? He’s your pride and joy! Your eldest son! Doesn’t that make him your eternal love? You’re supposed to dote on him just as much as his wife!”


      Countess Flaubert shook her head. “Look at him. He’s so huge now. Not cute at all. And he’s so smart that he can only respond to anything and everything with logic. Not cute at all. Lord Maximilian is much cuter! He’s so concerned with his little rocks.”


      “Earl Flaubert’s research is essentially an extension of his childhood interests, after all. I also find that rather cute. But Lord Simeon doesn’t lose in that regard either! His clumsiness by way of being rockheaded is just so adora—”


      “For my rock-obsessed husband to have a rockheaded son, I must be cursed!”


      “Ahem. If I may.”


      Lord Simeon cut into our hushed back-and-forth with a cough. Was he trying to tell us that he was stuck between a rock and a hard place—his wife and his mother? His expression told me that he had a headache.


      “Yes, my son, whatever could it be?” Returning her voice to a normal speaking volume, his mother waved him off. I’d been leaning toward her, and I readjusted myself in my seat.


      “I simply wanted to greet our guests,” said Lord Simeon. “Everyone, thank you all for coming today. From the bottom of my heart, I welcome you. Come, Noel, you greet them as well.”


      Stepping aside, Lord Simeon revealed another person hiding behind his big body—a young boy in his mid-teens. This beautiful boy with curly blond hair and bright blue eyes resembled his mother even more than Lord Simeon. He greeted us all with a bright smile.


      “Hello, everyone! Welcome to our home.”


      The eyes of the surrounding ladies were sparkling once again, and this time, their affections had been captured by the smile of an angel. Noel was the youngest of the three Flaubert brothers. He’d turned sixteen at the end of last year, so he was now allowed to participate in events with adults. He hadn’t wanted to attend this one, however, so he’d hidden in a place where we couldn’t catch him. Lord Simeon had evidently found him and dragged him out.


      “Well done.”


      Countess Estelle, my mother-in-law, praised Lord Simeon for this. Lord Noel, in turn, glared at him reproachfully.


      Lord Noel would truly debut in society this spring, meaning that he was now at the stage where he’d be searching for a partner for marriage. His actual marriage was still far off, but he would have to take the necessary measures from here on out. That was why some of our guests had brought along their daughters.


      They weren’t necessarily trying to set their daughters up with him, but rather trying to get them acquainted. Most merely wanted to see if their daughters hit it off with Lord Noel. After all, a spark like that could maybe lead to something in the future. However, the youngest Flaubert had found this event obnoxious, and he’d run away.


      Lord Noel was now replying brightly to the young women who were pushed by their guardians to greet him. Though he didn’t possess the same chivalry or indomitability as his brother, he won out in terms of gentleness and brightness. The ladies seemed to genuinely like him.
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      Though they were enthralled by Lord Simeon’s coolness, a partner near their age was probably more appealing. Lord Simeon was a bit too old for these girls, and Lord Noel would no doubt grow into a gorgeous man.


      This same angel, however, was hiding a pair of devil’s wings and a tail! I just knew that he was thinking biting remarks about these ladies, all of whom had gone out of their way to greet him. I prayed that he would find someone who would love him despite his blackhearted, impish nature.


      I tore my eyes away from the interactions between Lord Noel and the young ladies, then spoke softly to Lord Simeon. “Welcome home. You’re quite late.”


      It was only early afternoon, so normally, this would have been too soon for him to have returned from his work. However, he hadn’t come home at all yesterday. In fact, he’d worked all through the night and straight into today. This was the moment he’d finally come home, so I thought it appropriate to remark on his tardiness.


      “I wanted to finish all of my work that could be done in advance,” he replied. This response implied that he wouldn’t engage with my light protest, and he placed his hand on the back of my chair. Though he hadn’t slept at all, he looked no worse for wear. The average person would’ve been worn out after pulling an all-nighter, but this stiff, grand knight let no such weakness slip through.


      “There was actually more to do, but the captain sent me home.”


      “Of course he would.”


      No business had occurred that was urgent enough to warrant not sleeping, yet you still worked all night. I’m glad your boss ordered you to stop.


      “Why don’t you go rest?” I suggested.


      “I’ll just end up more restless if I try to sleep now. I have work tomorrow as well, so I’ll rest at the usual time.”


      “Then would you like some tea?”


      “I may as well.”


      I signaled at a servant-in-waiting with my eyes; they brought out tea and a chair for my husband. Lord Simeon removed his saber and sat down, at which point, the sarcastic woman from earlier spoke to him.


      “It’s been some time, hasn’t it? I hear about your feats quite often, but I haven’t spoken to you since last year’s engagement reveal.”


      “Indeed, madam, it has been a while. I’m relieved to see that you’re the same as always.”


      “It’s been over a year since then, yes? My, does time fly faster as you get older. Have you grown accustomed to married life?”


      Lord Simeon’s blue eyes flicked to me, and his lips widened into a warm smile. “I could say so...but I could also say that every day is still filled with new surprises.”


      Knowing him, he didn’t mean this in a bad way. His gaze was telling—he was having fun. That answer, however, only served to further fuel the sarcastic woman’s run.


      “Is that so? I’d expect as much.”


      Her tone was conversational, but it carried a deeper, more judgmental layer of meaning. Lord Simeon’s eyes turned back to her. The atmosphere had completely changed when the brothers appeared, and it was certainly not appropriate to dig up the previous negative conversation. However, she was clearly not going to give up, and she pushed forward with no intention of changing her ways.


      “We were just talking about how many young people’s minds are being poisoned by lowbrow trends these days.”


      The well-formed eyebrows gracing Lord Simeon’s face raised slightly, silently asking the woman what she was talking about. She continued on gleefully.


      “Don’t you find it just despicable and indecent for a woman to imitate a man by writing books? And it’s pitiful that such vulgar content is being praised and shared between the daughters of good households. But these young people don’t understand their elders’ opinions. I’d thought that the wife of House Flaubert would at least agree, but even Miss Marielle herself says she enjoys such things. How tough that must be for you!”


      His question had already been answered, and Lord Simeon’s eyes glazed over with understanding. He quietly lifted his cup to his lips, took a sip, and then answered with a kind tone.


      “I disagree. I don’t see that as an issue at all.”


      “Oh my! You don’t mind if your wife partakes in slovenly activities?”


      “I wouldn’t call reading books ‘slovenly.’”


      “They’re vulgar books. That’s slovenly!”


      The woman was holding back even less than before, since my husband was daring to fight back. What made things worse was that he was doing so calmly and respectfully.


      “Have you ever read one yourself, madam?”


      “Of course not! I would never even let one touch my hands!”


      He smiled at her, as if to say, “In that case...”


      “Then you shouldn’t have any idea what kinds of things are written about. How could you know that they’re vulgar without even reading one?”


      The woman’s voice caught in her throat at being told something so obvious, but that wasn’t enough to get her to quit. “I don’t have to read one to know that they’re looked down upon—that they’re full of nothing but boring, lowbrow content. Knowledgeable people furrow their brows at them. I’ve been told many a time that I should not let myself be influenced by such things.”


      Somehow, she couldn’t see that everyone around her looked thoroughly exasperated. This wasn’t the time or place to be arguing and getting so emotional, but she wanted to prove someone wrong quite badly. Didn’t she hear what my mother-in-law had said earlier? This man was so smart that he replied to everything with logic.


      “The ones who give bad feedback to these works are those who already do not wish to accept women’s involvement in any activities. If these men wish to prove that they’re better, all they have to do is work harder than women, but because they do not possess the ability to do so, they instead complain about things women do and try to bring them down. Or perhaps they’re frustrated that these women are able to do things that they cannot. In either case, their protests are masking nothing deeper than simple envy.”


      “Wh-What?” the woman sputtered.


      “Those who are truly capable would not go out of their way to show contempt for those they have nothing to do with. That type of person is self-assured in confidence and pride, and therefore has no need to criticize others. It is the same with dogs—when desperate, the weak ones can only bark.”


      This was scathing irony to the sarcastic woman, particularly because he’d said such a thing with a kind expression.


      Everyone around us was nodding. Some were even on the brink of guffawing.


      “Incidentally, I’ve also read these novels that my wife is a fan of. Nothing written in them could be called vulgar. They could indeed be called shallow or unintellectual, but I don’t believe it’s a bad thing for something to be easy to read. There are even authors who demonstrate a high level of skill in their writing. Mylene Ferriere is a leading example, and Agnès Vivier is good as well.”


      The doting husband strikes again, and this time, with a nonchalant face! That makes me happy, but it’s also embarrassing! Look, your mother’s and Noel’s eyes are boring into me!


      I struggled a bit to maintain my composure and not let my face get too hot. I sipped my tea as if he weren’t talking about me.


      “What... What a tolerant thing for you to say.” The sarcastic woman’s face was practically contorting with the effort it took to retain even a modicum of her dignity. “So even you are saying such a thing. You young people really do like to get your hands on shiny new things, don’t you?”


      “I’m pleased to hear as much,” replied Lord Simeon. “I’m often told that I’m not interesting, that I’m thickheaded, and that I act far too old for my age, but it seems that actual older people still see me as young.”


      The woman’s sardonic remarks were having no effect on Lord Simeon. Someone did end up bursting out into laughter.


      “For the record, I do not believe that your opinion of popular fiction being lowbrow is wrong,” Lord Simeon added. “But even old works that are now considered classics were mere novels for enjoyment when they first came about. They were most likely disparaged just as much. Yet they came to be considered refined, while also going out of fashion. Newly born works, like the older ones, are accepted by the current generation even without being highly praised. Those, in turn, will come to be well received with time. Things that are considered lowbrow now will one day come to be seen in a different light.”


      The sarcastic woman could no longer say anything. She was only able to open and close her mouth in vain. Lord Simeon had calmly yet ruthlessly argued against her from beginning to end. Her face was thoroughly red at being told that her worldview was dated.


      She couldn’t see them, but the young ladies were silently clapping. They were probably very relieved by this turn of events. I felt the same, but I did think that my husband was going a bit too far.


      My mother-in-law deliberately reached out to the sugar pot, took the tongs, selected a few sugar cubes, and plunked them into Lord Simeon’s cup.


      Lord Simeon’s smile vanished from his face and he shut his mouth. The sugar was clearly a punishment from his mother. This man, who drank neither tea nor coffee with sugar, silently stirred his cup with a spoon. Only half of his tea remained, and the sugar dissolved fairly quickly. Lines formed between his eyebrows as he gulped down the saccharine tea without a word.


      “He’s definitely not cute anymore.”


      Our guests giggled at the countess’s complaint.




      Aside from that small quibble, the tea party came to a close without incident.


      “Ah! Finally finished.”


      Released from my role of seeing all the ladies off, I returned to the living room intended for my husband and me and let out a sigh of relief. Lord Simeon soon entered, having changed into casual clothes. He’d stayed until the end of the tea party.


      “Good work today,” he said.


      “You too! Are you sure you don’t want to rest?”


      “Yes, it’s fine. I’m used to this.”


      He picked up the cat sleeping next to me and then sat down with her on his lap. Irked at the sudden, forceful movement, Chouchou flicked her claws out. I panicked and pulled her away from him. She’d pulled a thread from Lord Simeon’s trousers. He seemed to be more upset that I’d taken her, though.


      We settled things by placing her between us. She rested her head on my lap and her feet against Lord Simeon’s legs. He laughed bitterly at being treated so crudely, but he still looked happy about it. I picked up the newspaper. I’d been so busy that I’d had no time to even glance at it, but now, I finally had time to read it.


      “I suppose I should say that you came home at the perfect time, despite your lateness,” I said. “Everyone was pleased when you showed up. Except for one unfortunate person, of course.”


      “Unfortunate? As far as I could tell, you were the one being harped on.”


      “But even she couldn’t say anything with you closing in on her in front of so many people. That kind of haranguing may be acceptable at a gathering for men, but a tea party is not the place for that behavior.”


      “She was the one bringing down the mood. Why should I have held back?”


      Lord Simeon was petting my cat’s fluffy belly. Most animals don’t appreciate being touched there, and many even bite their owners without a second thought. But my girl didn’t get angry around those she was used to. She squinted her eyes and spread her legs out to invite more scratches.


      “Even in that case, a host should not ruin a guest’s honor,” I argued. “A little pinprick would’ve been fine, but you went all in on her. That’s why mother-in-law punished you.”


      “She pulled my ear afterward.”


      He gently rubbed his ear. I laughed and looked back at the newspaper.


      “I was happy that you took my side though, and that you praised Agnès. Thank you very much. You were quite the doting husband!”


      “I am not biased. I merely stated the truth.”


      This man is serious to a fault. Chouchou meowed in retaliation when Lord Simeon pet her the wrong way, and she demanded that he try again.


      Times like these, when we were lounging around without anything happening, felt so good. Lord Simeon soon regained my cat’s approval, and I read the newspaper. Up until that moment, everything really was peaceful and happy.


      “Huh...?”
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