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        Melting Matilda

        By Jude Knight

      

      

      
        
        Her scandalous birth prevents Matilda Grenford from being fully acceptable to Society, even though she has been a ward of the Duchess of Haverford since she was a few weeks old. Matilda does not expect to be wooed by a worthy gentleman. The only man to attract her interest gave her an outrageous kiss a year ago and has avoided her ever since.

        Charles, the Earl of Hamner is honor bound to ignore his attraction to Matilda Grenford. She is an innocent and a lady, and in every way worthy of his respect—but she is base-born. His ancestors would rise screaming from their graves if he made her his countess. But he cannot forget the kiss they once shared.
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      If the two of them made it out of the near-invisible city streets alive, Matilda Grenford was going to kill her sister Jessica, and even their guardian and mentor, the Duchess of Haverford, wouldn’t blame her. Angry as Matilda was—and panicked, too, as she tried to find a known landmark in the enveloping fog—she couldn’t resist a wry smile at the thought. Aunt Eleanor was the kindest person in the world, and expected everyone else to be as forgiving and generous as she was herself. Matilda could just imagine the conversation.

      “Now, my dear, I want you to think about what other choices you might have made.” The duchess had said precisely those words uncounted times in the more than twenty years Matilda had been her ward.

      When she was younger, she would burst out in an impassioned defense of whatever action had brought her before Her Grace for a reprimand. “Jessica is not just destroying her own reputation, Aunt Eleanor. Meeting men in the garden at balls, going out riding without her groom, dancing too close. Her behavior reflects on us all.”

      Was that the lamppost that marked the corner of the square before Haverford House? No; a few steps more showed yet another paved street with houses looming in the fog on both sides. Matilda stopped while she tried to decide if any of them were in any way familiar.

      Meanwhile, she continued her imaginary rant to the duchess. “Even in company, she takes flirtation to the edge of what is proper. This latest start—sneaking out of the house without a chaperone or even her maid—if it becomes known, she’ll go down in ruin, and take me and Frances with her.”

      Matilda had gone after her, of course, taking a footman, but she’d lost the poor man several mistaken turns back. Matilda had been hurrying ahead, ignoring the footman’s complaints, thinking only about bringing Jessica back before she got into worse trouble than ever before. Now Matilda was just as much at risk, and she’d settle for managing to bring her own self home, or even to the house of a friend, if she could find one.

      Home, for preference. Turning up anywhere else, unaccompanied, would start the very scandal Matilda had followed her sister to avoid. If Jessica managed to make it home unscathed, Matilda would strangle her.

      In her imagination, she could hear Aunt Eleanor, calm as ever. “Murder is so final, Matilda. Surely it would have been better to try something else, first. What could you have done?”

      Matilda startled herself with a bark of laughter that echoed oddly in the fog.

      “Why did you not tell me, or your nurse?” Aunt Eleanor had asked a thousand times, when Matilda had found herself in hot water because she’d tried to pull Jessica from trouble of the girl’s own making. She could never explain; not without hurting Aunt Eleanor’s feelings.

      Jessica had been her best friend since they were babies in the nursery, nearly as close as twins though they had different mothers. She and Jessica—part of the Grenford family, but only by Her Grace’s charity—belonged to one another and didn’t quite fit anywhere else. They were a family of two. They finished one another’s sentences, dried one another’s tears, and kept one another’s secrets. Their half-sister Frances, the youngest of Her Grace’s wards, was separated by a gap of years from their magic circle.

      Matilda began walking again, alone in the fog. Surely, if she kept to streets of the houses of the wealthy, she might at last come to a place she knew? She crept along the paved footway, seeing the houses loom one by one out of the gloom into sharper detail then sink away behind her into oblivion again. The sun was somewhere above the fog. At least, she supposed it was still shining, and strongly enough to illuminate a small space around her, as if the fog grew thinner wherever she moved.

      Perhaps it was the same with her and Jessica. They had been separated by the fog of Society’s expectations, and could no longer clearly see the love that had shone between them for their entire lives, since Jessica was a few days old and Matilda not quite six months.

      From the time they came out in the Season of 1812, they had grown apart, as those around them accepted suitors, married, and started families of their own. No one wanted wives of dubious origins, even if they had been wards of the Duchess of Haverford since infancy and would be well dowered by the marquis, her son. Matilda tried harder and harder to be a pattern-card of ladylike behavior, while Jessica took more and more risks.

      Now, they each moved in their own little circle of fog, but they still kept one another’s secrets, and that was why Matilda had not confided her worries to the Duchess of Haverford, or even to her guardian’s son, the Marquis of Aldridge.

      Today’s escapade was beyond enough. She must tell Aldridge. If she made it home safely, she would unburden herself to him.

      She swallowed a little—not from fear, exactly. She was not afraid of the marquis: source of presents, occasional donor of curricle rides, and stern protector against gentlemen who could not be trusted to behave with respect. Awe was a better word than fear. Aldridge might be the Merry Marquis to the rest of the world, but to the sisters, he was more proper than the most rigid maiden aunt.

      She thought of the power of his raised eyebrow, which had more than once warned her and her sisters from stepping outside the boundaries of acceptable behavior. Aldridge could save Jessica from herself. Matilda should have talked to him before.

      Having dealt with the future to her satisfaction, she stopped on another anonymous street corner to face the present. Was that the sound of someone walking towards her? Yes, surely. Smothered by the fog, but coming closer. Should she call out? Hide?

      She longed for rescue. She feared attack, or even discovery, which would be a longer drawn out agony but quite bad enough. Torn with indecision, she stood as if her boots had become frozen to the paving slabs.
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      Charles Stapleton, Earl of Hamner, could have been alone in London. Fog muffled sound as well as sight, so that his boots and his walking stick rang out their cadence in a little bubble of clarity bounded by half-seen shapes and half-heard noises.

      Every sixty or seventy paces, he came to another oil lamp, left alight long after dawn since even the lamplighters might get lost in the gloom. He counted doorsteps and corners to find his way, and welcomed each new lamp that confirmed his position, though its dim light failed to do more than illuminate the moisture in the air so he moved from halo to darkness and back to halo again.

      On the very edge of visibility, a formless shape resolved into the silhouette of a person, standing just within the penumbra of a lamp. As he drew closer, it became clear she was a lady, or at least dressed like one. What was a lady doing alone in the streets on a day like this? On any day, of course, but especially in such gloom.

      Charles lifted his hat in greeting, and sensed rather than saw her shoulders ease. Did she think an assailant unable to ape good manners? Stride by stride he approached, and stride by stride she came into better focus.

      His heart sank as he recognized her. Of all the females to need his help, it had to be the Haverford Ice Princess. Nonetheless, manners demanded that he lift his hat again, bowing. A slight bow, peer to commoner, but still a bow. He fiercely resented the necessity, telling himself that a female with her breeding—or lack thereof—should not expect such recognition from a gentleman, but the ward of the Duchess of Haverford had every right to be treated with respect.

      Miss Grenford returned a small curtsey, though a quick darting look at the fog hinted that she no more wanted to be rescued by him than he wanted to play knight errant to her.

      Matilda Grenford had been bedeviling Charles since she first made her entry to Society, side by side with her equally problematic sister. No. Matilda was more problematic.

      “Lord Hamner.” Just that, and in freezing tones. No explanation of her presence alone in the street. No pleas to see to her safety. No smile.

      “Miss Grenford.” How he wished Miss Grenford were more like her sister so he could blame her, instead of himself, for the insult that had sunk him so low in her regard. He’d fought an unwelcome and inappropriate lust in her presence since he asked her to dance at her debut ball two years ago. It was, of course, only lust. He would have recovered long ago, he was certain, if she had been in his keeping, but that would never happen.

      Besides, for all that he told himself he would tire of her, he could not imagine it. He would not take a mistress he could not give up. He had sworn on his father’s grave that he would have no other women when he married. He would never do to his wife and children what his father had done; marrying a proper lady when his heart was with his irregular family.

      To marry Miss Grenford was unthinkable. When he wed, it would be to a maiden of pure bloodlines, both maternal and paternal. He owed it to his name. He owed it to the heir he and his wife would raise to the dignities of his title, and to any other offspring.

      To offer protection to a ward of the Duchess of Haverford was impossible. She behaved like a proper lady, whatever her appearance. If he compromised her, he would be honor bound to offer for her, and would do so even without the incentive of an angry brother. The Marquis of Aldridge would avenge insult to any of the Grenford sisters, and Aldridge was deadly with both sword and pistol, but Charles’s own sense of what was due a lady would propel him to the altar, no threats required.

      Sometimes, he struggled to remember that would be a bad outcome. If only she were more like her sister.

      Miss Jessica Grenford appeared a proper Society maiden, but she skirted the edge of propriety and would soon fall over it, just as one might expect from someone with her family history. Miss Matilda, on the other hand, looked like every man’s dream of the perfect courtesan, from the dark curls that framed her lovely face to the lush form that the most demure gowns ever made for a Season could not disguise.

      The most optimistic of rakes could find nothing of the demi-monde in her speech or behavior. One wag had suggested that the ‘ice’ of her nickname was the sweet confection for which Gunthers was famous, but it was a lie. She was cold, and all the efforts of the cleverest flirts, the most lyrical poets, and the most ardent charmers could not strike a spark to heat her above freezing.

      Only Charles had seen a glimpse of the vibrant passionate woman within, on one occasion that remained memorable no matter how hard he tried to forget it.

      His lust—and it must be lust, for he would not allow it to be anything more—was doomed to remain unrequited. Even if some less honorable cur compromised her and failed to give her the protection of his name, the duchess was unlikely to cast her off. The woman had an unaccountable habit of offering refuge to fallen women, and would surely extend such help to her own ward.

      “May I escort you home, Miss Grenford?” Charles asked. “To Haverford House,” he added, lest she mistook his intentions.

      Stiffly, she accepted his offered arm. They took a pace or two into the fog before she spoke.

      “I must thank you, my lord,” she said, her voice redolent with barely subdued resentment. “My footman and I were separated in the fog, and then I lost my way. I despaired of finding my home again.”

      Sympathy with her predicament warred with irritation at her tone, however much he might deserve her contempt. It was not his place to scold her, but he could not resist. “You should not have been walking in this at all. The fog hasn’t lifted in days, so you cannot have thought it safe to be wandering around the streets, without so much as a footman to protect you from nuisance.”

      He could barely see the beautiful face turned up to his, but the wave of anger at his presumption was palpable. Her voice was chillier than ever. “I am obliged to you for correcting my faults, Lord Hamner.”

      She attempted to withdraw the hand that clutched his arm, but he refused to allow it, covering hers with his own. “Tolerate my arm for a short while longer, Miss Grenford, lest we become separated in the fog.”

      Her reluctant hand was a brand on his arm, setting fire to his whole body. He should have let her leave his side and would have, had not the danger of the fog been very real.

      Their silent march brought them to the gates of Haverford House. “This way,” Miss Grenford said, stopping by a little side gate that let onto the side of the large entry courtyard.

      She released his arm. “Thank you, Lord Hamner,” she said again. “I do not know what…”

      They were interrupted as the gate opened, and a woman darted out, her mouth already moving. “Oh, miss. You’re safely home. I was that worried, miss.” She danced around her mistress, patting one arm, brushing off the back of the cloak, poking a finger at the reticule.

      Behind her came a footman, who also ignored Charles as if he did not exist. “My lady, I’m that sorry. I thought you’d be here ahead of me, and then you weren’t, and I was going to go back out and look for you. But my lord said I’d only get lost again, and then…”

      They were interrupted by a firm, “Enough, Beckham.” The marquis had followed the two servants through the gateway. “Your lady is here, Marsh, and she is safe,” he told the maid. Now off you go and make sure she has water to wash and a nice cup of hot chocolate to warm her.”

      Aldridge smiled at Matilda before turning to Charles with his hand extended. “Thank you for seeing my sister safely home. As you can see, she lost her footman in the fog.”

      “She should not have been out in the fog,” Charles grumbled. He had more to say, but a look from Aldridge stopped him.

      The marquis’s response was quiet, almost contemplative. “I do not permit others to rebuke my sister, Hamner, however grateful I might be for her rescue.”

      Charles could do nothing but accept the set down. However much Miss Grenford needed to be reined in, he had no right to argue about it with Aldridge, who was ten years his senior. He was acting head of the ducal family, besides, with the old duke suffering the final consequences of decades of dissipation.

      “I will take my leave, then,” he said, his bow just a shade on the correct side of perfunctory.

      “Will you not come in for a drink before you brave the fog again?” Aldridge asked.

      “Thank you, but no. Navigating in this weather means every trip takes twice as long as it should, and I am already late.”

      “I am sorry to have taken you out of your way,” Miss Grenford said, polite if reluctant.

      Charles bowed again. “I shall hope to see you in more clement weather, Miss Grenford, Aldridge.”

      He was nearly out of sight in the fog, but not out of earshot, when he heard the lady say, “Aldridge, Jessica is out…”

      The marquis interrupted her. “Shush, Tilda. Not out here. Everyone is safely inside. Let’s get you in, too.”

      So, it was as Charles thought. Miss Grenford was once again putting herself at risk to save her reckless sister.
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      Matilda couldn’t bring herself to betray Jessica. She had to admit she’d gone out after her sister, for which she received a gentle scold, but she didn’t tell Aldridge about the other occasions and about her fears.

      She would make one more attempt to reason with Jessie, she told herself, to justify assuring Aldridge that everything was fine; that he needn’t worry. If Jessie wouldn’t promise to stop taking such terrible risks, then Matilda would tell Aldridge.

      He frowned down at her. When did he develop those fine networks of worry lines in the corners of his eyes? She put up a thumb and tried to flatten them out. “Truly, Aldridge. You have enough to concern you.”

      “I will always have time to be concerned about my sisters, sweet Tilda,” he assured her, the pet name making her feel even guiltier about her deceit. He changed the subject. “Did Hamner bother you?”

      “No more than usual,” Matilda said. Aldridge’s face hardened, and she realized what he meant.

      “He is always such a prig,” she added. “He dared scold me as if I were a thoughtless child. He has no right.”

      Aldridge offered his arm and escorted her to the door of the family wing, where he left her to return to his own quarters. She hurried upstairs. She expected Jessica to be waiting for her in their private sitting room. She did not expect to be attacked as soon as she walked in the door.

      “How could you set Aldridge onto me?”

      “I did nothing of the sort. I will though, if you won’t promise me to be more careful, to stay home, and to stay safe. Jessie, anything could have happened to you out there.”

      “I was perfectly safe. You should just trust me. Instead, you take off after me, and then you let your footman come back first and tell Aldridge that we are both missing.”

      “I didn’t let the footman come back,” Matilda protested. “I lost him in the fog. I thought you were lost too. I certainly was. If Lord Hamner had not been the one to find me… Please, Jessie, won’t you tell me what is going on?”

      Jessica turned to look out the window, hiding her face. “I can’t, Tilda, and you mustn’t ask me. Just trust me.”

      It was other people Matilda didn’t trust, and the physical yearnings that Jess, too, must surely have inherited from her own mother. Matilda had kept the secret of her own reaction to Lord Hamner and his devastating kiss; could she really insist on knowing Jessica’s secret? “I do. I just worry. Jessie, if people find out…”

      Jessica spun back around, her eyes widening in alarm. “People mustn’t find out. Tilda, it is not my secret, and I am doing nothing wrong. Don’t ask me questions. Don’t follow me. I promise I will be careful, and when I can, I will tell you all about it.” She flopped down into one of their fireside chairs, somehow making the unladylike drop look graceful. “Now, tell me about the Granite Earl. Did he really rescue you?”

      “I suppose he did.” Matilda giggled as she remembered Lord Hamner’s face. “He was very unhappy about it too. Dear gracious, the man deserves his moniker. He does not unbend even a little.”

      His arm felt like granite, too, under her gloved hand. It wasn’t just that he had once kissed her. Something in her—and what could it be but her mother’s blood—had thrilled to the touch of him since the day they first met two years ago, in the early days of her first Season. Why it should be Hamner and none other, she had no idea, but it was so.

      Perhaps it was fortunate he had treated her from the first with a distant courtesy edged around by disapproval. On the one occasion he did not—if he had not backed away stammering, she might not have stopped him. Heaven alone knew how far her low appetites might have led her astray.

      Instead, she avoided him. When she couldn’t, she met his strained politeness with her own frosted civility.

      Jessica rose to her feet. “We had best change for the meeting, Tilda. The Society for Brats is coming.”

      Oh, yes. One of the duchess’s charities was meeting here today, rather than in the Oxford Street bookshop and tearooms that was their usual meeting place. The Ladies' Society for the Care of the Widows and Orphans of Fallen Heroes and the Children of Wounded Veterans intended to hold a fundraising event in a few weeks, when most of the ton had arrived in London. Even the dreadful fog could not be allowed to interfere with deciding what that event was to be.

      The maid they shared brought them warm water to wash, and they helped one another into afternoon gowns suitable for receiving company.

      “This is my third change today,” Jessica commented. “Yours too, I take it.”

      Matilda knew what was coming. She and Jessica had been deputed to the duchess’s causes since they were old enough to help, but for some reason this one had got right under Jessica’s skin, and just last week, she had all but accused their benefactor of hypocrisy.

      Jessica ignored her silence, repeating the essence of what she had said to the duchess. “The cost of the gowns we have already worn today alone would have provided a year’s care for one of the indigent families for whom we were fundraising.”

      Matilda gave her the answer that Her Grace had given last week. “If we both dressed in sackcloth, Jessie, it would still be not enough. Aunt Eleanor says that we need to draw money out of those who would not otherwise give. To do that, we need to be seen as part of the ton, and that means we need to dress accordingly.”

      Jessica was not convinced. “If Aldridge would give me my dress allowance, instead of paying my bills, I could get by with half the clothes I have. I know I could.”

      They dropped the conversation as they entered one of the less formal parlors, where the duchess waited for them, her current companion at her side, and Cedrica Fournier, her previous companion, already seated before a table, pen and paper ready to take notes.

      Madame Fournier had left her position to marry, but she had volunteered to be secretary for this committee. Jessica and Matilda took turns in greeting her with a kiss in the vicinity of her cheek, and as they did, the other ladies began to arrive.

      The first part of the meeting was given over to reports. The work of the Society was organized by small groups, sometimes as few as two or three ladies. Lady Felicity Belvoir, through her connections to half the families of the ton, kept them aware of social events at which they could canvas for votes in Parliament. Lady Georgiana Hayden was in charge of writing pamphlets to sway opinion, and Lady Constance Whittles marshaled a miniature army of letter writers for the same purpose.

      Many of the Society’s members also volunteered at hospitals where injured veterans were nursed and orphanages that cared for veterans’ children. They visited widows where they lived, some in very insalubrious areas. The duchess agreed with the necessity; how else were they to meet real needs if they did not first talk to those who were suffering? She insisted on the volunteers and visitors travelling in groups and being escorted by stout footmen.

      Once all the groups had reported back, they discussed their next fundraising event. The ladies offered one idea after another. The duchess would hold a charity ball, of course, as she did every year, but none of them felt that would be enough to really draw attention to the cause. Something special was called for. Something unusual.

      Matilda was not sure who suggested a Venetian Breakfast, but the star suggestion of the day came from a shy girl who was new to the Society. Miss Fairley rose to her feet and waited for Mrs. Berrisford, the meeting’s chair, to notice her.

      “I wondered if we might hold a basket auction,” she said, flushing pink at being the center of attention. “We have done them at home as fundraisers for the church, and they are very popular.”

      Two of the ladies objected that parish fundraisers were hardly a model for high society, but Mrs. Berrisford called for silence. “Go on, Miss Fairley,” she encouraged. “How does it work?”

      “The ladies provide a basket of food,” Miss Fairley explained, “and the gentlemen bid for the right to share the basket with the provider. It is usually the single ladies, of course.” Her voice faded almost to nothing as her blush deepened to scarlet.

      Mrs. Berrisford called for order again, as the Society’s members all tried to express an opinion at once.

      The duchess rose, and those who had not already stopped talking fell silent to see what she thought. “The Venetian Breakfast becomes a picnic meal, in fact, with each lady bringing her own contribution. If we can ensure propriety, ladies, such an auction would be just the thing to bring in donations from the younger gentlemen, who are far more likely to spend their funds on less helpful activities.”

      That settled it, of course. Discussion turned to ways and means, and before the meeting was over, several more groups had been established, to cover the various aspects of three events: Venetian Breakfast, auction, and ball, all on the same day.

      “Could the auction prize include a dance at the ball later?” Jessica made the suggestion. “That way, gentlemen who have bought a basket will also be obliged to buy a ball ticket.”

      The suggestion was met with a hum of approval.

      “We will need to enlist the ladies of the ton,” Mrs Berrisford said. “I suggest each of us talks to as many as possible; older ladies to the mothers, younger to the girls. The men, too, of course; but ladies first.”

      “We can start at Lady Parkinson’s in two days’ time,” one of the other ladies proposed.

      That seemed to be the end of the decision making, though many of the members lingered for another cup of tea and one of the delicious little cakes Monsieur Fournier supplied to the duchess for her meetings.

      Matilda and Jessica, in their role as daughters of the house, moved from group to excited group, knowing Her Grace would wish to know what was being said in these more casual conversations.

      Everyone was excited by the plans, and more than one person was hoping that the fog would lift so that Lady Parkinson’s soiree would proceed and they could begin their campaign.
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      Charles had promised to escort his mother to the evening event with which Lady Parkinson intended to start the Season, some two weeks ahead of anyone else. They would only go, he insisted, if the weather allowed.

      To his private dismay, the morning of the event dawned clear, with no fog. Charles pointed out that the heavy clouds presaged snow, but his mother declared she was starving for a sight of her friends and a little bit of company, and she would not be staying in tonight unless the snow was actually falling.

      “We will leave Lady Parkinson’s if the snow starts,” Charles insisted. He would rather not go at all. Two Seasons ago he had set his sights on a bride, and around this time last year, his courtship had been roundly rejected. He’d managed to avoid most of last year’s Season, but meeting Lady Felicity Belvoir had not become less awkward on the few occasions they met. She was in town again; he knew that. Would she be there tonight?

      He consoled himself that Lady Parkinson had called it a “small evening gathering of close friends, with perhaps a little dancing for the young people”, but she had misrepresented the event. Over two hundred people were jammed into the lady’s string of reception rooms. It seemed that everyone who had come early to London was of the same mind as Lady Hamner, desperate to leave their own homes.

      Charles escorted his mother through the rooms until they found her friends.

      “Now run along, dear, and find someone to dance with.”

      Did he ever enjoy this kind of event? It wasn’t fashionable for men to admit to any kind of pleasure in a ballroom, but two years ago, this would have been a treat. He would not have sat out a dance; nor would he have danced twice with the same female.

      He loved the company of women, from the innocent pleasures of dancing and conversation with Society’s maidens to the more robust and earthly delights to be savored with discreet widows.

      A wealthy earl needed to be cautious. But if he went nowhere alone, and paid attention to them all and not to anyone in particular, he raised no expectations and could simply enjoy himself. He had. Until he met Miss Grenford. No! It wasn’t that. His downfall was setting his sights on Lady Felicity.

      There she was now, in conversation with the duchess’s two wards. For the last two seasons, Miss Grenford, Miss Jessica, and Lady Felicity had been close friends. After the duchess’s house party last Christmas, the lady’s older sister had married and almost immediately gone into mourning for her husband’s grandfather. Rather than miss the Season, Lady Felicity had been taken under the duchess’s wing. The three young ladies clearly intended to spend this Season together, as they had the last.

      It was intolerable that he wanted to yearn after Lady Felicity, who would have made him a perfectly unobjectionable wife: an ornament to the Hamner name. Instead, he could barely look at her. Not when she stood next to Miss Grenford.

      As he continued around the room, he fought to control his reaction to the pernicious female’s presence. He was not the only one. He heard her name, and slowed to listen.

      “Miss Grenford is the living image of Angel,” sighed Lord Amhurst. The elderly earl, recently elevated to the peerage in his brother’s shoes, was leering at Miss Grenford and her sister. The old lecher was talking to his new young wife’s brother, Basil Driscoll, and two of his other drinking companions

      “What a woman Angel was,” said one of the others. “Do you remember back when Winshire’s cub George nearly got shot by Haverford for singing love songs outside her bed chamber window, accompanied by a small orchestra?”

      “Should have chosen another night,” Lord Amhurst chuckled. “Haverford did not appreciate being disturbed while swiving.”

      Charles had heard such stories before. Angel Kelly had brightened their disreputable youths like a shooting star. Warm-hearted and merry, she traded one lover for another till she reached the zenith of the courtesan’s profession with a duke for a protector, and not just any duke, but the Duke of Haverford. Angel then disappeared, and a short while later, Matilda, the first of the Grenford wards, turned up in the keeping of the duchess.

      Lord Amhurst sighed. “If ever a girl was born to follow in her mother’s footsteps… I mean, just look at her.”

      What a disgusting comment. Miss Grenford was not her mother. She was a walking incitement to lust, but that was hardly her fault. She was also a properly behaved lady, who had never—to his knowledge—by word or act given the rakehells cause to hope for her fall. Even that kiss—it was the innocence in her response that had finally penetrated his mad desire enough to allow him to wrench himself away.

      One of the other old lechers shook his head. “Want my opinion, the Duchess has ruined her. Born to be a mistress; raised to be a wife. She will never find a place to fit in.”

      “It’s disgusting,” Amhurst agreed. “Foisting the spawn of a woman like that on decent people.”

      “It’s the sister we should be watching, Amhurst,” remarked Basil Driscoll. “That one is ripe for the picking. It’s only a matter of time until she falls into some lucky bastard’s hands. So to speak.” He smirked. “If she hasn’t already. What else was she doing in Berkley Street in Clerkenwell a few days ago, all on her own, coming out of one of the houses?”

      “Did you ask her?” The man who asked the question was leering, and signaling his opinion of the encounter with both eyebrows.

      “I lost her in the fog, but I think we can all guess what she was up to. Exactly what I want to do with her when I get her alone.”

      Charles was sorely tempted to smear Driscoll’s lascivious grin from one side of his smug countenance to the other, but the Grenford sisters did not need the scandal of having men fight over them. Instead, he went hunting for Miss Grenford. He needed to grit his teeth and petition her for a dance, despite how the lady’s touch stoked his inappropriate response to her. It was the only safe way to find the privacy to warn her about the rumors.
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      Matilda stared in shock at the elegant figure before her. If the Granite Earl was imposing in his daytime wear, he was enthralling when dressed for the evening, all in black but for his white cravat and gloves, and his embroidered silver waistcoat.

      “Miss Grenford?” He was too polite ever to sound impatient, but his imperious hand hinted that he expected an answer, and assumed it would be affirmative.

      Jessica gave her a nudge. If Matilda did not accept Lord Hamner’s invitation to dance, she would be unable to accept any others this evening, and then Aunt Eleanor would wish to know why. She managed to smile and curtsey.

      “Thank you, my lord.” She placed her hand in his, and even though they were both gloved, his touch set her quaking. Heaven’s mercy! It was a waltz: an entire set dancing with him alone, holding his hand, his arm around her, staring into his eyes. Why had he asked her to dance?

      No one she had danced with since she came out—whether bored, charming, slyly lecherous, condescending, pompous, or openly eager to court the favor of Her Grace or Aldridge through her—no one affected her like Lord Hamner.

      She had felt it the first time they danced, a week or so into her first Season, nearly two years ago. A tingle when they touched. An awareness of his physical presence even when they were separated by the patterns of the dance. An aching response in her own body, as if she were suddenly hollowed out and yearning for something unknown.

      He did not ask her again that Season, though they frequently attended the same events.

      The next time was at the Masquerade Ball held at the duchess’s Christmas house party at Christmas that same year. When she accepted his invitation, she hoped that her previous response reflected her inexperience. But all the dances in between, all the partners in between, made no difference. If anything, the sensations were worse.

      He felt something, too, she was sure, because he became stiffer than ever, and would barely look at her. When the music ended, he held his arm away from his body and escorted her to the nearest side of the floor. Noticing how flushed she was, he suggested some fresh air, but as soon as they were alone, the proper distance between them vanished. He kissed her. She kissed him back, her heart singing, only to drop through her dancing slippers when he walked away. She repulsed him with her wanton response: she just knew it.

      He left the party the next day, but that was nothing to do with Matilda. Lady Felicity— her friends called her Fliss—told those closest to her that he had proposed and Fliss had refused him. The proposal had come the very next morning after that magic kiss, the rat. If Matilda hadn’t known he thought her only fit for dalliance, that news would have confirmed it.

      He’d been missing for the first months of last Season, and transformed into the Granite Earl by the time he put in an appearance. Now, he seldom graced a Society ballroom, and even less frequently a dance floor.

      They took their positions, with their nearest arms along one another’s shoulders, their other arms clasped in front of them. Four march steps, and they changed, Hamner grasping Matilda’s right hand with his behind her back, as she put her left hand in his. She could feel the warmth of his arm against her back.

      Dear Merciful Goodness. How would she ever bear an entire waltz? If last time’s occasional touches had been bad, the amplified response this time threatened to destroy her. What had been a tingle was now sharp enough to be almost painful, except it was somehow pleasurable, too, coursing through her body from the points at which they touched to the lower parts of her torso one would never speak of or even think about.

      Barely aware of her actions, following the cue of the music, she faced him and offered him her right hand. He lifted it for the pirouette and they turned slowly, their hands resting on one another’s waists.

      Her insides ached until she feared she would lose the contents of her stomach. She was so hot, she thought she might melt, and wouldn’t that cause a sensation? Matilda Grenford, smeared across the dance floor in a puddle of desire.

      She was nearly two years wiser than when she first met Hamner. Still an innocent, in every sense that mattered to Society, but not so naive as to be unable to name the feelings he aroused in her so easily, while he—unspeakably annoying man—showed nothing but his granite mask.

      “Miss Grenford?” He had been speaking, and she hadn’t heard a word.

      “I beg your pardon, Lord Hamner.” How very rude she was being.

      He was polite enough not to roll his eyes, but both expression and tone were so bland as to hint at his irritation. “I asked for this dance, Miss Grenford, so I could warn you.”

      Her eyes opened wide, and —for the first time since the waltz began—she fully met his gaze. “Warn me of what?” she asked.

      “You must be very careful. Your sister, too. Especially your sister. I don’t like to repeat what I’ve heard, Miss Grenford, but you must be careful to go nowhere alone or with a gentleman.”

      What did he mean to imply? “Are you performing this public service for all the young women here tonight, Lord Hamner? Lady Felicity, for example?”

      That cracked the stone façade. He lifted his chin, and a light flush stained his cheeks. “I am not concerned about Lady Felicity, Miss Grenford.”

      Of course not. Fliss was legitimate and a Belvoir, of impeccable lineage on both sides. “I see,” she replied, turning her head deliberately so she was not looking at him.

      “Miss Grenford, you misunderstand.” Lord Hamner didn’t miss a beat in the dance, gliding to one side so that her right arm pressed against his chest, and his crossed her torso under her breasts. The effort not to melt into his arms made her snappy.

      “Do I misunderstand, Lord Hamner? Do you not intend to imply that women of our scandalous heritage cannot survive the smallest and most innocent misdemeanor?”

      “Just listen to what I say,” he growled, his voice strained.

      That, and the superior scorching look, set a match to her temper. “I do not answer to you for my behavior; nor does my sister. I will thank you to keep your opinions to yourself. You are not my keeper.”

      He had been reaching for her hands again, having dropped them as he moved to take her back into the first waltz position. She drew out of reach as her words brought him to a halt.

      “Someone needs to be your keeper,” he snapped. “Your brother has no control over you, it seems.”

      Had she really used the word ‘keeper’ with all that it implied? Burning, she turned her embarrassment into outrage. “You pompous prig. How dare you.”

      “Devil take it! Keep your voice down. Come. I’ll escort you back to Her Grace.” Lord Hamner offered her an arm.

      Conscious of their fascinated audience, Matilda forced her mask of unconcern back into place. She put two fingers on Lord Hamner’s arm and allowed him to escort her from the dance floor, being careful to stay as far from his side as she could.

      The duchess hurried to meet them, her eyebrows raised in question. “Aunt Eleanor–” Matilda took a deep shuddering breath, determined not to further entertain the assembly by releasing the tears that threatened.

      Aunt Eleanor, her eyes sharp as she examined first Matilda and then Lord Hamner, took both Matilda’s hands in hers. “My poor dear. Is it one of your dreadful headaches again? My thanks, Hamner, for bringing her to me. She needs a darkened room, and no noise. I will take her home.”

      With her arm around Matilda’s shoulders, the duchess began shifting towards the door, sending those around her on errands: one to make her apologies to Lady Parkinson, another to fetch Jessie, a third to send for the Haverford carriage.

      Hamner was given his own misson. “Find Aldridge, Hamner, if you would be so good, and explain to him exactly what has happened.”

      Matilda was swept along, with nothing to do but retain what dignity remained to her by refusing to succumb to her tears. Consumed in her own struggle, perhaps she was only imagined the hint of a scold in Aunt Eleanor’s voice when she dismissed Hamner with his own errand.
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      Charles obediently set off to look for the duchess’s son. Thank all the powers that be for the great lady’s social skills. She had taken the disaster he had made of his attempt to warn Miss Grenford, and defused any possible scandal from their altercation on the floor, provided no one heard the lady insult him. No. Her tone might have been clear to those dancing nearby, but not the actual words.

      The supposed headache was a convincing excuse for Miss Grenford’s pallor, the strain around her eyes that hinted at incipient tears, the way she wilted against the duchess. Charles had done that, with his ill-chosen words. If Aldridge called him out for it, it would be no more than he deserved.

      Aldridge met him before he’d completed his circuit of the first room.

      “Hamner, a word,” the marquis said. He was in full ducal mode; no hint of the charm with which he usually masked his formidable nature. Charles followed him out into the entry hall, which was as crowded as the reception rooms. After one glance at the mob, Aldridge led the way up the stairs, and then past the card room and the withdrawing room where more party goers clustered. With an autocratic wave, he passed a footman stationed to protect the private parts of the house, and opened the first door beyond, into a private sitting room clearly furnished for the lady of the house.

      “I’ll have an explanation for that scene on the dance floor,” he said, his voice arid.

      Charles swallowed. “First, I have a message from Her Grace.” Best carry out that commission while he was still in one piece. “She has taken Miss Grenford and Miss Jessica home. Miss Grenford was unwell. A severe headache.”

      “Taken unwell suddenly while waltzing with you, Hamner. What occurred to bring on this ‘severe headache’?”

      “I meant—” Charles swallowed again. “I meant only to warn her to be careful, my lord. I overheard a conversation…” How to put this? Already, he had insulted Miss Grenford without meaning to do so. Insulting her and Miss Jessica again, and this time to the dangerous man who called them his sisters, would be foolish in the extreme.

      Aldridge narrowed his eyes, perusing Charles’s face, then his own face relaxed, the familiar hints of humor lighting his eyes. He crossed to a row of decanters on the other side of the room, and filled a couple of glasses. “Brandy,” he explained as he handed one to Hamner. “Lady Parkinson has an affection for it, though she would prefer that fact not be widely known.”

      He waved to a chair and sat down himself, completely at ease with appropriating the lady’s private room and her decanters. “I have always thought you a decent sort, Hamner, even when you were on His Grace’s leash. Indeed, your good character is the reason you no longer bark to his command.” Charles made no comment, merely nodding in acknowledgement of the restrained compliment. He had, indeed, been the Duke of Haverford’s disciple until he was forced to realize that the man was completely without honor.

      “That being the case, I shall give you five minutes to explain the reasons you felt urged to ‘warn’ my sister. You have a tendency to be pompous, but I have seen no evidence that you are crude or immoral. Or, at least, not more immoral than the rest of us.”

      The term ‘pompous’ hurt, especially since Miss Grenford had used the same words. Still, Aldridge was in the right. Charles laid out exactly what had happened, from the overheard conversation to what was said during the waltz.

      A couple of judicious questions later, he found himself recalling as much as he could of the walk in the fog, and even what he’d heard of Miss Jessica venturing where she shouldn’t, and his own observations of Miss Grenford putting herself at risk to keep her sister safe.

      The five minutes was long gone when Aldridge allowed him to fall silent. He sat and sipped his brandy while the marquis stared into nothing. Finally, the man gave a single nod.

      “I will have your word you will say nothing of what I am about to tell you to either of my sisters, Hamner. You have shown an admirable concern for them, and you have earned the right to know. Besides, I have no wish for your uninformed concern to drive Jess, in particular, to defy me by practicing the very behavior we are trying to avoid.”

      Charles inclined his head in agreement, saying, “You have my word, Aldridge.”

      “I have men following both of my sisters at all times. I am aware that their invidious position makes them vulnerable, and my own commitments mean I cannot always be in place to warn off those unwise enough to think I would not protect my own.” His lips curved in a smile that looked more like a threat.

      “Had you been anything less than a gentleman that day in the fog, my friend, you would have met one or more of those guardians.”

      The smile vanished. “I am pleased to be alerted to young Driscoll’s interest. I shall deal with it, I assure you. Next time you hear anything of the sort, bring the information to me or—in my absence—to my secretary, Edmund Markinson, who is fully in my confidence.”

      He stood, and Charles put down his empty glass as he got to his own feet.

      “Shall we?” Aldridge waved towards the door. “Oh. And Hamner? Two more things. First, you should know that one of my first duties once I am Duke of Haverford will be to publicly acknowledge all three of my sisters as daughters of the previous Duke of Haverford.”

      Charles blinked at that. The recognition would make a difference with many, if not with the highest sticklers. In one stroke, the duchess’s orphaned wards would become acknowledged connections to the might and power of the House of Haverford; accepted sisters of its head.

      Aldridge had followed his thoughts. “Yes, precisely. Given the state of His Grace’s health, my sisters’ days on the fringes of the marriage mart are certainly numbered, though in my eyes, their actual status will not change. They are very dear to me.”

      Charles knew that to be true. While the Duke of Haverford ignored the existence of his wife’s wards, and would certainly have denied being their father had anyone had the temerity to make the accusation in his presence, the duchess and her sons treated them as if they were legitimately the daughters of the house. Nor was their paternity in any serious doubt. The youngest, still in the schoolroom, was a female version of her father. The eldest was clearly the daughter of a woman the duke had in his keeping at the time the child was conceived. The whole world assumed the middle one was from the same stable.

      “The second thing?” Charles prompted.

      Aldridge wrinkled his brow in question.

      “You said ‘two more things’.”

      Aldridge regarded him steadily until Charles had to fight not to shift as uncomfortably as a truant schoolboy under the eyes of his tutor. “I think that one thing is enough for today, Hamner,” he said at last. “Shall we return downstairs?”

      Charles followed him from the room. He’d survived the encounter with nothing more than a mild scold. Further, Aldridge had favored him with a couple of confidences. He could avoid Miss Grenford and her sister with an easy conscience. Why, then, did the thought of doing so fill him with dismay?
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      Matilda came down to breakfast, heavy headed after a night of confounding a dream version of Hamner with one witty and devastating retort after another. Between each victory, she slipped into an uneasy sleep, only to wake restless and aching with the fleeting remnants of a dream in which she and Hamner waltzed again, sometimes in a crowd and sometimes alone, but always with his touch opening yearning possibilities within her.

      Aldridge was before her at the table. Since he lived in the heir’s wing, on the other side of the mansion’s massive public rooms from this, the family wing, his presence was unusual. Matilda wished she had taken a tray in her room, or waited for Jessica, or perhaps run away to Spain, now nearly free of the French, to join a convent.

      Anything to avoid an inquisition on her early departure from the soiree.

      The marquis stood to greet her. “Good morning.”

      Matilda dipped a curtsy, and took the chair he held for her. One of the footmen poured her coffee, and another fetched her a soft bread roll, all that she felt she could eat this morning.

      “That will be all for the present,” Aldridge told the servants. “Wait in the hall, if you please.”

      Matilda put down the piece of roll she had been about to eat, her mouth dry. “I’m sorry I made a fuss. Was it very bad?”

      Aldridge put his hand over hers and smiled. “Everyone accepted you were taken ill with a sudden headache, Tilda sweetheart. I am not here to scold you. Hamner took complete responsibility for the whole incident.”

      Even as she breathed a sigh of relief, Matilda fought the urge to deny Hamner the right to full responsibility. How dare he explain things to her brother? Pompous, arrogant, self-righteous man.

      “Is that what you came over to tell me?” she asked.

      “That, and to assure you that I am looking after our Jessie. You and Hamner don’t need to worry. I will handle it. Trust me, Tilda?”

      “Hamner? Worried?” Unladylike though it was, she snorted at the thought. “Hamner is worried about his own consequence.”

      From the twist of his lips, Aldridge was amused. “He is accounted charming by some. You might ask yourself why he is so stiff with you.”

      Matilda was well aware of the reason for that. “He disapproves of my entire existence.”

      Aldridge’s smile broadened.

      “He does, Aldridge, and it is not funny.”

      Aldridge shook his head. “He is certainly different in your presence than he is in the company of anyone else, including Jessica.” He said nothing more, addressing himself to the last few items on his plate.

      Matilda knew this trick of his. She was not going to be the one to speak first. She took a sip of her coffee, followed by a piece of bread roll. Aldridge seemed to be implying that Hamner had an interest in her. It was ridiculous. Hamner would never court the daughter of an Irish harlot, and he was far too righteous to insult the sister of a peer with the other kind of offer.

      Aldridge had followed his breakfast with a tankard of light ale, and Matilda had finished her own repast before the silence was broken by Jessica. She entered the breakfast room followed by the servants who had been waiting in the hall.

      “Am I interrupting anything?” she asked.

      Aldridge held the chair on the other side of Matilda, and pushed it in as Jessica sat. He leaned over and gave each of the sisters a kiss on the cheek. “Have a pleasant day,” he said. “It’s snowing quite heavily, so take that into account when you’re making your plans.”

      He left without saying anything more.

      Jessica finished giving her breakfast order to a footman. “What did Aldridge want?” she asked Matilda.

      Matilda had to tell her something. For Aldridge to join them for breakfast and then to send the footmen out of the room required explanation. “I will tell you later,” she promised.

      When they got back up to their sitting room, Matilda was able to content Jessica by saying Aldridge wanted to discuss the incident at Lady Parkinson’s. Of course, Jessica also wanted to know why Matilda had been so upset but ‘Hamner was rude’ was enough to stop her questions, and they settled down to make a joint list of names of the ladies they had spoken to the previous evening about the coming fundraising event.

      Over the next few days, the snow proved to exceed Aldridge’s worst prophecies, making evening engagements impossible, and daytime outings perilous. The two sisters were deputed to one of their least favorite activities: writing endless letters to men and women of influence, alerting them to the conditions facing the families of those injured or killed while protecting Britain against the aspirations of the Corsican.

      A slight thaw came as a relief—one compounded for Jess when her friend Miss Cummins came to stay. A scandal had driven Miss Cummins into hiding, but Aunt Eleanor intended to see her reestablished in Society.

      Matilda was pleased. Being even more determined than Aunt Eleanor to promote Miss Cummins’ restoration, Jessica was being a pattern-card of demure behavior. She was encouraging her friend to join them at as many social engagements as she could, and Matilda could simply relax and enjoy them.
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      The snow continued on and off for days, beginning to pile up in high banks, made even higher when servants hurried out from all the houses between snowfalls to clear sufficient room for their employers’ carriages.

      Charles had heard that the poorer parts of town were almost impassable to wheeled traffic, and reports circulated of people found frozen to death. The workhouses were overwhelmed with people seeking shelter. Even those who could show evidence of their connection to the relevant parish, and who therefore must be supported, were three or more to a bed. Those who couldn’t prove their right to relief soon filled all available casual spaces, so that others had to be turned from the gates.

      Charles joined several of his friends in asking around the clubs for otherwise empty properties that could provide some shelter for those who otherwise would freeze in an alley. Aldridge was organizing the campaign with the Marquess of Glenaire, the Earl of Chadbourn and others, but Charles had no doubt that the Duchess of Haverford was behind it. Certainly, Charles’s mother was behind his involvement. She had joined the Society for the Care of Widows and who knew what else was in the ridiculously long name. The Society had a list of ex-soldiers and ex-sailors and their families, and a separate list of widows with children, and would not rest until all were comfortably housed somewhere warm.

      Charles dutifully escorted his mother to several meetings of the Society. He’d given up trying to convince himself that seeing the elder Miss Grenford played no part in his willingness to oblige his mother, though his stated excuse was true, too, of course. “The ways are so treacherous, Mother. I will not leave it to a hireling to make sure you are safe.”

      Today, they’d come once again to Miss Clemens’ Book Palace and Tea Rooms. Charles browsed for a book while he waited, then found his way to the tea rooms. Quite a number of men he knew were sitting at the tables, presumably here with the
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