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1
Dear Reader,


  
  It all started with a picture of a sunset and a writing exercise on my blog (leeniebrown.com). However, what was supposed to be a few minutes of practice, grew and stretched and became something much larger.

  Those writing exercises have now produced several published works, including the collection you hold in your hands.

  While some things about how I create these stories have evolved since that first writing exercise, the tradition of posting a portion of a work in progress continues. In fact, there might be a new story posting there now.

  Happy Reading!

  Leenie B.

  




  
  





Persuading Miss Mary


  
  
    In society’s eyes, he’s got everything, but, in her estimation, he’s lacking the one thing she requires.
  

  






Chapter 1


  
  “What do you mean I am not allowed entrance?” Reginald Fitzwilliam, Viscount Westonbury, glared at Mr. Nibley, Matlock House’s longtime butler.

  “Just that, my lord. The countess has informed me that you are not allowed entrance without specific invitation.”

  “But it is my home!”

  Mr. Nibley did not flinch. “Not at present, my lord. Your residence is the house in Brook Street.”

  “The house in Brook Street?” Wes huffed and looked at the sky above him before continuing. “I fully realize that my residence is in Brook Street. However, this is also my home, and I will not leave without seeing my mother.”

  Mr. Nibley paused for a moment as if considering whether or not he should disturb his mistress.

  Wes waved toward the house. “My mother, if you will.”

  “I shall see if she is home to callers.”

  “I am not a caller! I am her son!”

  “Yes, my lord.” Finally, the staid man before Wes shifted uneasily. “I only do as I am told, my lord.”

  Wes clenched his jaw and shook his head. “Am I allowed to wait inside while you check?”

  Mr. Nibley gave a slight shake of his head. “I do apologize, my lord, but I have my orders.”

  “Oh, for the love of –,” he stopped when Mr. Nibley coughed. “Yes, yes, I know. Mother cannot abide such language, and I promise to not resort to such as long as my mother sees me. If she will not, then I shall be forced to vent my spleen with whatever colourful language I choose and at whatever volume I wish to shout it.”

  The butler gave a nod of his head and hurried into Matlock House to see if his mistress was willing to see her eldest son, who was left to mutter oaths under his breath on the step and wonder what bee had flown into his mother’s bonnet. She had not locked him out of the house in years!

  The last time had been when a gentleman had shown up to collect a debt from Lord Matlock which had been incurred by his son, who should have been at school and not in some gambling hell. Being locked out of the house, coupled with the removal of his allowance until the sum had been repaid fully and half again, had worked well. Westonbury never set foot in a gambling hell after that, and his bills were always paid before word of any outstanding sums reached the ears of his mother.

  For most gentlemen, their fathers were to be feared, and Lord Matlock was no exception. However, Lady Matlock was a good bit more fearsome to her sons than their father for she was cunning in her punishments, which were always doled out as if they were the most natural things in the world. If one took a step off a cliff, one must experience a fall. That was his mother’s philosophy. Therefore, if you stole a biscuit, you spent the day in the kitchen assisting the scullery maid.

  She loved her sons fiercely. Too fiercely at times, if you asked Lord Westonbury. He shook his head and chuckled. His mother had an uncanny ability to anticipate how he might attempt to escape a punishment or to find a bit of fun. She had been sitting below his window on more than one occasion at their estate when, as a young boy, he had been required to stay indoors for some indiscretion such as tormenting the stable cats.

  The door opened interrupting Wes’s contemplation of his mother.

  “My lady will see you in the green sitting room, and only in the green sitting room.”

  Just as he suspected, she expected him to decide on where they would meet, which he had been considering. His mother was not fond of the small drawing room off of the library, and that would have been precisely where he would have told Nibley that his mother could meet him. But again, she had thwarted his enjoyment by anticipating his move.

  He handed his hat and walking stick to Mr. Nibley before removing his great coat.

  “Am I allowed to direct myself to said room, or must I wait to be announced?”

  The right corner of Mr. Nibley’s mouth tipped upward but only just. “Do you wish to be announced, my lord?”

  Wes chuckled. Mr. Nibley might appear to be wholly stoic, but he was not immune to the desire to have a bit of fun on occasion. “Indeed, I think I must be if I am merely a caller. Do you remember my name?”

  “The name you use at every house, my lord?”

  “No, the one that is precisely designed to annoy my mother.”

  “I think I do.”

  “Then, lead on my good man, and I shall not turn you out when I become master of Matlock House.”

  “I am sure I will not even be alive when that happens, my lord.”

  “I do hope that is not true. Not that I am wishing for my father’s demise, of course.”

  “I did not think you were, my lord.” Mr. Nibley began leading Wes down the hall to the green sitting room. The only sitting room on the ground floor — the room which was designated for calls and not much else.

  The upper servant stepped into the room and, in a voice he might use if he were speaking to someone at the other end of a grand ballroom filled with dancers awaiting the start of the music, said “My lord, Reginald Arthur Fitzwilliam, Viscount Westonbury, the first-born and heir of the body of Lord Matlock, long may he live, to see Lady Matlock.”

  “Nibley,” Lady Matlock scolded.

  “I am only doing my duty, my lady,” the butler replied with a bow before ducking out of the room.

  “If he were not put up to such a thing by you, I would see him reprimanded properly.”

  “No, you would not,” Wes said as he took a chair near where his mother was perched on her favourite sofa with a dog next to her. “Is that not Darcy’s beast?”

  “Beast? Dash is not a beast, are you, boy?” His mother scratched Dash’s ear. “He is here to keep your brother company while he recovers.”

  “Then why is he here rather than with Richard?”

  “Why are you here?”

  Wes raised an eyebrow at his mother’s coy response. “Because this is the only room in which I was allowed.” He crossed his arms and leveled a disdainful look in Lady Matlock’s direction. “Would you care to explain to me what I have done that has resulted in my exile from my home?”

  “You are banned from the house in Brook Street?”

  “Mother.”

  She chuckled and shrugged. “Impertinence is rather bothersome; is it not?”

  “Yes, Mother. Now, if you would answer me seriously.”

  “I have guests.”

  “That is no reason for me to be stopped at the door to my home.”

  She shrugged again. “It is if the father of one of my guests has expressed concern regarding you.”

  Wes’s brow furrowed. Who was visiting his mother?

  “And, since the arrival of my guests, I have heard a most disturbing story from one of them.”

  “I still do not –”

  “About you.”

  “I beg your pardon? You have heard a disturbing story about me?”

  “Yes.” She fluttered her lashes at him but said no more.

  For a full minute, he only glared at her. It was a futile attempt to goad her into speaking, and he knew it. Still, it had to be attempted. “Oh, very well, what have I done?”

  “I understand Miss Lydia and her sister met you in London.” She lifted her chin slightly. “Quite often the ladies at such places as where you met them have been tossed out of their homes.”

  His waiting on the front step was beginning to make sense.

  “Now, I know that there are gentlemen who frequent such places.” She watched her hand stroke Dash’s fur rather than looking at him. A faint pink tinged her cheeks. “However, they are not where I would wish my son to –”

  “Please, Mother. I understand your meaning.” He was likely as uncomfortable with this topic of conversation as she was. “However, I believe I am old enough to make my own decisions about such things.”

  She sighed. “Of course, you are.” Her voice was just above a whisper and laced with disappointment. She lifted her eyes to him. “I only wished to make my point.”

  “I shall consider what you have said.”

  “Thank you.”

  “Am I reinstated as someone who can visit without an invitation?”

  She shook her head. “I fear not. As long as Miss Lydia and Miss Bennet are staying here, you must be a stranger.”

  Wes blinked. “Miss Lydia and Miss Bennet are here?” Miss Mary Bennet was here at his parents’ home? Walking the halls he had walked all his life? Sleeping in one of their guest rooms?

  “Yes, I thought it good to have an ally in seeing that Richard recovers as he should, and, since Miss Kitty is visiting Georgiana, Miss Mary was sent to keep her sister company. However, there is not a lot of love lost between you and Miss Mary, so her father was concerned that being in a place where you might meet regularly might provoke her into besmirching the Bennet name. You know how it is. If someone should be calling and hear a young lady speaking plainly to a gentleman, the young lady will be the one taken to task.”

  “I would not provoke her.”

  His mother’s replying look told him that she did not believe such a thing was possible, and truth be told, it likely was not. Miss Mary did not treat him as anyone else did – save for his closest family members and best friend. To her, he was merely a gentleman – not a viscount or the future Earl of Matlock. And confound it all if it was not refreshing!

  “Then, am I only allowed to call during proper hours and in only this room, or will I be allowed to visit my brother?”

  His mother sighed. “Your father will say you are welcome to visit your brother and join us for dinner and all those such things. However, neither he nor I will tolerate any provocation of our guests.”

  Wes nodded.

  “I like her.”

  Wes’s brow furrowed. “Miss Lydia?”

  “Yes, her, but also her sister. Miss Mary is no wilting wallflower. I quite approve of that even if she does need a little softening.”

  Her head tilted to the side as she looked at him. So, this was her true purpose. She saw Miss Mary as a project of sorts.

  “Just be kind to her,” she added. “That is all I ask. Treat her as you would Georgiana.”

  That was a little bit impossible. He had never had a dream about Georgiana being in his bed. However, he was not about to say such to his mother. Instead, he dutifully assured her that he would do his best to behave as she expected.

  “And if you could stop frequenting that place – Sally’s, I believe it is called.”

  “Mother.”

  “I just think it would help you improve in the eyes of Miss Mary.”

  “I said I would consider what you had said. I will not promise any further.”

  She sighed. “I suppose I will have to be satisfied with that.”

  “Yes, you will. Now, am I allowed to see my brother?”

  Lady Matlock glanced at the clock before rising. “Yes, I do believe he will be rising and making his way to the library.”

  “Rising? Do not tell me he is still taking a rest each afternoon.” He rose to follow her from the room, but Dash stepped between Wes and his mother.

  “He most certainly is. But it is not my doing.” She smiled over her shoulder at him.

  “Miss Lydia?”

  She nodded. “As I said, I wanted to have an ally in seeing Richard recover.”

  Wes laughed as he followed his mother and Dash up the stairs. “Have I complimented you lately on your deviousness?”

  “No, I do not believe you have,” she replied with a chuckle. “There is a soiree that you must attend the day after next.”

  “Mother.”

  “You must marry someday, Reginald. The nursery has been empty for far too long.”

  “You forget, my lady,” he said as he came to a stop on the landing next to her. “My residence is in Brook Street.”

  She patted his cheek. “Only until you marry. Then, you are free to bring my daughter and your children here to be with me.”

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  Lady Matlock stopped at the door to the library and gave Wes a pointed look. “Be polite,” she whispered.

  Wes rolled his eyes. He was not an infant in need of reminding how to behave. Had she not less than five minutes ago told him to be polite? The walk up the stairs and down the hall had not jogged her instructions from his mind.

  “Your brother has come to see you, Richard,” his mother said as she bustled into the library. Her eyes surveyed the room before coming to rest on his brother. Then, with a further pointed look in Wes’s direction, she took a seat near Miss Mary who was reading near the window.

  “Miss Bennet,” he said with a bow. “Miss Lydia.” He again bowed. “It was a pleasant surprise to hear that you are guests at Matlock House for a time. You made no mention of it when I was in Hertfordshire last.”

  “That is because Mary did not wish for you to know,” Lydia replied with a smirk. “Surprises are delightful. Are they not?”

  Wes settled into a chair closer to his brother than to Miss Mary but not altogether too far from where she was sitting.

  “Were you surprised by the arrival of the Miss Bennets?” he asked Richard. “Or am I the only one?”

  His brother chuckled.

  So, he was the only one not to know of the plans for the Bennets to be guests of his mother.

  “I will admit to being privy to the surprise.” His brother’s eyes were dancing with amusement.

  “I am certain a surprise such as I received would not be best for one’s recovery,” Wes said flatly.

  The fact that everyone knew of Miss Mary and Miss Lydia’s arrival, save him, grated. It was as if not a soul in this room trusted him. What did they expect him to do? Await Miss Mary in her room so that he might argue with her until she allowed him to take her to bed? His left eyebrow lifted as the idea of such a thing played itself out in his mind.

  “I have already explained why you did not know about my guests,” his mother said sternly.

  Wes wondered for a moment before he recovered himself, after being caught woolgathering, if she had been reading his mind, for her look was as severe as her tone.

  “Yes, I am not to be trusted.” He attempted to keep his tone flat and not one which spoke to his great displeasure with the whole situation.

  A small, quiet burst of laughter caught his ear and drew his eyes to Miss Mary, who was diligently smirking at her book. The taunting lass! What he wouldn’t do at this moment to be alone with her and discover just what she was thinking.

  “How is your head?” He pulled his eyes away from the way the neckline of Miss Mary’s green day dress rose to her throat while a tidy line of buttons marched down from there to the sash beneath her breasts. Such a lack of exposed flesh was surprisingly enticing.

  “I cannot yet read a book for any great length of time, but I find that the floor no longer meets my feet before they expect it,” Richard replied.

  “And the eyes?”

  “Not much has changed, and it may never correct itself.”

  “And your commission?”

  Richard grimaced. “Father is seeing what can be done about it.”

  Wes knew that his brother was not the sort who had ever preferred sitting by and watching anything.

  “There is the estate your grandfather left for my youngest son,” their mother inserted. “It is not without the potential to increase its value.” She smiled at Richard. “I am not happy that you have been injured or that your eyes are not what they were, but I am excessively glad to have you home.”

  To Wes’s surprise, his brother who lived for change and adventure agreed that he was also glad to be home. The comment was accompanied by a speaking look for Miss Lydia.

  “When do you marry?”

  “Reginald!”

  “It is not as if it is a taboo topic,” Wes protested. “Anyone with sense can see that a marriage is in the offing. It is the only feasible option for two people so obviously in love. Did you not hear Mr. Bennet or the song at Darcy’s wedding?”

  His mother pursed her lips. “It is not polite to ask such a thing. Your brother will share what news he has with you when he chooses to share it, and not before. Hold your tongue.” Her lips tilted upward. “Not that I am not anxiously awaiting such news myself.”

  “It would not be wise to make any promises before I know what will become of me,” Richard inserted.

  “September,” Lydia replied. “I think September would be a lovely time for a wedding. Or October,” she added.

  Her brow was furrowed as if she was thinking deeply.

  “November is also a nice month, but beyond that, travel is not the best. Why last year, there were four days of dreadful rain before Mr. Bingley’s ball. It was a trial, I assure you, to be forced to remain at home because the roads were in such a state. There was very little time to add any new trimmings to dresses. Do you not remember that, Mary?”

  “How could one forget being trapped in her home with sisters who were in desperate want of lace and who had no gentlemen to call on them, save our cousin, Mr. Collins.”

  “Oh, it was horrid!” Lydia cried.

  “Mr. Collins? This is the rector at Hunsford?” Lady Matlock asked.

  “Does not anyone wish to know about a September wedding?” How could his mother move on from her son’s lady announcing an autumn wedding without so much as an inquisitive look? “Or is this another thing which is to remain a surprise for me?”

  Not a soul seemed to hear him. Miss Lydia’s tales of her horrid cousin would not be stymied by his curiosity about a wedding.

  “Do you think things will be settled enough for an autumn wedding?” he attempted to turn the conversation once again.

  “Oh, most certainly,” Lydia assured him before turning back to Lady Matlock. “And Elizabeth was put upon to promise him the first dance. She never liked him, but Mama thought it would be an excellent thing if one of her daughters were to marry him since he is the heir to Longbourn.” She shrugged. “I had thought Mary would be the best choice. She reads sermons, you know.”

  Mary rolled her eyes. “And you read plays. Does that mean you must wed the owner of a theatre?”

  “Well, I would not have minded doing so if I had met one who captured my heart.”

  “A theatre owner? You would have married a theatre owner if you had thought yourself in love with him?” Mary asked incredulously.

  Wes smiled. Apparently, he was not the only person with whom Miss Bennet liked to argue.

  “I would not have lacked for entertainment,” Lydia replied. “And I might have even tried my hand at acting. I think I would be quite good at it.”

  “Do you know what sorts of ladies grace the stage?” Mary snapped her book closed.

  “Ones which can act,” Wes answered in Lydia’s place. “Most are pleasant to look upon, but a few are, well, shall we just say that not every role calls for a beautiful maiden.”

  “I would guess most are not maidens,” Mary muttered as she opened her book once again.

  “I would agree,” Wes whispered in her direction. His mother’s brow furrowed, her lips pursed, and he feared if he left the house at this very moment, he would never again be allowed to re-enter.

  “I am sure you know best about such things,” Mary replied without taking her eyes off her book.

  “I like plays, but I have never darkened the halls behind the stage. I prefer to see the actors and actresses from my box.”

  Mary shrugged one shoulder as if to say she did not believe him.

  “It really does not matter,” Lydia inserted before Wes could say something which would likely have his mother calling for footmen to escort him from the house. “I did not fall in love with a theatre owner. I fell in love with someone far better.”

  She ducked her head slightly as Richard wrapped his hand around hers, and though he could not hear it, Wes could feel the sigh that accompanied the rise and fall of his brother’s shoulders. For a moment, as the room sat silent, he wondered what it must feel like to be so at peace and to know that he was so well-loved by a beautiful young woman such as Miss Lydia. Maybe one day he would discover that answer.

  “We should go to the theatre,” Lady Matlock said, breaking the silence. “Reginald, I shall leave it to you to make the arrangements. Do make sure it is appropriate for our guests.”

  “Is Richard able to join us?”

  “I think I can manage such excitement.”

  “Oh, I should think so,” Lydia agreed. “And you can always close your eyes if need be.”

  Wes was impressed both by the prodigious good care Miss Lydia provided for his brother and the fact that Richard allowed it. If their mother had suggested such a thing, Richard would have likely grumbled something about not being so weak as to need to close his eyes. However, since Miss Lydia had said it, it was an excellent idea. Wes shook his head. His mother was cunning. Very, very cunning.

  “I will provide you with a list of soirees we must attend so that you can decide when it would be best for our trip to the theatre to take place.”

  “A list of soirees?” She had only mentioned one earlier. Perhaps he should have remained on the steps instead of insisting that he be allowed to see her. “Have you accepted them all on my behalf?”

  She fluttered her lashes at him. “Why, of course, I did. We ladies will need someone to escort us.”

  “Cannot Father do that?” He could feel her circling, drawing in her regiment of logic, waiting to snare him.

  “Your father rarely dances. He spends most of his time discussing politics and pretending to play cards.”

  “Will Miss Lydia even wish to attend soirees without Richard?”

  “That is a good question, but not one we have not already considered. Lydia must be introduced to society, and Richard will attend what he can when he feels he can. However, if he needs to return home before an event is over, he is to leave, in which case, your carriage would be most welcome. Small steps must be taken to see what can and cannot be tolerated. Therefore, we are beginning with a musicale the day after next. I have heard that the Johnsons will be there. Their daughter is a very pretty young lady.”

  Richard chuckled.

  “Were you not pushing her at Richard at one time?” Wes shook his head.

  “I was, but Richard has found himself a lady.”

  Wes braced himself for what he knew were going to be her next words.

  “I promise to stop pushing eligible young ladies in your direction when you choose a bride. Until then, I will perform my motherly duties.” She fluttered her lashes at him again.

  He glanced in Miss Mary’s direction. She was pressing her lips together as if she was either attempting not to laugh or trying to keep from speaking. Again, he wished that he could know what she was thinking. It was some time and several topics of discussion later before he was given an opportunity to speak to Mary without his mother keeping watch as she had gone to retrieve her list of soirees.

  “You looked amused at my mother’s desire to see me married,” he commented.

  She looked up at him from the book she seemed to be using as a shield against having to speak or even look at him.

  “I am not unfamiliar with such a mother, though I admit I did not realize mothers of gentlemen put their sons forward in the same way mothers of young ladies do. You have seen and heard my mother.”

  He had. Mrs. Bennet was not shy about letting one and all know that she was looking for husbands for her daughters.

  “And has your mother pushed you at anyone?” he asked.

  Mary shook her head. “No, I have found that if I read sermons and refuse to admire lace, it confuses Mama. She has no clue what sort of gentleman would want such a strange girl.” Her lips smiled but there was a touch of bitterness in her tone.

  “Do you wish for her to be confused? Is that why you read sermons?”

  “I find I like pondering the things found in sermons, but I also enjoy a novel or a book of poetry. However, I keep those for when I am alone in my room.”

  “Then, you do wish to confuse your mother.” He leaned closer to her. This was the first conversation between them which did not include arguing and provoking. Even so, she was fascinating. He had never met a young lady who did not seem eager to have her mother promote her.

  “Much like you, I do not wish to be pushed forward.”

  He chuckled. “Perhaps I should begin reading sermons,” he teased.

  And then, the most unexpected and enchanting thing happened. Miss Mary Bennet giggled. It was a sweet little chuckling sound that fit her. It was not high pitched and tittering as some young ladies giggled. There was no exaggerated covering of her lips with her hand. It was just a giggle which spilled out of her as easily as a gentle stream cascades over rocks.

  “Your mother would send for the apothecary if you did,” she teased in return.

  He tipped his head and studied her. He had not entirely considered the fact that she might know how to tease. It was a lovely revelation, for if one could tease, then surely one could also flirt. The thought of flirting with Miss Mary was a tantalizing one.

  “It would not fit who you are,” she said uneasily. Her eyes watched his warily. “You are the antithesis to a sermon, my lord.”

  Her cheeks grew rosy. It was a lovely shade of pink, but it put a point on her words that pricked him.

  “Do you really think of me so meanly?” he asked. She would likely never flirt with him if she considered him an utter reprobate.

  She lowered her gaze. “I have seen little evidence to prove otherwise.”

  “Then, I challenge you.”

  Eyes filled with question met his.

  “Find me a book of sermons to read, and I will read it so long as you refrain from reading anything but poetry or a novel for a week.” He motioned toward the bookshelf. “Go on. Pick a book for me.”

  She glanced down at the book in her hand. “I surely would not even know if there is a book of sermons in this library. You may read this one. It is not a book of sermons, but it is also not a novel or poetry.”

  “But you are reading it,” he protested.

  She smiled, shook her head, and held the book out to him. “Not for a week, my lord.”

  




  
  





Chapter 3


  
  Wes flopped into a chair at his club and opened the curious book Miss Mary had given him. He could have gone home to read in peace, but he had not wished to be where nothing of interest might distract him from the task of reading this book.

  A book on manners and rules of propriety for young ladies was not high on his list of texts to be read without interruption. In fact, he expected this to be a very dull sort of book to read, even if it might give a bit of insight into the female way of seeing things.

  He flipped open the book.

  A preface? No, he did not particularly care to know why the book was written.

  He paged forward until he reached chapter one. Settling further into his chair, he stretched out his legs and tossed one ankle over the other as he began his arduous task of reading the book which had been assigned to him.

  
    Mirror of The Graces
  

  
    Preliminary Observations on the Subject. 
  

  
    In discoursing on the degree of consequence, in the scale of creation, that may be allowed to the human body, two extremes are generally adopted. – Epicureans, for obvious reasons, exalt our corporeal part to the first rank; and Stoics, by opposite deductions, degrade it to the last. But to neither of these opinions can the writer of these pages concede. 
  

  
    The body is as much a part of the human creature as the mind. It is the medium through which our souls see, feel, and act. By its outward expression of our internal thoughts, we convey to others a sense of our opinions, hopes, fears, and affections: we communicate love, we excite it.
  

  Hmm. This book might not be so tiresome after all if it was to delve into the topic of exciting love.

  
    We enjoy, not only the pleasure of the senses, 
  

  He smiled. Yes, yes, he did enjoy the pleasure of the senses.

  
    But the delights that shoot from mind to mind, in the pressure of a hand, the glance of an eye, the whisper of the heart. 
  

  He looked up from the page he was reading, not to look at anything in particular, but to stare into the room as he considered that last phrase, the whisper of the heart. It was rather poetic and fanciful, but it was also something which had never seemed within his grasp. He had conducted more than one agreeable conversation with his eyes, and he would not wish to relinquish the pleasures that even the lightest touch of a hand might ignite. However, to hear one’s heart call to another and then to have that call returned? Ah! That. That would be something worthy of the deprivation of the other two.

  His mouth tipped into a crooked grin. He had felt it was so for some months now. Pleasure for pleasure’s sake had become dull and familiar in a monotonous fashion. What was lacking, he had come to realize, while watching his brother and cousin when in Hertfordshire, was what this book so eloquently labelled the whisper of the heart.

  What he desired, though he was not certain he was prepared to share it beyond the confines of his mind, was not some woman to warm his bed, but rather a woman – one woman, the same one, always – who would warm his bed, provide him with children, and sit beside him in the drawing room in the evening as they shared about their days or simply were in each other’s presence.

  He had been surprised when staying in Hertfordshire, without Clarice to visit when he wished for a tumble, that he had not missed such activities too overly much. The reason had been and, even now was, that he wanted what Darcy and Richard had found.

  “Do not tell me you are reading on a fine day instead of riding in the park, taking in the view.”

  Lorcan Langley took the seat across from Wes.

  “What book is it?” Wes’s long-time friend asked.

  Wes chuckled. “You’ll think me daft.”

  “Too late, my friend. Most of us already think you to be so.” Langley laughed and Wes joined him.

  There was a certain delightful something which could be found in being unpredictable on occasions. It kept one’s friends, as well as one’s mother, on their toes.

  “Be careful with that!” Wes cried when Langley snatched the book out of his hands. “It does not belong to me.”

  “I should hope not! The Mirror of Graces? A propriety guide? What are you about?” Langley turned the book over in his hands before opening it.

  “I challenged a lady to read only novels or poetry for a week, and, in turn, she selected this book for me to read.”

  Langley’s hands stilled with a page half-turned and half not as he looked up at Wes. “Are you attempting to seduce a bluestocking?”

  “And if I am?” Wes countered.

  Langley shook his head. “I would not have thought you would. Bluestockings are… well… intelligent.” He smirked.

  “And I am not?”

  The question was met with a chuckle. “You are no idiot. You’ve bested me many times in school. It just seems a rather difficult task to convince an intelligent lady to…” He looked to his left and then his right and lowered his voice. “…to allow liberties without the prerequisite license.”

  “Difficult but not impossible.”

  Again, Langley chuckled. “Not for you, I suppose. If anyone can charm a lady out of her bluestockings, it is the Viscount Westonbury.”

  Wes nodded his head in acceptance of the compliment.

  “Who is this fortunate young lady?”

  “Someone I will not be charming out of her stocking or any other article of clothing.” Unfortunately. For he would very much like to loosen the knot of hair on Miss Mary’s head and watch those locks fall down around her shoulders as her dress slid to the floor.

  “Then why are you reading her book?” Langley asked.

  “Two reasons: she dislikes me, and she is a guest of my mother.”

  Langley’s brow furrowed as he shook his head. “This is why we tend to think you daft. Why in the name of all that is green in a grassy garden are you even considering toying with a lady who dislikes you and is, I assume, liked by your mother. If you succeed in making the chit favor you, your mother will expect a marriage proposal for her guest and if you do not meet her expectations…” He shuddered.

  Langley was not unfamiliar with the demanding and retribution-seeking nature of the Countess of Matlock. Upon the incident of Wes being locked out of his home and having his allowance removed for failure to pay a gambling debt, Langley’s father had been sent a very direct letter about the dangers of gambling and the possible dissolution of the friendship between Wes and Langley if such a horrific lack of character were to persist in Mr. Langley’s son.

  “She locked me out of the house again — just today.”

  “Your mother did?”

  Wes nodded. “She wanted to make a point about something having to do with her guests. I shall not be toying with either of them.”

  “There are two young ladies staying with your mother?” Langley’s brows rose high.

  “One of them shows promise of being her daughter and the other, the owner of this book, is that young lady’s sister.”

  “Wait. You are not marrying, are you?”

  Wes shook his head. “My brother is – or rather will be once he has healed.”

  “Do tell,” Langley leaned forward, placed Miss Mary’s book on his lap, and, resting his elbows on it, propped up his chin with his hands.

  “You know Darcy is married, do you not?”

  “Yes, yes, some lady from Hertfordshire whose sister married Charles Bingley after a spectacular compromise of Bingley’s sister at the Johnson’s ball. I say, I have never seen the likes of it. It was very well done. If I had not heard Mr. Johnson whispering about how it had all been arranged, I would have thought it a fabulous accident. I cannot say I ever suspected Darcy would go to such lengths to help his friend.”

  Of course, Langley knew more details about the event than most would. The man was positively brilliant at being in the right place at the right time. And he was not wrong that the compromise had been, and still was, shocking. The change which had come over Darcy in the past few months was remarkable.

  “He was not only helping his friend,” Wes said. “He was hoping to gain the favour of the lady who is now his wife.”

  “Then, it appears it was a beautifully executed plan.”

  “Indeed. Who knew Darcy was capable of such?”

  “It seems you are not the only member of your family capable of charming a difficult to charm lady.”

  Wes chuckled. “So it seems.”

  “Now about how this all relates to your brother,” Langley prompted.

  “Darcy’s wife has four sisters.”

  “And…” Langley’s look was expectant.

  This was why Wes had been able to best the man on several occasions. Langley did not lack for intelligence, but his intelligence was not of the rapid variety.

  “My mother’s houseguests are two of Mrs. Darcy’s sisters.”

  Langley’s eyes grew wide. “Your brother is not marrying an heiress?”

  Wes shook his head. “She might not have bags of money, but Lori, I have not seen the likes of it. The way she cares for him and can suggest something, and he hurries to do it.”

  “Your brother?”

  Wes nodded.

  “But he never does anything unless he wants to.”

  “Until now. Mother is, of course, in her glory since Miss Lydia’s ideas seem to blend effortlessly with those of my mother, and that is why Miss Lydia and her sister Miss Mary are currently ensconced at Matlock House. Mother wished for an ally in seeing that my brother recovers properly.” He leaned forward and whispered. “She has him taking a nap every day.”

  “Your mother?”

  Wes sighed. “Do try to keep up, Lori. Not my mother, Miss Lydia. I told you, she speaks, and Richard does. Then again, if we had ladies such as her batting their lashes at us, we would likely be just as compliant.”

  “She is pretty then?”

  “Very.”

  “And her sister who is with her?”

  “In a spinsterly sort of fashion, yes.” He gave his friend a pointed look. “That book has found its perfect audience in her hands. Buttons to her throat. Not a wayward tress. And very little lace. It all creates a very plain sort of appearance.”

  Langley smiled. “But if it was all undone?”

  Wes blew out a breath. “She’d have to employ footmen to keep the swains away.”

  “And you are not attempting to seduce her?” Langley asked with a laugh.

  “No.” Wes was not even sure he was capable of doing so if he were to attempt it.

  “Because of your mother?”

  Wes nodded. “And the fact that Miss Mary does not like me.” He chuckled. “Do you know that on our first meeting, she scolded me most severely for my behaviour.” He shrugged. “She had heard tales about me and does not approve of places like Sally’s.”

  “She knows about Sally’s?”

  Wes rose. “Come. This is not the place for such conversations, and I must inform you that if any of what I tell you is ever shared elsewhere, I shall not call you out but will simply leave you to my mother to do with as she sees fit.”

  Langley laughed. “You know I never tell your tales, but I hear the weight of your word. I would not for a moment wish to have my fate placed in the hands of Lady Matlock. I’d rather you shoot me.”

  




  
  





Chapter 4


  
  Two days later, Wes’s prediction that Miss Mary would look far from plain if she were to loosen her hair and wear a different style of dress became fact. Beautiful, enticing, alluring fact which caused him to find his jaw in need of snapping closed when Miss Mary and Miss Lydia descended the stairs at Matlock House to join him, his mother, and his father so that they might all depart for the musicale he was not looking forward to attending.

  “Rich—” Wes’s voice cracked, and he cleared his throat. “Richard is not joining us?” he managed to ask in a rather normal sounding tone. He wished to look toward his father, but his eyes would not leave Mary.

  “Not tonight,” his father replied. “His scar holds him back as much as his head.”

  Wes nodded as if he was actually interested in the answer to his question.

  What had his mother done to Miss Mary? Her hair was piled loosely on her head with a few curls arranged in a becoming fashion to frame her face, and her dress was neither somber in color nor fit. Had he ever seen a lady with a complexion so well-suited to that shade of pink?

  Lady Matlock coughed softly, and Wes darted a guilty look at her. However, it was not he who was the subject of his mother’s displeasure.

  “The lace.” Lady Matlock extended her hand in Mary’s direction.

  Surely, she was not seriously going to make Mary discard that lace, was she? The neckline of Miss Mary’s dress was tantalizing enough with the lace where it was.

  Mary drew and released a breath in a heavy sigh as she did what Wes feared she would and removed the lace she had tucked into her dress to cover herself.

  The effect was pleasing, but…

  “One must display herself to best advantage,” Lady Matlock instructed. “We must not leave the gentleman wondering about your womanly qualities.”

  Good heavens! Was he truly supposed to stand here and listen to his mother lecture the beguiling Miss Mary about displaying her delectably creamy and not insignificant assets?

  “Do you really think that is necessary?” Wes asked. “The night is cool. We would not wish for Miss Mary to catch a chill.”

  His mother chuckled. “No, we would not wish for that, so she will wear a wrap while outside. However, you know how warm these events can become. There is no danger of Miss Bennet catching a chill without this bit of lace.” She handed the lace she held to her maid who stood ready with wraps for the ladies. “There is, however, the danger of her not catching a husband if she wears the lace.”

  “Are you telling me that you wish for your charge to be snapped up by some gentleman who only wishes to get a better look at her breasts?” He grimaced as Miss Mary and Miss Lydia gasped in unison.

  “Reginald,” his father scolded.

  “Forgive me. I forgot I was not speaking privately to my mother.”

  “Really, Reginald, I would not have taken you for a prude,” his mother replied as she accepted help with her outerwear. “This is how things are, you know. A lady must entice the gentleman to spend time with her. If she does it by arousing his desires, she does it by arousing his desires. Surely you are not unaware of these things — this game we must play.”

  “But Miss Mary is not accustomed to the ways of the ton,” Wes protested.

  “But she will be. Your mother is a fine teacher,” Lord Matlock said. “And I do not see anything indecent with how Miss Bennet is dressed. She looks exceptionally pretty.”

  Downright enticingly beautiful would be a better way to say it.

  “Do you not agree?” Lady Matlock asked him. “You have yet to compliment either Miss Bennet or Miss Lydia on how they look.” She tipped her head and gave him a stern look. “I expected better from you.”

  He sighed and took a moment to look at Miss Lydia who was wearing a blue creation that was equally as lovely though not as eye-catching as the pink frock with burgundy trim on her sister. “You both look beautiful. I apologize for my oversight.”

  Mary pursed her lips. “Is that so? Do we actually look beautiful, or are you simply saying what you must? Is this part of the game?”

  “You look da—” He cut off his curse with a smile when his mother cleared her throat. “You look beautiful.”

  He extended his arm to Miss Mary who was now safely ensconced in her wrap with only a bit of creamy white flesh peeking out at her collarbone.

  “I find myself surprised by your objection to my dress,” she said to him as they followed Lord and Lady Matlock to the carriage.

  “I am surprised you would wear such a dress,” he returned. “Why are you?”

  “Because one wears what one is told to wear when the guest of Lady Matlock.”

  He chuckled. “The same is true if one is a son of Lady Matlock. However, that is not what I meant. Why are you surprised by my objection to your dress? I cannot imagine you are comfortable in such a garb. It is not like how I have seen you dress.”

  “Do you think me incapable of wearing such revealing garments?”

  She was using that tone she used when she was about to launch into some argument with him, and rather than causing him to proceed with caution, it tempted him to provoke her further. “Yes.”

  “Well, I am not.” She wiggled her shoulders and allowed her wrap to fall onto her upper arms.

  Fabulous! As much as the action and resulting bare shoulders were delectable, he feared he had managed to provoke her into pretending to be comfortable with exposing her fair flesh to one and all. Oddly, that thought bothered him.

  “As to my surprise at your objection,” she continued in that same sharp, annoyed tone. “I would think that a gentleman of your ilk would prefer all ladies to have their wares on display so that it would be easier for him to pick which one he would use tonight.”

  “Mary!” Lydia scolded. “I will write to Papa.”

  Mary turned a cunning smile on her sister before it was time for Wes to hand her into the carriage. “If I go home, so do you.”

  Lydia’s mouth dropped open.

  “Is that what you want?” Mary asked with a flutter of lashes.

  If he had not witnessed it, Wes would never have believed that Miss Mary was capable of being so devious. Perhaps she was not so prim and proper as she appeared.

  “I do not use women,” he whispered.

  He could see the flare of anger in her eyes when she turned toward him.

  “Then, you are married to whatever her name is at Sally’s house? Do you see to her care? Will she be the mother of your children?”

  “Of course, not.”

  “Precisely. You use her for your own gratification and care not what happens to her beyond that.” She took the hand of the footman next to the carriage and climbed in, leaving Wes without the option of refuting her words or the privilege of seeing her into the vehicle.

  Instead, he was left to glare after her. If his father was not in the carriage, he might have told her that he paid Clarice handsomely, and that he treated her well, and that he knew she lacked for nothing under Sally’s care.

  “She is dreadful at times,” Miss Lydia apologized.

  “I do not use women,” he said once again to Lydia. Perhaps he could convince just one Miss Bennet. “It is a business arrangement.” What was wrong with a business arrangement?

  Lydia only shrugged and smiled at him sadly before she also entered the carriage.

  Apparently, neither Miss Bennet was disposed to thinking well of him. Wes shook his head and looked skyward before taking a deep, somewhat calming, breath and taking his place next to his father on the carriage bench.

  ~*~*~

  “Do you think you could attempt to look pleased to be here?” Lady Matlock asked behind her fan as they took their seats to wait for the night of music to begin.

  “No,” Wes grumbled, his scowl deepening. He still wished to argue his point with Miss Mary, and, though she was seated at his side, he knew better than to continue or start any argument while under the scrutiny of the ton.

  “Everyone will think you disapprove of my guests,” his mother added.

  At present, he did. Well, not both of her guests. Just one. The fiery demon in the pink dress next to him.

  “Westonbury,” his father said in a soft rumble.

  “I will attempt to look pleased,” Wes assured his mother. It would not be an easy feat, but he was not completely unequal to the challenge.

  And for the entire first half of the evening, he wore a smile and nodded and clapped just as would be expected, while all the while understanding more and more why his mother was so concerned about appearances tonight. There was not a person in the room who had not, at one point or another, peeked inquisitively at their party. Some had merely glanced in their direction with a raised brow, while other had added a whispered conversation after scrutinizing the Miss Bennets.

  As the intermission began, he drew and released a breath quietly, summoning his reserve of patience and pleasantness. He would be more than equal to the challenge of looking as if he was enjoying himself. He would enjoy himself, and in so doing, he would prove Miss Mary wrong. He would demonstrate to her that he actually cared for the wellbeing of every lady he met, beginning with her and her sister.

  The ton would not see Miss Mary or Miss Lydia as less than acceptable if he could help it. They would see that not only his parents but also he both accepted and approved of the Miss Bennets. After all, Miss Mary’s and Miss Lydia’s acceptance was important to his brother, and he would not harm Richard in any fashion. Not now. Not ever.

  He smiled and, for the first time since arriving, relaxed into his chair, feeling quite delighted that aiding his brother would come with the added bonus of proving Miss Mary wrong.

  




  
  





Chapter 5


  
  “How was the musicale?” Richard stood at the top of the staircase, leaning on the wall as if he had been waiting there for some time for his parents and the Miss Bennets to return home.

  “Why are you still awake?” Lydia countered.

  “I could not sleep without knowing how your first foray into society went,” he replied.

  “It was an excellent introduction,” Lady Matlock called up to him. “I am certain our Miss Lydia will be the talk of the town by tomorrow.” She held up a hand and turned from looking up the stairs to where her butler stood near the door. “Some wine and cheese in the library, if you will, Nibley.” She looked at Wes and sighed. “I suppose you can join us if you behave.”

  To Mary’s surprise, Wes shook his head.

  “I should go home.”

  His tone was almost despondent. Mary’s eyebrow cocked in interest.

  “That is what you told Langley you were going to do,” Lord Matlock commented.

  “Langley was there?” Richard asked. “I have not seen him in an age.”

  “He is very handsome,” Lydia said. “Is he not, Mary?”

  Mary felt her face flush. “He is.” Very handsome. “And amiable.”

  “Yes, amiable,” Wes muttered, his lips curling in disgust.

  Was not Mr. Langley a good friend of Lord Westonbury? Why would he sneer at a friend? Mary rolled her eyes. Why was she even wondering such a thing? Of course, Lord Westonbury would sneer at a friend. He had very little sense of how to behave appropriately. She should not be surprised by his words and expression. It was how he was. He played at being proper when he must, but when he was at leisure, he was… well… quite the opposite.

  “Are you sure you cannot have just one glass of wine with us?” his mother asked.

  Again, Wes shook his head and refused. However, this time, his eyes lingered on Mary before he turned away toward the door.

  “He seems out of sorts,” Lord Matlock muttered.

  “I must say it is unlike him to refuse a glass of wine,” Lady Matlock agreed.

  “He has not been right all evening,” Lord Matlock continued as they ascended the stairs behind Lydia and Mary. “He does not usually require scolding into being personable.”

  Lady Matlock sighed. “As much as I tease him about misbehaving, he is, for the most part, good, even if he is a bit of a rapscallion at times.”

  Lord Matlock chuckled. “At times? That boy has always had a penchant for finding trouble or as he called it a bit of fun.”

  “Maybe he will outgrow it someday.”

  Lady Matlock’s tone sounded light and teasing to Mary.

  “I doubt it,” Lord Matlock replied. “You have not, and he is a good deal like his mother.”

  Out of the corner of her eye, as she turned to go to the library, she saw Lord Matlock lift his wife’s hand to his lips. The gesture caused her cheeks to warm and her heart to sigh for it was so intimate and lovely.

  She had come to know a little about her hosts in the few days she had been at Matlock House. Lady Matlock was always busy doing something. She was rarely still. There were menus to approve, a room that was in want of some new furnishings, two guests who must – simply must – have new gowns, and then, there were her sons who seemed to be her favorite topic of conversation. Lord Matlock, on the other hand, despite being somewhat of a tease, was quieter in nature, willing to watch and listen before inserting his opinion on anything. He also had a tendency to look austere and foreboding when contemplating things. His brow would furrow, and his lips would purse in a small scowl. They were different in many ways, but those differences seemed to complement the other perfectly.

  “Mary was rude.”

  Mary’s head snapped toward her sister. “Lydia,” she hissed. She did not care if Lydia was just whispering to Colonel Fitzwilliam. What if Lord and Lady Matlock heard her?

  “You were,” Lydia replied. “She accused your brother of using women.”

  “Lydia,” Mary hissed again with a tip of her head toward Lord and Lady Matlock.

  “You will not let me write to Papa,” Lydia continued, her eyes narrowing.

  “Very well, I was rude. Now, please do not speak of it anymore.”

  “But I should like to,” Richard said.

  Mary shook her head.

  “Not now, I understand, but maybe at another time? I would just like to know your reasoning is all, nothing more.”

  Mary sighed and took a seat near Lydia. “It would be most improper, just as it was for me to have mentioned it at all, to begin with. I should moderate my displeasure and keep my thoughts to myself.” She glanced furtively toward the door through which Lord and Lady Matlock were just entering.

  “Do you know,” Lady Matlock said to the room as she took a seat, “Mrs. Salter was not even present.” She shook her head. “I was hoping she would be.”

  Marys’ brow furrowed. Why would Lady Matlock wish to see Mrs. Salter? As far as Mary was concerned, the woman was dreadful and the less which was seen of her, the better.

  “I have heard a thing or two about the lady,” Lady Matlock said, reading the question in Mary’s expression. “She seems to think very highly of herself.”

  “Indeed, she does,” Mary agreed.

  “I thought,” Lady Matlock continued, “it would be delightful for her to see two of her rival’s daughters in my company.” Her eyebrows flicked upward quickly. “I have heard she disparaged your mother, though I do not know the full tale.”

  Lord Matlock put a hand on his wife’s arm. She smiled at him and turned the subject.

  “The music was, for the most part, wonderful. Miss Johnson played the harp, but your brother refused to congratulate her on a job well done.”

  “Only because you suggested it,” Lord Matlock inserted.

  “Oh, but he did tell her she had played well,” Lydia cried. “I heard him. It was just before introducing Mary and me to her.”

  “Indeed?” An excessively surprised Lord Matlock looked to Mary for confirmation.

  Mary nodded. Lord Westonbury had made a point of introducing them to several young ladies he deemed worthy of the introduction, and he had spoken kindly to each person as he did so.

  “She is a dear girl,” Lady Matlock said. “If only she had a bit more spine, I might truly push Reginald in her direction, but sadly, she is too sweet for him.”

  Mary closed her mouth and pressed her lips together to keep her thoughts contained where they should be. Had not Lady Matlock suggested her son pursue Miss Johnson? Why would a mother suggest a particular lady as a possible bride when she did not think that the lady and her son would suit? Either Lady Matlock was more like her mother than Mary wished to admit, for until this moment, she had considered Lady Matlock to be rather sensible, or it must be part of the game Lady Matlock had referred to earlier tonight before they had left the house.

  “I truly have not found a lady in town who is worthy of him,” Lady Matlock continued.

  Lord Matlock chuckled. “You mean a lady who could handle him.”

  Lady Matlock shrugged and smiled. “I suppose one could say it that way. He was never an easy child, and he has not lost his ambition. However, it does want some guidance, but we are not here to discuss such things.” She smiled at Mary. “I am sure that someday Reginald will find a lady to challenge him appropriately.”

  “As you do, my love?” Lord Matlock’s lips were curled into a smile that said he already knew the answer to the question.

  Mary could not help but smile at the exchange. She had not thought that people of rank could be so regular. They wore fine clothes, commanded an army of servants, and lived sumptuously, but for all the accouterments their station afforded them, when in private, Lord and Lady Matlock were not so very different from her own parents – teasing and speaking of seeing their children well-settled.

  Lady Matlock winked at her husband and then turned back to Mary. “I think Mr. Langley holds some promise. I almost completely approve of him.”

  Mary’s eyes grew wide. “You mean for me?”

  “Yes, dear, for you. Miss Lydia is already attached.”

  “Mr. Langley?’ Mary questioned. “As in Lord Westonbury’s friend?”

  “Yes, dear, that Mr. Langley. I know of no other. Do you have an objection to him?”

  Mary pressed her lips together. How was she to state her objection without offending?

  “He is handsome,” Mary finally said after a moment of contemplation while the room sat uncomfortably silent, “but I know little of his character.”

  Lady Matlock sighed. “That is always the issue, is it not? But it is not without a solution. You will just have to discover what you can of his character when he comes to call on you tomorrow.”

  Had she heard that correctly? “He is coming to call on me tomorrow? Me?”

  “Yes, dear.”

  Well, that was a new thing! Gentlemen did not call at Longbourn to see her. They had always come to see Lydia and Kitty or Jane. She and Lizzy had only ever been ornaments in the sitting room or chaperones on walks. She was not entirely certain she knew how to be called on.

  “How does one do that?” She blushed as her thoughts slipped out of her mouth.

  “How does one do what?” Lady Matlock asked.

  Wonderful. Mary clasped her hands together firmly. Now she was going to have to admit her forlorn status to a countess. Was it not bad enough that everyone in Meryton expected her to be a spinster? Did she really need to confess such a thing to Lady Matlock?

  “Mary has never had a suitor,” Lydia supplied.

  Mary scowled at her sister.

  “Oh, is that all?” Lady Matlock waved the concern away. “Every lady starts somewhere. You are not so very old. Nineteen is a fine age to begin. Why I was not married until I was twenty, and my husband was my only suitor.”

  “But you are beautiful.” The words were out of Mary’s mouth before she could think better of it.

  Lady Matlock laughed. “And so are you when you allow yourself to be.”

  “Had my wife made her debut in town, I am certain she would have had a battalion of suitors,” Lord Matlock said. “However, she did not make her debut in town, and she is not a standard order ton approved lady, which speaks in part to her wish to see the likes of Mrs. Salter put in her place.” He took his wife’s hand again. “I actually had to travel all the way to Scotland just to find her.”

  “Scotland?” Lydia cried. “But you do not sound Scottish.”

  Lady Matlock laughed. “I am not. My father had died, you see. His estate passed to my uncle, and my uncle thought that it was far better that I take a position as a companion than attend school. As he saw it, I could learn all I needed to about how to behave as a proper lady while earning my keep and costing him not a cent.”

  “Fortunately, years earlier, my great aunt had married a Scottish landowner,” Lord Matlock added. “And when he died, she had the great good sense to employ the prettiest companion I have ever seen.”

  “You were a companion?” Lydia was all astonishment and Mary could not blame her. “Yet, you married an earl?”

  Lady Matlock shrugged. “He was merely a viscount at the time. The Viscount Westonbury.”

  Lydia’s mouth opened and then closed.

  “What is it?” Lady Matlock asked.

  Lydia shook her head. “It is silly.”

  “Nothing that makes a lady’s brow furrow as yours is now is too silly to ask,” Lady Matlock assured her.

  Mary hoped that was true, and from the way Lydia bit her lip and laced her fingers together in her lap, she was mostly confident that Lydia’s question would not be entirely improper for there seemed to be a great deal of thought going into it.

  “It is just something Lady Catherine said,” Lydia said softly.

  “Ah, I see,” Lord Matlock said with a knowing smile. “My sister was not fond of my choice of bride, and I suspect she voiced her displeasure about your status. Is that it?”

  Lydia nodded.

  “As long as the lady, whom my son loves, loves him in return and will do him good and not ill, status is of little importance to me,” Lord Matlock explained with a kind smile for Lydia. “Within reason, of course. I would discourage either of my sons from marrying too far beneath them. There is much to know in order to circulate in the sphere in which they live. However, the daughter of a gentleman, even if she is a companion to a surly old woman, is not beneath either their notice or mine. We are pleased to gain you as a daughter.” He winked at Mary. “You are welcome to my other son if you wish.”

  Horror washed over Mary and must have been etched in her features for Lord Matlock laughed and added, “He is truly not so bad as he seems, however, I can understand he is perhaps not the sort of gentleman for whom you would wish.”

  “It is not that I do not like him,” Mary hastened to cover her uncensored reaction. “It is just that we would not suit, my lord.”

  “Oh, not at all,” Lady Matlock agreed with a smile. “You and he are very like night and day.”

  She rose as a tray of meat, cheese, and rolls was placed on a table with a bottle of wine. “Finally,” she said, and the current conversation was forgotten in favour of wine and food.
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