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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Early November, 1818, Stanton House, Mayfair

      “I’m not a bad person. Really, I’m not,” Mary Baker said as giant tears streamed down her face.

      “Of course you’re not. No one is saying you are,” Mrs. Barstow said in hushed tones, rather dismayed the housemaid was weeping. “But you cannot keep doing this. If I catch you again, I will have to let you go,” she added, attempting to be as stern as possible with the petite housemaid. In all her years as housekeeper of Stanton House, she had never had to dismiss a maid for being caught in flagrante delicto.

      Mary’s eyes widened in fear. “Oh, please no. I’ll be very good, I promise,” she wailed.

      Mrs. Barstow rolled her eyes. “It’s that being ‘very good’ that has you in this mess to begin with,” she countered, not exactly sure if that was really the case. But the enthusiasm the girl exuded as the household’s tallest footman tupped her in one of the guest bedchambers suggested she was quite experienced in carnal matters. “I know you are not the one to blame, but you also know as well as I do that you will be the one let go before Harrison dismisses any of the footmen,” she warned, referring to the butler.

      How could he? The footmen of Stanton House were the envy of every other house in Park Lane. The late Mrs. Batey had seen to that before dying in the childbed after having given birth to her third babe. Since she never expected to be a viscountess—and she never was—she had thought to at least have something about which to be proud.

      Handsome footmen filled the bill.

      Her head dipping, Mary sighed and then sniffled. “It’s not fair,” she whispered. All the footmen in Stanton House were tall and handsome. Virile. Friendly, too, and ever so willing to oblige her when she needed assistance. “I just needed help with the coal buckets.”

      The housekeeper blinked. “Coal buckets?” she repeated. “Whatever do coal buckets have to do with this?”

      “Well, everything,” Mary replied as one of her hands swept the air. “They’re the reason I’ve been having to service the footmen.”

      Mrs. Barstow closed her eyes and silently prayed for guidance. “I am going regret asking this, I am quite sure, but can you please explain yourself?”

      Mary sighed. “When they’re full, the coal buckets are too heavy for me to lift and carry up the stairs,” she explained.

      “You can take them up half-full and merely return for more,” the housekeeper argued.

      “Oh, I used to do that,” Mary replied with a nod. “But then one of the other maids accused me of taking too much time in transporting the coal buckets up the stairs, seeing as how I had to make two trips instead of just the one, and then Rodney—he’s one of the footmen—”

      “Yes, I’m well aware of Rodney,” Mrs. Barstow murmured with a roll of her eyes. The very tall footman was far too handsome, what with his ginger-colored hair and bright blue eyes, and he knew it.

      So did every other female under the roof.

      And in Park Lane.

      “—He saw me struggling with the full bucket, and he offered to carry it up for me.”

      Frowning, Mrs. Barstow was about to comment on how considerate it was he would make such an offer, but then she soon realized what was about to come.

      The bargain.

      “In exchange for something, no doubt,” the housekeeper said on a sigh.

      “How did you know?” Mary asked in awe.

      Mrs. Barstow gave her a quelling glance. “Because I’m old, and because I see what these footmen get away with just because they’re too good looking for their own good,” she replied in disgust. “So... just the one tumble then?” she asked, attempting to clarify whatever arrangement the two servants might have made with one another.

      “One for every day he—or whichever footman—helps me. It’s the least I can do,” Mary replied with a shrug. “I don’t mind a bit, especially since it seems to make them happy. And me, as well.”

      “You do realize you’re... prostituting yourself?” Mrs. Barstow asked in shock.

      Mary shook her head. “Oh, no. Haven’t done that since my days as a harlot over at Mrs. Gibbons’ brothel in Covent Garden,” she replied, just before her eyes rounded. “I probably shouldn’t have mentioned that. It was my first position. Well, not that one, but as a housemaid,” she went on, despite how Mrs. Barstow’s hands had lifted to her ears and covered them while her face took on an expression of pain.

      Mary sighed again as her shoulders slumped. When the housekeeper dropped her hands, she added, “I’m not taking any blunt from the footmen,” she whispered. “I’m just thanking them for their help, is all.”

      “They’re helping because they have an expectation of recompense!” Mrs. Barstow countered. Fighting to keep her patience, she asked, “What happens when you find yourself with child?”

      The housemaid’s lips formed an ‘o’ as she shook her head. “I wouldn’t let that happen. I saw to it the footmen all have French letters,” she argued.

      Thinking she should feign a fainting spell, Mrs. Barstow decided instead to learn how this was possible. Rumor had it French letters were expensive. Illegal. And rare. “I rather doubt that,” she challenged.

      “I had some from the brothel. The girls there don’t like gettin’ diseases, and neither do the men, so they make the customers wear—”

      “Yes, well, that’s to be commended,” the housekeeper interrupted, deciding this conversation had gone on long enough. She had menus to plan and arrangements to make on behalf of her employer, Marcus Batey, Viscount Lancaster.

      “Please don’t dismiss me.”

      Allowing a rather long sigh, Mrs. Barstow realized a discussion with Harrison, the butler, would be required. “Then don’t do it again,” she warned. “Why, when Mr. Harrison learns of this, he might require you to marry the man.”

      Mary frowned, wondering why the housekeeper made that option sound so bad. Well, depending on just which footman she would be required to marry, she supposed. She wouldn’t mind being married. Then she could engage in sexual congress as often as her husband was willing.

      “I won’t say anything to his lordship,” the housekeeper continued, “but if it happens again, I will have to.”

      Mary Baker lowered her eyes and allowed a nod. “Thank you, Mrs. Barstow.” The housemaid finally stood and gave a curtsy before taking her leave of the housekeeper’s small office, her shoulders slumped and her eyes once again filled with tears.

      

      “Did she fire ya?”

      Mary lifted her head to find Rodney looming over her. The Irish-born footman had probably been standing outside the housekeeper’s office the entire time she was with Mrs. Barstow. How much had he overheard?

      Mary shook her head, which had the collected tears streaming down her cheeks. “Not this time, but she will if she catches us again,” she whispered, deciding not to mention that she was in danger of being caught with any one of the four footmen under employ at Stanton House. She had engaged all of them in sexual congress in exchange for their help on any number of occasions.

      And not just for carrying buckets of coal.

      Rodney dared a glance at the housekeeper’s office door and pulled Mary down the hall a ways before saying, “I am sorry,” he murmured. “Not sorry about what we was doin’, but sorry about gettin’ caught, I mean,” he whispered.

      “From now on, I have to carry my own coal buckets,” Mary said, just before she sniffled, ignoring his apology.

      Screwing up his face in disgust, the footman shook his head. “No, you don’t.”

      “If you do it for me, you’ll have to do it for all the other housemaids,” she countered, the back of a hand wiping away tears. “Without expectation of recompense,” she added, careful with how she pronounced the words, especially since she wasn’t completely sure what they meant. “Mrs. Barstow said she was going to speak with Harrison. He’ll be watching you.” He would be watching the other footmen, as well, which meant she couldn’t carry on as she had been with any of them.

      Rodney considered her comment. “Or the four of us can carry all of your buckets every day,” he offered.

      Mary’s eyes rounded, her suspicion evident. “They’ll be expecting something in return,” she replied with a shake of her head. “And the other maids aren’t like me.”

      “Fast, you mean?” Rodney teased.

      Mary gave him a quelling glance. “See if I ever let you tup me again,” she said on a huff. “Pity, too, because I rather like your tumbles,” she added.

      “Me, too,” Rodney replied. Disappointed, he gave a shrug and left her pressed against the hall wall.

      Mary watched him go before she allowed her tears to flow freely. “Bastard,” she whispered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            AN EVENING AT WHITE’S PROVES ENLIGHTENING

          

        

      

    

    
      Later that night

      Three viscounts and a bank clerk sat regarding their glasses of brandy, each one deep in thought.

      “I believe I would like to take another wife,” Marcus Batey, Viscount Lancaster, said just before he drained his rummer. “I miss being married.”

      The bank clerk nodded his agreement. “Until a few months ago, I didn’t realize how much I needed a wife,” Theodore Streater said. “I adore my new wife. In fact, I am wondering why it is I am here instead of at home with her.”

      The man to his left boggled. “Because you agreed to join me for a drink,” George Bennett-Jones, Viscount Bostwick, replied with a hint of offense. “I, too, adore my wife, but I thought I should remind the others here at White’s that I am still a member and make an appearance for propriety’s sake.” He paused and then furrowed a brow. “And you’ve been a member for several months. ’Bout time you made another appearance.”

      The youngest viscount regarded the other gentlemen and gave a shake of his head. “I am not married. I have no desire to be married. And I am not missing anyone on this fine evening,” Luke Merriweather, Viscount Wessex, announced proudly. He regarded his brandy with a frown, though, and set it on the nearest side table.

      The other three gazed at him in disbelief. “You have no idea what you’re missing,” George replied, his head shaking in disbelief.

      “No idea,” the bank clerk chimed in.

      “I miss my wife,” Marcus agreed. “So much so, I have decided this is the year I shall find a new bride.”

      The other three regarded him with raised eyebrows, wondering if the man realized that ‘this year’ was just about over.

      “Spoken as if you might already have one in mind,” Luke accused.

      Marcus angled his head first to one side and then the other. “Perhaps,” he teased. “I have held a particular woman in high esteem for... for a very long time,” he admitted on a sigh.

      Too long, in fact. He would have taken her to wife twenty years ago if she hadn’t already been betrothed to another. Betrothed to a man who only wanted her because Marcus wanted her first. Well, that spiteful earl was dead now, and his widow was surely done with mourning.

      “A particular woman?” George repeated. “Do you wish to share her name so that we might help you in this endeavor?” He knew Viscount Lancaster had been a widower for two years, his wife having died in the childbed. At least his spare heir had been born alive and was nearly two years of age. A nurse was seeing to the tyke’s welfare as Lancaster’s heir attended university. His daughter, Analise, had completed two years of finishing school and was old enough to make her come-out. She would do so at Lord Attenborough’s ball later this week.

      “I do not, as I do not yet know if she is even here in the capital,” Marcus replied, his words a bit of a white lie. Actually, he knew she was in London, but he didn’t want these other gentlemen to know the target of his secret admiration.

      At least, not yet.

      George regarded him with a dubious expression. “Spoken as if you really do know her whereabouts,” he murmured, loud enough for only the older viscount to hear.

      Marcus dipped his head and angled it in George’s direction. “Perhaps,” he hedged.

      “Then let us hope she has an invitation to the Attenborough’s ball,”  George replied.

      Furrowing a brow, Marcus gave a visible shudder. “The very ball where Analise will be making her come-out,” he said on a sigh.

      This bit of information seemed to interest Viscount Wessex. “I shall be sure to ask her to dance,” Luke offered. “That is, if her dance card isn’t already full.”

      His eyes widening in alarm, Marcus seemed tongue-tied for a moment. “Perhaps I should be considering a convent for her,” he murmured.

      George was about to laugh at the older viscount, but thought better of it. He had a daughter that would one day make her come-out, too. Sixteen years was a long time into the future at least. He hoped he still might possess enough skills with a sword to defend her honor should it become necessary. “If she’s like most young ladies, she won’t accept a marriage proposal her first Season out,” he said, hoping to assuage Marcus’s fears.

      “There’s that,” Marcus agreed, relaxing for the first time in several minutes. He noted the stricken expression on Teddy Streater’s face and straightened. “You look as if you...” He was about to say “might faint,” but thought better of it. “Are you feeling poorly?”

      Teddy shook his head. “All this talk of daughters has me hoping it’s a boy.”

      Three pairs of eyes blinked at the bank clerk.

      Then George’s eyes widened, as did those of the other two viscounts. “It?” George repeated in alarm.

      Nodding, Teddy lifted his brandy and drained it. “Daisy is with child,” he announced. Saying the words aloud had his shoulders rising, as if a giant weight had been lifted from them.

      A chorus of “huzzah” replied to the announcement, drawing the attention of several nearby card players.

      “I was going to tell you on the piste this afternoon, but I couldn’t decide just how,” Teddy said apologetically, his comment aimed at George.

      “If I had learned it from someone else, you might have found yourself skewered,” the viscount accused, although he did so with a wide grin. “At least I know how you’ll be spending your evenings.”

      All three of the men regarded George with interest. “Oh?” It was Marcus who responded, but Teddy leaned forward in his chair.

      “Do tell,” the future father insisted.

      “Foot rubs, of course,” George replied with a shrug, as if they all should have known the answer. “And they can be done one-handed,” he added with a nod to Teddy. The man might have been missing most of his right arm, but that wouldn’t preclude him from seeing to his wife’s swollen feet for the rest of her pregnancy.

      Luke and Marcus exchanged glances. “I knew that,” Marcus said in his own defense.

      “And now I suppose I know, too, although I rather doubt I’ll have use of the information any time soon,” Luke said with a shrug. “Maybe mention it to my brother by marriage.” His younger sister, Eleanor, was married to Charles, Earl of Wakefield, and she was expecting a child next spring.

      The word of a certain young woman’s come-out at the next ball had Luke’s interest piqued, though. He might not be in the market for a wife just yet, but he could certainly window shop.

      When the glasses were empty, the four gentlemen took their leave one by one until only Marcus was left. He might have left at the same time as Lord Wessex, but he was lost in thought, and the younger viscount decided to simply leave him to ruminate.

      

      The comment about foot rubs had Marcus thinking of his younger son, the two-year-old probably asleep in the nursery at Stanton House. A twinge seemed to grip his heart just then at the thought that he wouldn’t have another opportunity to perform such a simple task for a wife.

      Unless he did find a new wife.

      And got a child on her.

      When Marcus Batey considered taking his leave of White’s, he knew exactly who he wanted to fill that role, even if he hadn’t given a thought to her feet.

      Now that’s all he could think about.

      Spotting Lord Attenborough among those who were playing whist, he decided he would wait until the gentleman had completed his game before having a word with him. Mention that a certain widow had recently returned to London. Suggest she might have been left off the guest list. Ensure an invitation was sent.

      Then he would see to it she danced with him—at least one waltz.

      And he would do his very best to see to it he didn’t step on either one of her feet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            A POSITION IS ONCE AGAIN OPEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The following afternoon, at Bostwick House, Mayfair

      Ever the attentive husband, George Bennett-Jones, Viscount Bostwick, knew something was amiss when his wife returned from an afternoon spent at her charity’s office. Elizabeth usually shot through the vestibule and hurried up the steps to the nursery, anxious to greet their young son, David, and daughter, Christina. After a few minutes in their company, she would seek him out and bestow a kiss on his cheek and perhaps his lips if he managed to keep her in his company longer than a few seconds.

      On this day, she made her way to his study and leaned against the door jamb in a manner suggesting she needed the solid wood to remain upright. The expression on her face made it apparent tears were imminent.

      “Whatever has happened?” George asked as he stood and rushed to pull her into his arms. She smelled of jasmine and wet wool, and her small stylish hat was dotted with drops of water, as was her hair. That was the moment he realized it was raining. At least outdoors.

      Her tears hadn’t yet started falling.

      “Mrs. Burton has given her notice,” she replied on a sigh.  “Her last day is Friday.” Elizabeth’s eyes brightened even more.

      “Did she give a reason?”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Because she’s marrying on Saturday.” A tear escaped the corner of her eye and left a wet trail down the side of her cheek before George could reach up with a thumb to gently brush it way.

      “Isn’t she already married?”

      Elizabeth gave him a quelling glance. “Widowed.” She sighed again. “This is the fourth matchmaker to leave my employ since I started ‘Finding Wives for the Wounded’,” she complained, her shoulders slumping beneath his hold.

      “But is she marrying one of your clients?” George asked gently.

      “Well, yes,” she acknowledged with a nod. “There is that.”

      George closed his eyes, not exactly surprised another of a long line of matchmakers had quit his wife’s charity, ‘Finding Wives for the Wounded.’ The three before Mrs. Burton had all ended up married to old fogies for whom they had been contracted to find suitable wives.

      He often wondered if they took the position for the sole purpose of finding a suitable husband for themselves. Being a matchmaker allowed them to discover nearly everything there was to know about a man, after all. Class and economic status, close relatives, maladies. “So, your charity is a success. You cannot be too disappointed.”

      “If I wasn’t feeling so very tired, I might actually feel gladness for Mrs. Burton,” Elizabeth murmured.

      George took that opportunity to kiss his wife, capturing her lips with his own to see to it her mind might move to more pleasant thoughts, such as why she was feeling so tired. He knew why—the first two babes who had managed to exhaust his perpetually active wife were upstairs in the nursery. Since she hadn’t shared news of another babe on the way, George wondered if he would have to be the one to tell her she was expecting their third child.

      Better he do so when she wasn’t quite so melancholy.

      “Would you like me to place an advertisement for a matchmaker in The Times?” he asked gently, when he finally pulled away.

      “Advertisement?” she repeated, her eyes glazed over as if all thoughts of her charity had left her head.

      George grinned. “I’ll see to it straight away. In the meantime, perhaps you’ll want to pay a call on the nursery,” he suggested. A grin split his face just then, happy to know his kiss seemed to have cleared up any sadness she was feeling. “Maybe tell those two hellions there is another devil on the way?”

      Elizabeth blinked twice, her head seeming to waver a bit before he reached out a hand to her cheek to steady her. “On the way from where?” she asked in confusion.

      Chuckling, George placed the flat of the same hand against her belly and then leaned down to nibble on an earlobe. “From the same heavenly place from whence they came,” he whispered.

      Her eyes widening in understanding, Elizabeth stared at her husband. “How did I not know?”

      George allowed a shrug. “And here I thought you were keeping secrets from me,” he replied as he arched a brow.

      Shaking her head from side to side, Elizabeth finally allowed a grin. “How long have you known?”

      Angling his head first left and then right, George wondered if he should tell her the truth. And if so, what timeline he should mention. It had been at least a month. Maybe two.

      He didn’t have to say anything, though, when Elizabeth’s eyes widened even more. “That long?” she cried out. She frowned before she blinked a few more times. “Does father know?”

      “Oh, he knows,” George said with a nod, remembering how David Carlington, Marquess of Morganfield, regarded his daughter when she nearly fell asleep during the soup course the last time they had been to Carlington House for dinner.

      “And mother?” Elizabeth whispered in dismay.

      George frowned. “Not sure about her,” he replied with a shake of his head. “But I doubt it. She was too excited about your brother’s return to London,” he added.

      Indeed, Adeline, Marchioness of Morganfield, could barely contain her excitement at learning Christopher Carlington, Earl of Haddon and heir to the Morganfield marquessate, would be back in London after having finished his studies at university. The missive containing the news had been delivered mere moments before dinner commenced the evening they had joined Elizabeth’s parents for dinner.

      Which meant there would be another young buck in attendance at the next ton ball.

      “Do you think my brother knows?” Elizabeth asked, allowing George to keep her propped up.

      “I rather doubt it.” He reached down and captured the back of her knees against one arm and lifted as he leaned her shoulders against the other arm.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, her arms quickly wrapping around his neck.

      “Taking you to the nursery. I think it’s time you took a nap, and who better to take it with than your children?”

      Elizabeth sighed. “A nap sounds perfect,” she agreed.

      She was asleep even before he reached the top of the stairs.

      

      Back in his study a few minutes later, George pulled a sheet of parchment from his desk and put pen to paper.

      
        
        Position for the perfect matchmaker. Busy office seeks a woman to match eligible bachelors with women seeking husbands. Experience preferred, but not required. Hours negotiable. Apply at 30 Oxford Street.

      

      

      George wondered if he should include a mention that the eligible bachelors were still unmarried because they had been wounded in the wars and weren’t of a mind to attempt courting of their own accord. He thought better of it, though, before addressing and folding the advertisement. A good matchmaker would know to make a man think it was his choice to court a woman. To make him believe he was doing the chasing until the woman caught him.

      Or perhaps it was the woman who was doing the chasing and the man who caught her.

      George blinked, deciding he would leave thoughts like that to a matchmaker. And for whomever she made matches.

      Dripping melted wax and then pressing his seal into the dark red puddle, he regarded the advertisement a moment before calling for a footman to deliver it to the newspaper offices.

      With any luck, it would run in the following day’s paper. With even more luck, a matchmaker of some skill would see it and appear at the charity’s office in a day or two.

      Although he had some experience in matchmaking—George had seen to it his best friend ended up with a duke’s daughter as his wife—George didn’t want the responsibility for anyone else.

      He knew first-hand matchmaking was hard work.

      But then again, if circumstances required it, he might be available for just one more match.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            NEWS OVER BREAKFAST IN BED

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, Wadsworth Hall, Westminster

      “Do you think you’ll ever wear this again?” Thompkins asked as she held a black bombazine dinner gown over her arms. Decorated with tiny jet beads at the edge of the high neckline and around the deep cuffs of the long sleeves, the gown’s style was still current with respect to fashion.

      Charity, Dowager Countess of Wadsworth, looked up from the latest issue of La Belle Assemblée and regarded her lady’s maid before her attention went to the gown in question. She shuddered. “Never,” she replied. “Put it with the others,” she instructed, furrowing a brow when she noticed how large the pile of widow’s weeds at the end of the bed had grown.

      Why she hadn’t seen to cleaning out her dressing room the Season before when her year-long mourning period had ended—or before she had made the move from Suffolk to London last June—Charity wasn’t sure. But now that her aunt was newly widowed and had discovered her funds were limited—Uncle Robert had apparently been a poor gambler—Charity thought it the perfect time to do so.

      Thompkins added the gown to the black fabric mountain at the end of the bed. “Would you like to dress now, my lady? There may be a few gowns left in your wardrobe.”

      Although she had finished a cup of chocolate, Charity hadn’t yet made a move to get out of bed. As diverting as she expected London to be after all those years in Suffolk, she had no place to go and no plans to pay calls on anyone that day. “I think not. In fact, I believe I shall take my breakfast in bed,” she said, setting aside the journal. “Give us a chance to finish clearing out every bit of black and see to it the trunk is packed and delivered to Aunt Lydia before this day is done.”

      Thompkins allowed a nod. “I’ll see to it right away, my lady,” she said as she made her way to the bedchamber door.

      “Oh, and have The Times brought up when it arrives,” Charity ordered, “And any posts that might have come this morning.”

      Blinking at her mistress’s unusual request, Thompkins dipped a curtsy and hurried out of the bedchamber.

      Left alone for at least fifteen minutes, Charity settled back into the mountain of pillows at the head of the bed.

      She could just imagine what the few servants of Wadsworth Hall might be saying about her. After nearly two years of living the quiet, predictable life of a widow of the aristocracy, Charity had decided it was time she do something unpredictable.

      Breakfast in bed.

      What other activity could she pursue that would have their tongues wagging? A ride in the park perhaps—on a horse rather than in her barouche? A glance at the issue of La Belle Assemblée had her cringing when she remembered her riding habit was probably five years of out of date.

      Perhaps she could host a card party. Invite the ladies who paid calls on her back before her husband’s death. Except she really didn’t enjoy whist all that much, and card parties tended to result in disparate conversations and whispered gossip that didn’t always favor the hostess.

      The fingers of one hand absently traced the outline of a collarbone and she winced. Although her son was doing his best to seeing to the expenses of Wadsworth Hall, keeping the pantry stocked was becoming a challenge. She had been opting to forego formal dinners in favor of simpler fare so that there would be enough food for the servants, and breakfasts had been reduced to toast and an occasional egg.

      She was considering a trip to the British Museum when  Thompkins returned to her bedchamber with a breakfast tray, the newspaper, and three posts.

      “A footman just delivered this one, my lady,” Thompkins said as she held out what appeared to be an invitation. “Wore the Attenborough livery, he did,” she added, an eyebrow arching in approval.

      Impressed Thompkins would even know the colors of the Attenborough livery, Charity realized her lady’s maid was probably seeing one of the Attenborough footmen on her day off. “Should I open it first, do you suppose?” she asked as she glanced at the other posts.

      In the middle of folding one of the black gowns, Thompkins paused. “It’s an invitation to their ball.”

      Charity blinked and then realized the footman must have mentioned the nature of what he delivered. She broke the wax seal and read the engraved card, wondering how the Attenboroughs had even known she had returned to the capital. “Rather thoughtful of them,” she murmured, noting the date was just a few days away.

      The Attenboroughs had obviously just learned of her return.

      “Will you go?”

      “I will,” Charity replied, hoping one of her ballgowns wasn’t too terribly out of fashion. She opened the other posts, pleased to discover the Attenboroughs weren’t the only ones who knew she had returned to London.

      She, of course, would write to accept the invitations to Lord Attenborough’s ball and Lady Morganfield’s soirée in honor of her son’s return from university, but she decided to decline the opportunity to ride in the park with a viscount.

      This last invitation had her experiencing a brief moment of feeling flattered, but then she noted the name at the bottom and felt only confusion.

      Viscount Lancaster?

      She wasn’t even sure if she knew the current ‘Viscount Lancaster’. He was probably some randy, ne’er-do-well young buck who had no idea she was...

      Charity blinked and glanced up from the invitation to ride.

      There wasn’t a randy, ne’er-do-well young buck in the family because Charles Batey, Viscount Lancaster, had never fathered an heir. His widowed viscountess, Elise, had been left in London whilst Charles spent his days and nights at his hunting lodge with a string of mistresses.

      Or, at least, that’s what The Tattler implied with its frequent articles on the matter.

      Poor Elise.

      Or not. She was a Burroughs, after all. Even if Elise had never remarried, her brother, James, Duke of Ariley, would have seen to her protection. He adored his youngest sister.

      Charity gave her head a shake, finally remembering that Charles Batey, the former viscount, had died the year before.  His younger brother had inherited the viscountcy.

      She struggled a moment before finally pulling the brother’s name from memory.

      Marcus.

      Well, at least Marcus wasn’t a randy, ne’er-do-well buck, either. He was married. Father to two sons as well as a daughter who was probably on the verge of her come-out.

      Charity blinked.

      Why would a married father of three invite me to go for a ride in Hyde Park?

      There was that moment of confusion followed by realization, then alarm, and finally disbelief.

      He intends to offer carte blanche!

      Charity seethed with anger, incensed anyone would expect her to warm their bed now that she was a widow and done with her mourning.

      How dare he!

      Was this Lord Lancaster like his older brother? Having affaires with other widows? Carrying on with a string of mistresses?

      There was one way to find out. The gossip rags kept track of such information.

      Thinking she might be in possession of the latest copy of The Tattler, Charity reached over to the nightstand and rifled through the precariously-stacked journals. While searching several of the weekly news sheets for any mention of a Lancaster, she found an article confirming Elise, widow of Charles Batey, had married Godfrey Thorncastle, Viscount Thorncastle. Everyone in the ton knew Godfrey had held a candle for Elise Burroughs Batey almost his entire life, so this was good news.

      Checking the date on the issue of The Tattler she held, she rolled her eyes. It was from last May!

      Well, so much for old gossip.

      She perused several more issues in search of any news of a Lancaster. She finally located a brief obituary of Mrs. Marcus Batey. Joan Harrington Batey. The daughter of an earl, Joan had died giving birth to a son. Besides her husband, she left behind a son, Andrew, a daughter, Analise, and the baby, John.

      Charity checked the publication date and rolled her eyes. The issue was nearly two years old!

      Besides cleaning out widows weeds, it seemed it was time to weed out old gossip rags as well.

      Charity swallowed and dared another glance at the invitation for a ride in the park, determining from the simple signature that it was from Marcus Batey. Her earlier anger dissipated. He was a widower, and he had been for nearly two years.

      She wondered if the younger son was still alive. He would be about two now. The age at which he would test his nurse and his lungs, display his stubbornness, and attempt to create pall mall in every room of the house. Charity knew because she had given birth to two of them. Thank the gods they were grown.

      Despite his youth—he was barely eighteen—the Wadsworth heir, Benedict, had taken his seat in Parliament with the session that had just begun. In the meantime, he had been seeing to the business side of the earldom and apparently ruffling some feathers as he did so. He expressed a desire to be more hands-on in the running of the earldom, eschewing the advice of his late father’s man of business with the claim that said man had nearly bankrupted the earldom.

      Benedict had not asked for advice from his mother, nor did she expect he would. She offered her assistance and took relief in learning he would call on her if he was in need of anything. He assured her she could live in Wadsworth Hall as long as she wished while he lived in one of the earldom’s small townhouses close to Parliament.

      Her youngest son, Benjamin, had just started university in Oxford. His fascination with the heavens above had him spending his nights staring through the long tube of a telescope. She supported his hobby, hoping his evening pursuits wouldn’t be redirected to something more earthbound, like a harlot. Apparently Benedict was satisfied with his brother’s choice of education, since he was seeing to his housing and an allowance.

      One of the late earl’s mistresses was not treated so kindly. She was summarily dismissed without so much as a bauble and informed she was to vacate her leased townhouse at the end of the contract

      Of the other, she hadn’t heard a word.

      Charity wondered from where her son’s opinion of the two women had been formed. She had never said one word of her husband’s infidelities to anyone. However, she remembered quite clearly how Benedict had stared at her when he paid a call in Suffolk last May. When was the last time you ate anything? he had asked, his brows furrowed in worry.

      She had been stunned to realize her weight loss was noticeable, an unfortunate side effect of having lived on meager rations the past few years. The Wadsworth earldom, at one time a thriving business concern, had suffered under her husband’s lack of attention—his man of business had probably been embezzling—and his tendency to spend too much on his mistresses. With the coffers nearly empty, her allowance had been slashed, most of the servants had been let go, and Charity simply adapted to a life of less.

      Your collar bones are showing, Mother.

      The reminder of that particular comment had Charity wincing, her fingertips once again tracing the line of those bones through the fabric of her night rail. Despite there being a bit more in the pantry these days, she was still forced to be careful with expenses and had only a skeleton staff for Wadsworth Hall. Although the house might have one day been a fashionable abode—perhaps the century prior—it was no longer.

      Turning her attention to The Times, Charity was considering just what unpredictable something she might do that day when she found her gaze perusing the postings at the back of that day’s newspaper.

      
        
        Position for the perfect matchmaker. Busy office seeks a woman to match eligible bachelors with women seeking husbands. Experience preferred, but not required. Hours negotiable. Apply at 30 Oxford Street.

      

      

      Leaning back in the pillows, Charity considered the sentences in reverse. 30 Oxford Street was a familiar address. That’s where Lady Bostwick housed her charity, ‘Finding Work for the Wounded’—and her other charity, ‘Finding Wives for the Wounded’. Charity knew this because her solicitor, Andrew S. Barton, Esquire, had his office right next door.

      Her eyes rounding, Charity realized two things at once. First, the latest matchmaker for ‘Finding Wives for the Wounded’ had obviously found a husband for herself and then given notice. Probably one from among the wounded men for whom she was supposed to find a mate.

      And second, the position didn’t require experience.

      How hard could it be? Charity wondered. Matching women to men? What did it matter if those men had scars from the wars? From Charity’s experience, if a woman was in the market for a husband and couldn’t find a suitor from among her contemporaries, she would take what she could get.

      Tearing the advertisement from the paper before quickly finishing her breakfast, Charity had her plan in place for the day.

      Get dressed, which might take an hour depending on how long Thompkins fussed over her hair. Take a ride to 30 Oxford Street, which might take an hour, depending on traffic. Apply for the matchmaker position, which might take ten minutes. Or more if she caught Lady Bostwick in her office.

      “Thompkins, I need a carriage gown,” Charity announced as she stepped out of the bed and stripped her nightrail from her body. “And the town coach. I’m paying a call on a charity.”

      Her lady’s maid blinked as she added yet another black gown to the pile at the end of the bed. “Yes, my lady,” she replied, her eyes darting to one side. “I believe there are two or three left in the dressing room.”

      Charity sucked a breath between her teeth, her gaze going once again to the pile of black at the end of the bed. Perhaps she wouldn’t give up every black gown. It wasn’t as if she could afford a modiste to replace them.

      She could get rid of old journals, however.

      “And you can throw out every issue of The Tattler that is older than last week,” she added, pointing to the pile on her nightstand.

      Thompkins regarded the stack of news sheets before turning an expression of surprise on her mistress. “Yes, my lady.” Never mind that she could barely read.

      Wait until the other servants hear about this!
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