
      [image: ]

  
	
		[image: ]



	

    
	
		[image: ]


Begin Reading
            

Table of Contents

An Excerpt from What a Wicked Earl Wants
            

Newsletters
            

Copyright Page
            





In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.
         


	

    
	
		To all of the wonderful readers for

your kind words about my books. You

mean the world to me.
            



	

    
	
		Acknowledgments


To the two most important partners in my career: Lucienne Diver and Michele Bidelspach. You have both made an incredible difference in my writing life. Thank you for everything.


	

    
	
		
If once to Almack’s you belong,
            

Like Monarchs you can do no wrong;
            

But banished thence on Wednesday night,
            

By Jove, you can do nothing right.
            

Henry Luttrell (1765–1851),

English writer of society verse
            




	

    
	
		Chapter One


London 1822
         

Harry Norcliffe, the Duke of Granfield, descended the hackney and shivered a bit from the cold breeze. A glowing gas lamp lit the pavement and made a fine display of the bow window at White’s.
         

He could hardly believe three months had passed since Uncle Hugh’s unexpected death. Nothing would ever be the same again. The loss of Hugh often hit him when he least expected it. It still seemed like a bad dream, but it was all too real.

The world he’d known would never be the same, but tonight he was meeting his closest friends and hoped to find comfort in the life he’d left behind three months ago.

A servant appeared at the door and bowed. The scent of beeswax candles was an instant familiarity.

“Welcome back, Your Grace.”

Your Grace. The words pummeled him like a fist. By now, he ought to be accustomed to his new address, but he still felt as if he were an imposter.
         

The servant shifted his weight. “Your Grace, may I take your greatcoat?”

The awkward moment eased. “Thank you.”

As he divested himself of his hat, greatcoat, and gloves, he remembered thinking there would be changes, but he’d not been prepared for so many.

The sight of the betting book drew him. Here was a part of his old life. He’d always made it a ritual to read the latest wagers. For the first time in what seemed an age, he smiled as he read a wager written this evening. Apparently Aubery had bet Rollins ten guineas that it would rain on Thursday. Harry turned back the pages to read the bets he’d missed while he’d been gone. When he saw his name mentioned three months ago, he paused.

Mr. Brockton bet Mr. Norcliffe two shillings that he would eat no bacon when he visits his uncle’s pig farm.
         

His chest felt as if a shard of glass had pierced his heart. He gritted his teeth, determined to overcome these unguarded moments. He must go forward and reclaim his old life. But blast it all, he missed Hugh.

“I’ll be damned. It’s the devil come to London again.”

His spirits rose at the familiar voice. Harry swiveled his gaze toward his friend, and relief poured over him at the sight of Andrew Carrington, the Earl of Bellingham. “I suppose you’ve been stoking the fires of hell,” Harry said.

Bell clapped him on the shoulder. “My former rakehell days are long over.”

Harry laughed. “You are the last person I’d ever expect to reform.”

“No one is more surprised than me.”

There was a subtle difference in Bellingham’s demeanor. When they’d first met, Bell had been restless and prone to pacing. Now he seemed relaxed and at peace.

“Enough about me,” Bell said. “My friend, you look a bit careworn.”

“Yes, but I’m glad to see you.”

“I hope you’re ready for a good beefsteak and a bottle or two,” Bell said.

“I am.” It was the first step to returning to his old life, though there would always be an empty place inside now that his uncle was gone.

Bell grinned. “How does it feel to be the last bachelor among us?”

“I thought for certain you would be a bachelor for life,” Harry said, “but you fooled us all.”

“Laura made an honest man out of me. Come, our old table is waiting, and there is someone you must see.”

They had almost reached the stairs when Lord Fitzhugh and Mr. Castelle intercepted them. “Congratulations on the dukedom,” Fitzhugh said, clapping his back.

“You’re a lucky man,” Castelle added.

Harry felt as if hot coals were burning a path to his temples. His fingers curled into his palms, but he tamped down the misplaced anger that sometimes struck out of nowhere, even when he knew the person meant well. “Thank you.” What else could he say?

When Bell mentioned their party was waiting, Harry was grateful.

As they continued on, Bell glanced at him thoughtfully. “After my family perished, I grew cross when others made thoughtless comments. While I knew they meant well, I treated them coldly. My refusal to deal with my grief made matters far worse. Castelle and Fitzhugh know that an inheritance can never replace your loss, but like most people, they’re uncomfortable speaking of death.”

Harry nodded. It helped to have a friend who understood. Over the past three months, he’d learned that grief came in many forms. Tonight, however, all he wanted was to relax with his trusted friends.

As they climbed the stairs, the clink of glasses and silverware echoed from the dining room. The rumble of masculine voices grew louder as they reached the second floor. The distinctive aroma of beefsteak teased his senses.

When they reached the table, Colin Brockhurst, Earl of Ravenshire, his oldest friend from boyhood, stood and pounded him on the back. “Harry, it’s good to see you.”

“And you. How is married life?”

“Well, Angeline hasn’t thrown me out on my arse yet,” Colin said.

“Oh, ho!” Harry said, laughing.

Bell motioned to a young man. “Do you remember this fellow?”

Harry frowned. When recognition dawned, he was stunned. “Is that Justin?”

Justin Davenport, the Earl of Chesfield and Bell’s stepson, grinned as he extended his hand. “Pleased to see you, Harry.”

“Good Lord.” Harry turned his attention to Bell. “He was a skinny cub the last time I saw him.”

“He’s twenty-one now,” Bell said, “and six feet, three inches tall.”

“What are you feeding him?” Harry said. “He’s as big as an oak.”

Bell laughed. “A great deal of beef. He’s gained a few muscles fencing as well.”

Harry signaled the waiter to bring a bottle of brandy. When it arrived, he poured and looked at Bell. “I can’t believe you’re letting the sprig drink spirits.”

“He’s of age and knows his limits. I wouldn’t have met his mother if not for that flask of brandy Justin hid very poorly,” Bell said.

Justin laughed. “It wasn’t my brightest idea, Father.”

“Fortunately, you’re past sowing wild oats.” Bell narrowed his eyes. “Correct?”

Justin’s smile slanted to one side. “Am I supposed to answer that?”

Colin guffawed, and Harry nearly spewed brandy.

Three years ago, Colin and Harry had met Bellingham. Bell had fallen hard for Laura Davenport and her son. All of them had been fond of the recalcitrant lad, but he was a grown man now. How had time flown by so quickly?

Colin proposed a toast. “To Bell, for saving our sorry hides that night in the Thames.”

Justin frowned. “What?”

“It’s where we met Bell,” Colin said.

“In the Thames?” Justin said with an astounded expression.

Harry’s shoulders shook with laughter. “Lord, what a caper. I was so foxed I managed to lose the fare for the waterman and somehow fell in the stinking river.”

“Hah,” Colin said. “A trollop robbed you blind.”

“Of two shillings—my total worth at the time,” Harry said.

“Yes, and we had to pull you out before you drowned,” Bell said. “When you came to, you looked at me and said, ‘Lord, it’s my savior.’”

They all laughed.

“My clothes smelled so bad my valet actually gagged,” Bell said. “I had to throw them in the rubbish.”

“Those were the good old days,” Harry said.

Justin pulled a face. “I really hope you’re jesting.”

Bell mussed his son’s hair. “It’s much better viewed from afar.”

Harry set his brandy aside and regarded Colin. “I was glad to receive your letter. Congratulations on your impending fatherhood.”

“Harry, Bellingham has already agreed to be one of the male godparents. Would you consider being the other godparent?”

“I would be honored.” Then, because he wasn’t comfortable with the unexpected emotion for his friend and himself, he said, “I promise not to drop the babe.”

Everyone laughed.

Colin shrugged. “I’m more worried that one of my twin sisters will drop the babe if it’s a girl. My wife insists the twins have matured and should be the female godparents, but I’ve got my doubts.”

“Maybe you’ll have twins,” Harry said.

“God forbid,” Colin said. “We’ll never get a moment’s peace.”

Listening to his friends, Harry had a moment of clarity. There was a greater purpose in his life, one that would see Havenwood, his uncle’s legacy, continue in a direct descent long after he was gone from this world.

Harry figured his friends would likely be astounded if they knew his thoughts. A year ago, he would have never thought about marriage, but Uncle Hugh’s death had changed everything.

“My wife insists the babe is a boy,” Colin said. “To be honest, I’m hoping for a girl.”

“Take my advice,” Bell said. “Just agree with whatever your wife says, even if she contradicts it five minutes later.”

Colin shook his head. “I have no say in the matter. Her mother and my stepmother declare it’s a boy because she’s carrying the babe high. It’s all nonsense to me, but I’m not about to naysay them.”

“Harry, do you still keep rooms at the Albany?” Colin asked.

“Yes,” he said. He’d found his old rooms rather comforting. “I even kept the shabby furnishings.”

“Lord, I’ve never forgotten that lumpy sofa,” Colin said, “and the dog fur everywhere.”

“What have I missed while I was gone?” Harry asked.

 “Pembroke lost more hair,” Bell said. “Old Lord Leighton is in love with the widowed Lady Atherton, but she swears she prefers her sherry to him.” He paused. “I almost forgot. Justin’s former friend George wrecked the second curricle his father unwisely purchased for him.”

“Some things never change, I suppose.” He paused and said, “Thank you for the letter, Bell. It was good to hear your news about the birth of your daughter, Sarah. I imagine Stephen is growing.”

“Oh yes. He turned two last week and celebrated by manfully using the water closet. I must say his aim needs improvement.”

Harry laughed. “Well, I suppose you can’t blame the little fellow for trying.” He poured two fingers of brandy for everyone. Of all of them, Bell had changed the most. When they had first met, he’d been rather guarded. Over the course of one season, he’d become an indispensable friend to both Harry and Colin. Bellingham was the sort of fellow a man could count on.

The food arrived. Now that he was relaxing with friends, Harry wolfed down the beef, potatoes, and cheesecake. “I’m stuffed.”

“Me too,” Colin said.

After the waiter brought the port, Justin rose. “Please, excuse me. Paul just arrived, and I’m planning to trounce him at the billiards table.”

“Go on, then,” Bell said. “Hail a hackney and don’t make a lot of racket when you come home. You do not want to face your mother’s wrath.”

When Justin retreated, Harry said, “You’ve certainly tamed his rebelliousness. Well done.”

“He only needed guidance. I suppose we’ll keep him after all.”

Harry laughed. It felt like old times again.

“What about your family, Harry?” Bell asked.

“My girl cousins haven’t changed much.”

Bell’s brows rose. “I’m surprised your family isn’t pressing you to marry now that you’ve inherited.”

He shrugged, unsure if he was ready to confess his intentions.

Bell frowned. “You’re aware that I was prepared to let my property go back to the Crown—or so I thought. Then Laura asked why I hadn’t sold it.”

“I took Havenwood for granted over the years, but I owe much to my late uncle.”

“He was a good man,” Colin said. “The best.”

“After Uncle Hugh passed, I realized how much the property means to me,” Harry said. “There are so many memories. I know he would want me to ensure his legacy thrived for many generations in a direct line of descent.” One day, God willing, it would pass to his own son.

“Does this mean you will join the old married men’s club?” Colin said.

He was a little embarrassed, so he resorted to a joke. “Not tonight.”

His friends chortled.

“Harry, that reminds me,” Bell said. “Laura invited you to dinner in a sennight.”

“Let me guess. I will be seated next to a single lady that your countess has chosen especially for me.”

Bell’s shoulders shook with laughter. “Laura will be heartbroken if you do not attend, but don’t feel the least bit obligated.”

Harry smiled. “Maybe another time.” He’d never thought much about having a family before. His own father had died when he was eight. It had been hard on him at school until Colin had befriended him. They had been like brothers ever since.

“Your uncle was an exceptional man,” Colin said. “I have fond memories of spending summers with you at his farm.”

Harry’s spirits rose. “Remember the time Uncle Hugh caught us having a pissing contest out the window?”

Colin grinned. “Oh, Lord, you pissed on the gardener.”

“Uncle Hugh made us muck pig shit out of the pen. There are reasons I don’t eat bacon.”

Harry’s smile faded. He would have to return to the farm in late summer. He didn’t know how he would bear his uncle’s absence. After the funeral, he’d kept expecting his uncle to walk into the room. But he knew his duty, and he loved Havenwood for all it represented for his uncle and now him.

“Harry, I assume you are confident in your uncle’s advisors and solicitors,” Bell said.

“Yes, they’re capable men.” He’d never admit it, but he was woefully ignorant about many of his uncle’s affairs. In hindsight, he ought to have insisted upon helping with the estate business while his uncle was alive, but regrets were useless.

Bell picked up his glass and swirled his port. “When I returned from the Continent all those years ago, I made the steward, solicitors, and bankers explain everything in detail.”

Harry nodded, knowing it was Bell’s way of making a suggestion.

Bell retrieved his watch. “Ah, damn, it’s getting late.”

“I must be going, too,” Colin said. “My wife and I have an early appointment with an architect. Pity me. Angeline is determined to tear down half the town house I just bought.”

Harry laughed, but truthfully, he was a bit disappointed. In the old days, they would smoke cheroots and drink well past midnight, but his friends had responsibilities to their families.

Bell rose. “Gentlemen, same time next week?”

“Absolutely,” Colin said. “Harry, are you in?”

His spirits rose. “Definitely.”

Harry followed them downstairs. They donned their outerwear and walked out of the club. His breath frosted and the cold air chafed his face as he shook hands with his friends.

“Can I give you a lift?” Bell said.

“No, it’s only a few blocks.” Harry wrapped the woolen scarf around his neck. “The streetlamps are lighted and a walk will clear my head of the brandy.”

  


Lucy Longmore finished sweeping the scraps of material and thread from the floor of the dress shop. She’d been searching for a new second job that paid better, but without a letter of character, she faced difficult odds. After she stacked bolts of fabric on a shelf, she glanced at her friends. Evelyn and Mary were still sorting their sewing notions.

“Evelyn, did you have many customers this morning?” Lucy asked.

“Yes, a number of lofty ladies and their daughters came. Most of ’em too particular.”

“Or couldn’t make up their minds.” Mary mimicked them: “Mama, I simply cannot wear primrose, for it makes me look sallow.”

“My favorite story is the mama and the biscuit jar,” Lucy said.

Evelyn grinned and mimicked the girl’s fretful voice. “Mama, why is the seamstress having trouble with the hooks?”

All three of them said in unison, “Because you cannot keep your hand out of the biscuit jar.”

They all laughed.

Evelyn sighed. “There’s nothing more irritating than a spoiled aristo.”

“I sort of felt sorry for Biscuit Jar Girl,” Lucy said.

“That’s because you have a soft heart,” Evelyn said, “but you misplace your sympathy with the spoiled rich girls.”

“Well, if I were rich,” Lucy said, “I would have no trouble at all making a decision on a gown.”

Mary closed her sewing box. “If you had lots of choices, you might.”

“No,” Lucy said, grinning. “I would choose them all.”

Evelyn eyed Mary with a smile. “Leave it to Lucy.”

Lucy wished she had dozens of choices, but one day, she intended to make her dreams of owning a dance studio come true. She might not have much more than her dreams, but she would do everything possible to make them come true.

Ida, the new girl, sidled past them. She’d started working for Madame Delanger two days ago and didn’t look a day over fourteen. Lucy and her friends had tried to befriend her, but Ida had regarded them with suspicion and rebuffed their attempts to include her. The only thing they knew about the girl was that Madame allowed her to sleep on the floor in the sewing room at night. Lucy felt sorry for Ida, as she obviously had no home.

At the sound of footsteps, Mary cleared her throat, a signal to mind one’s words. Moments later, the temperamental shop owner, Madame Delanger, entered the main floor. “Ida, do not forget to check behind the dressing screens for missing items. I check the inventory every day.”

“Yes, Madame,” Ida mumbled as she walked behind one of the screens.

“Je suis fatigué.” Madame Delanger groaned as she leaned against the arm of a red chaise longue where the illustrious customers often rested while waiting to be fitted for a gown. “The beginning of the season is always hectic, but I commissioned four new gowns and sold ten pairs of stockings and six pairs of gloves today.” Then she frowned and crossed over to Mary. “Are you checking for dust? If there is even a speck on the fabric, I will deduct the cost from your wages.”
         

Mary adopted a blank mien. “Yes, Madame, I will check once more.”

Lucy glanced out the shop window and sighed inwardly. If she could hurry Madame along a bit, she and her friends could avoid walking the entire way in the dark. Regardless, she mustn’t allow her impatience to show. They all treaded lightly around Madame, for her moods were unpredictable. Lucy needed the work and must be respectful.

“Ida,” Madame Delanger said, raising her voice. “You will finish the lace on that gown tonight. I had better not find you asleep while the gown is unfinished.”

“Yes, Madame,” Ida mumbled.

Lucy shared a speaking look with her friends. Madame was taking advantage of Ida’s youth. Yet none of them dared to defend the girl, because it could cost them their jobs. It made Lucy feel wretched, but she had to think of her grandmother and herself first.

“Tomorrow, you must all arrive at six in the morning and be prepared to sew for the next twelve hours,” Madame said. “This is the busiest time of the year, and everything must be ready when the ladies come to shop.”

Lucy’s heart beat faster. Madame had never insisted upon such long hours before. When she’d hired Lucy three months ago, she’d been perfectly willing to let her leave to assist the dance instructor for two hours, but that had been before the height of the season.

Lucy drew in her breath. “Madame, I will gladly arrive at six o’clock tomorrow morning, but I have a dancing lesson in the afternoon. As before, I will return in two hours as I’ve done previously.”

Madame sighed. “Come with me.”

The back of Lucy’s neck prickled as she followed Madame to the tiny sewing room. With every step, she told herself that Madame would not sack her. She needed both of her jobs and hoped Madame would understand.

“Be seated,” Madame said.

After Lucy took a chair, she said, “Madame, when you hired me, you said I could take time off to teach my dance lessons. I have always returned promptly.”

“Matters have changed,” Madame said. “I need seamstresses who are able to work the required twelve hours.”

Fear gripped her hard. She didn’t want to give up her dance instruction, because she wanted to develop her own clients. How else would she open her own dance studio?

“Madame, with all due respect, I could sew during the weekends to make up for the time I’m out teaching dance.”

“I cannot afford to employ four seamstresses.”

She stared at Madame. “But…you just hired Ida two days ago.”

“Ida does not ask for special privileges.”

The realization slammed into Lucy like a fist to her belly. Madame had hired Ida to replace her—no doubt for much lower wages.

Desperation gripped her. She took a deep breath, prepared to agree to lower wages and longer hours—anything to avoid being out of work, but it wasn’t really a choice. She couldn’t leave her grandmother alone for up to twelve hours.

“Times are difficult,” Madame Delanger said. “Wait a moment, and I will settle up with you.”

Numbness set in. Everything seemed a little hazy, as if she were awakening from a bad dream. The denial didn’t last long. Her eyes welled, but she blinked back the tears. She might have little more than her pride, but she would hold her head high.

When Madame Delanger returned, she handed over her wages and a folded paper.

Lucy couldn’t be certain, but she thought she saw a twinge of guilt in Madame Delanger’s expression. When Lucy unfolded the paper, she inhaled. It was a letter of character. Dear God, it was the one thing she’d lacked that had held her back in her search for better employment. “Thank you,” she said. Then it occurred to her how absurd it was for her to thank Madame when she knew the woman had treated her unfairly.

“I wish I could do more, but you will prevail,” Madame said.

A spurt of anger rose up in her, and Lucy gritted her teeth. It was an insincere platitude that would never make up for Madame’s underhanded dismissal.

Lucy rose and walked out of the sewing room, holding her head high like a queen. She vowed to do everything in her power to find work, and she would let nothing stop her. Somehow, someway, she would open her own dance studio one day. She would be master of her own destiny.

Lucy put the precious coins in her small purse and tucked the letter of character in her apron pocket. She donned her cloak and gloves. Then she picked up her basket and waited for Evelyn and Mary to put on their wraps. She had never wanted to leave a place as badly as she did now.

As they walked out into the night, the jingle of the shop door sounded altogether too cheerful, given her bad news. Lucy pulled the hood of her cape over her head, because the night air was damp and chilly. The misty fog swirled all around them. It had become their habit to walk together until their paths divided. It had made her feel safer, for at least part of the walk.

“Lucy, I know something is wrong,” Evelyn said. “Your face was very pale after Madame took you to the sewing room.”

“She sacked me, but I expected it. Madame cannot afford four seamstresses and needs someone who can work twelve hours—and for less pay in all likelihood.”

Mary exchanged a long look with Evelyn. “That explains why she hired Ida. No doubt the girl accepted a pittance for wages.”

“I suspect Ida is working in exchange for sleeping on the shop floor,” Evelyn said.

Lucy winced. “That is awful.”

Mary halted. “Lucy, I can loan you a bit of coin.”

“So can I,” Evelyn said.

“Oh no, I cannot allow it. I’ll earn wages tomorrow after my dance lesson. I’ll find a second position soon.” She must find it quickly. Her earnings as an assistant to Mr. Buckley, the dancing master, were barely sufficient, and more than once he’d shorted her based on some trumped up mistake she’d supposedly made.

Lucy held her basket closer as they approached a street vendor. She bought two meat pasties and a quarter loaf of bread for dinner. Then they resumed their walk.

“We will all persevere so that we can look forward to bright futures,” Lucy said. Her words were at odds with the fear gripping her, but she mustn’t give in to despair. She’d managed to pay for lodgings and food for herself and her grandmother these past six months, and she would manage again. A bit of pluck and a prayer would see her through this latest setback.

She hoped.

“I’m done up tonight,” Evelyn said.

Mary sighed. “I shall dream about the future tonight. Billy says we’ll marry when he saves up enough money.”

Lucy shared an inscrutable look with Evelyn. Billy made promises to Mary, but according to Evelyn, he spent most of his wages in the tavern. Privately, she’d told Lucy that Mary wasn’t the only woman in Billy’s life. Lucy had never met him, but she feared Billy would break Mary’s heart. Perhaps it would be best if he did. Mary deserved better treatment.

“We’ll miss you at the shop,” Mary said.

Lucy’s breath frosted. “We could meet at Green Park on Sunday afternoon if the weather is nice.”

Evelyn sighed. “Madame needs us to sew this Sunday, too.”

Lucy feared Madame would pressure them to work seven days a week.

The three stopped at the corner of Piccadilly and Regent, where their paths would split.

“Lucy, I know this is hard for you now,” Evelyn said, “but if you continued to work for Madame, you would not be able to teach dance.”

Mary nodded. “Do whatever you must to earn wages, but don’t give up your dream of having your own dance studio.”

She hugged her friends quickly. “Thank you for believing in me. Now I must go.”

“Be safe,” Evelyn said. “Remember the story we told you about the girl who disappeared forever after she let a man take her up in his carriage.”

Lucy shuddered. “I remember.”

“If a man offers to escort you, run,” Evelyn said.

“Remember, speak to no one, and make sure no one follows you,” Mary said.

She nodded, remembering her friends’ many warnings. Their tales of girls snatched off the street and sold into prostitution had made her skin crawl.

“I’ll not forget,” Lucy said. “Godspeed.”

Lucy shivered more from the frigid wind than the threat of danger. She stood beneath the lighted gas lamp, watching her friends walk away until they were no longer visible. Her chest tightened. It would be harder to meet them now that she’d lost her sewing job, but Lucy swore she would make it happen.

In that one unguarded moment, a filthy man grabbed hold of her basket and tugged hard.

  


The misty fog swirled around Harry as he strode along Piccadilly, but it wasn’t too dense tonight. Soon he must buy a carriage. He’d need one for inclement weather, and now that he was a bloody duke, he supposed he ought to have a decent vehicle for traveling. God knew he’d inherited an enormous fortune and could afford whatever caught his fancy. He’d always thought money would bring him happiness, but it hadn’t. Perhaps in time he would feel differently.

He was only a block away from his rooms at the Albany when he saw a thief tugging on a woman’s basket. When she screamed, Harry ran as fast as he could and shouted, “Stop, thief!” The ragged man took one look at him and ducked down an alley.

“Are you hurt?” Harry said as he reached the woman. Lord, his heart was hammering in his chest.

“No, but I thank you, kind sir,” she said, picking up the small loaf of bread and dusting it off.

He couldn’t help noticing her shabby glove as she set the bread beneath a cloth in her basket. Yet she spoke in a crisp, educated manner. The hood of her red, threadbare cloak fell back as she straightened her small frame. The lighted oil lamp nearby revealed her thick, red curls. She had the kind of hair that made a man want to take it down, but that only reminded him of her peril. “You ought not to be on the streets alone at night,” he said. “It’s dangerous for a woman.”

She pulled her hood up and scoffed. “Sir, I assure you, I would not set foot on these mean streets if I had any other choice.”

The woman’s plump lips and bright emerald eyes drew him. She was a rare beauty. “If you will allow it, I will escort you for your safety,” he said, smiling. “Surely you will not object to protection.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You’ve done your good deed for the evening, Sir Galahad.” She reached in her basket and brandished a wicked-looking knife. “My trusty blade is protection enough.”

Holy hell. It was a large blade, but she held it too low. He also noticed her arm trembled. She clearly had no idea how to use the blade. One sharp blow to her arm would incapacitate her, and the knife would fall to the ground.

She looked him over and shook her head. “Perhaps I should escort you for your safety.”

He laughed. “That’s rich.”

“Evidently, so are you.”

She’d obviously taken stock of his clothing and deduced he was wealthy. “Come now, I’m a man and far stronger than you. I can defend myself.”

She angled her head. “Have a care, sir. I quickly deduced you have a full purse inside your inner breast pocket. And if I can surmise that this quickly, you can be sure ruffians will, too.”

“You heard the coins jingling while I ran.”

She looked him over. “I wager those boots were made at Hoby’s. They’re worth a fortune. So is all of your clothing. At the very least, you ought to carry one of those canes with a hidden blade. Not everyone is as merciful as I am.”

“You believe I am in danger?” How the devil had this conversation taken such a bizarre turn?
         

She regarded him with a world of knowledge in her eyes. “Tonight, Sir Galahad, you are far more vulnerable than I am.”

Stunned into silence, he watched her disappear into the wispy fog. Then he reached inside another inner pocket and took out his penknife. A second, longer blade, far more wicked, folded out at the opposite end. He’d kept it hidden because he didn’t want to frighten her. So much for gallantry, he thought wryly. He wrapped the wool scarf around his neck to ward off the chill and continued on his way home, her impertinent green eyes haunting him the entire walk. And damned if they didn’t coax a smile out of him.

  


When Lucy arrived at the door to her lodgings, her heart still raced and her legs quivered like jelly. Although her breath frosted and her nose was cold, she must calm herself first. The last thing she wanted was to worry her grandmother.

She’d been furious with the thief and determined to make a scene to scare him off. Then the handsome stranger had come to her rescue. The moment the man she’d dubbed Sir Galahad had offered to escort her, she’d recalled her friends’ warnings about strange men and brandished her weapon. She’d expected him to express fear, but his brows had merely risen a little. In truth, he’d seemed amused as a smile spread across his face as if he were mocking her. In retrospect, his cavalier demeanor infuriated her. Apparently he thought himself invincible. The entire incident struck her as bizarre, but it was over. She would never see him again. In an effort to appear unruffled when she greeted her grandmother, Lucy inhaled and exhaled slowly. Then she rapped the door.

“Lucy? Is that you?”

“Yes, Grandmama.”

Her grandmother’s stick tapped on the wooden floor. Lucy heard the sound of the latch, and then the door opened.

“Oh, dear, hurry for the wind is cold,” Grandmama said. “And I know it must be very late.”

Lucy stepped inside and bolted the door. “Oh, I feel better already.”

She set the basket on the floor, hung her cape on one of the pegs, and removed her worn gloves. Then she took out the bread and meat pasties and covered the basket again.

“Sorry it took so long. Madame Delanger delayed me.”

“Oh, what happened?” Grandmama said.

She told her grandmother the abbreviated version of her dismissal.

“That is unfair of her to sack you in favor of the new girl.”

It no longer mattered. “Madame Delanger needed someone who would sew for up to twelve hours.” Of course, Lucy could not leave her grandmother alone that long, but she kept that to herself.

Grandmama tapped her stick as she walked to the table. “I know you’re worried, and I know we’ll have to scrimp, but I have faith you’ll find another job soon. To be honest, I’m glad you are no longer working nights for Madame Delanger. I worried about you walking in the dark. It isn’t safe.”

No, she’d discovered that firsthand tonight. “I walked with my friends.” She deliberately omitted that they accompanied her only part of the way. She certainly had no intention of revealing her encounter with Sir Galahad.

“I’ll make tea.” She filled the kettle from the pump and set it on the hob. When she retrieved the cups, her hands trembled and the cups rattled on the saucers. She was far more unnerved than she’d realized.

“Dearest, are you overset?” Grandmama said. “There is something different in your voice. You sound a little breathless.”

“It’s just from the cold,” she said. “A hot cup of tea will warm me.” She must calm herself. Grandmama had lost her sight many years ago, but she’d honed her other senses and could easily discern when something was awry. The last thing she wanted was for Grandmama to fret about her, but she was more than a little concerned about money. She needed to find work as quickly as possible.

Lucy kissed her grandmother’s cheek. “Have a seat at the table while I pour the tea.”

“That would be lovely, dear, but I fear you work too hard.”

“You know I love to dance more than anything in the world,” she said. “I’m fortunate to have found a position assisting Mr. Buckley with lessons.” She didn’t tell her grandmother that she loathed Buckley because he sometimes shorted her wages for trumped up reasons. What was the point? It would only add to Grandmama’s worries. On the morrow, Lucy would have to endure his unfair treatment, but she didn’t want to waste what was left of her evening thinking about him.

After the kettle whistled, Lucy carefully measured out the tea leaves into the pot, poured the hot water, and let it grow dark. The caddy had belonged to her late mother, who had hoarded the leaves. They never could have afforded the expensive tea otherwise. “Buckley sent a messenger boy round to Madame Delanger’s shop earlier today. I have a dancing lesson tomorrow.”

“I’m glad you enjoy teaching dance,” Grandmama said, “but I wish you did not have to work.”

If wishes were horses, beggars would ride. “I’m fortunate, compared to many other women.” It was true. Even though she found Buckley unpleasant, she enjoyed teaching dance.
         

Lucy set the pasties on the plates and poured the tea. The cup warmed her hands and the food was savory.

After they finished their late supper, Lucy sighed. “Shall I read to you?”

“Not tonight, dear. I hear the weariness in your voice. You must rest.”

The lingering fear had left her spent, but if she went to bed now, she knew she would toss and turn with worry over finding a new job. “I doubt I can rest yet, Grandmama, and I want to spend time with you. Let me read another chapter of Pride and Prejudice.” She’d splurged on a subscription at the library, but she refused to regret it. In the days ahead, she must pursue every possible avenue for another job, but tonight, she needed to be with her grandmother and immerse herself in a good book.
         

She had no idea how long she’d been reading when she heard her grandmother’s slow, steady breathing. Lucy had little money and few possessions, but she was fortunate to have such a sweet and wise grandmother. Grandmama had enriched her life immensely and had always encouraged her to reach for her dreams. Lucy kissed her forehead and awakened her.

“Oh, dear, I fell asleep. I’m so sorry.”

“Do not be sorry,” Lucy said, putting a ribbon in the book to mark her place. “I’ll read to you tomorrow evening. Now come and let me tuck you in.”

“Oh, that isn’t necessary. My trusty stick will see me to my room. Good night, dear.”

“Good night, Grandmama.”

Lucy banked the fire and sat on the sofa, contemplating her dream of owning a dance studio. The lessons would not make her rich, but she meant to make a comfortable and safe life for herself and her grandmother.

As much as she wanted to pursue her dream, she must think of the immediate concerns. She had to find another job to supplement their income. Her stomach clenched as she contemplated the consequences of failure. Dear God, what would happen to them if she didn’t find another position quickly?


	

    
	
		Chapter Two


The next afternoon
         

Lucy found the address of Lady Blenborough in an elegant house situated near Green Park. She felt relatively safe in this neighborhood. Well, from everyone except her disgusting employer, Mr. Buckley. As much as she despised him, she needed the employment. While she was his assistant, she often did all of the teaching while Buckley tried to charm the lady clients. At least she had found a job using her dancing skills. It provided her with an income, though she sometimes struggled to make ends meet.
         

She went round to the servant’s entrance, and the kindly cook gave her a cup of tea and a roll. Lucy ate half the roll and stored the rest in her apron pocket for later. When Buckley peered inside the kitchen, he scowled. “I’ll dock your pay for fraternizing with the servants.”

She had learned the art of making her expression as blank as possible. It was her only defense against her horrid employer. When she followed Buckley to the drawing room, Lucy saw a plump girl who looked to be about twelve. A lady wearing a fine morning gown sat in a chair with a bored expression.

“Lucy, show Prudence the steps,” Buckley said. “Lady Blenborough, do not despair. Soon Lady Prudence will be performing the dance steps with elegance and lightness.”

Lady Blenborough rolled her eyes and unfurled her fan. “Please get on with the lesson,” she said in a curt tone.

“Lucy,” Buckley said, clapping his hands. “Do not dally.”

She turned her attention to Prudence. “Is this your first dance lesson?”

“Hardly,” Lady Blenborough said. “My daughter is graceless.”

Lucy was horrified at Lady Blenborough’s harsh words in front of everyone.

When Prudence’s lower lip trembled, Lucy’s heart went out to her. “Prudence,” Lucy said gently. “Do not worry if you make a mistake.”

Mrs. Blenborough rolled her eyes. “She needs no encouragement to fail.”

Lucy drew in a deep breath, knowing she could not contradict Lady Blenborough, but the lady’s cruel words must be crushing Prudence. Why would her mother treat her daughter with such indignity?

Lucy knew how important it was for Prudence to learn the steps. One simply could not get on well in society without learning to dance gracefully. Years ago, her mother had taught all the young people in their village to dance and Lucy had assisted her as she’d grown older.

Lucy leaned closer to Prudence, hoping it would help her. “I know you can learn if you concentrate. “Will you do that, Prudence?”

She nodded.

“Now, watch me the first time,” Lucy said. “This is the chassé step. Right foot forward takes the weight; the following foot closes behind.” Lucy regarded the girl. “Watch me once more. Now you step with me slowly. Right foot forward.”

Prudence used the left foot.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Prudence,” Lady Blenborough said, “use your right foot.”
         

“Prudence,” Lucy said, “let us try again. Right foot forward taking your weight and close the back foot behind.”

Prudence put her weight on her right foot, and then she glanced at her mother and froze.

Lady Blenborough spoke sharply. “Prudence, attend.”

The sharp command startled Prudence. She closed her back foot, but Lucy had to catch Prudence’s arm to keep her upright.

“Prudence, let us step together slowly,” Lucy said. “Right foot forward taking the weight, very good, and close your back foot behind.” Lucy smiled at her. “You did very well. Now let’s try it up tempo. Watch me first.”

After the demonstration, Lucy said, “Let us try it together. Right foot forward taking the weight…”

Prudence lost her balance and fell on her bottom. Lucy immediately helped the girl to her feet. “It’s all right,” she said under her breath, even though she knew it wasn’t.

“Prudence, you are hopelessly clumsy,” Lady Blenborough said. “I’ve seen enough. The lesson is over.”

Lucy couldn’t help comparing Lady Blenborough’s cruelty with her own mother’s gentle patience. She remembered how much her mother’s approval had meant to her and knew poor Prudence would never gain confidence with such a horrible mother.

“Lady Blenborough,” Buckley said, his voice oily in his attempts to soothe, “allow me to demonstrate with my assistant. Perhaps that will help Prudence. Lucy.” He snapped his fingers.

Lucy knew what was coming and braced herself. He stood behind her and his foul breath on her neck made her want to shiver. When he attempted to move closer, she knew he would try to touch her, because he’d done it before. She pretended to misunderstand and performed the steps on her own. Chassé close, chassé close, chassé close. Lucy ended with a graceful plié.
         

“Prudence,” Lady Blenborough said, “try again.”

The girl had wandered over to the sideboard and stiffened upon hearing her mother’s voice. Guilt was written all over Prudence’s face as she held her hands behind her back.

Lady Blenborough rose. Her eyes narrowed as she yanked her daughter’s hand forward. Sweetmeats scattered all over the floor.

“If you wish to make a pig of yourself, Prudence, then do so. I wash my hands of you,” Lady Blenborough said.

Lucy winced as tears spilled down Prudence’s face. She wanted to comfort the girl, but it was not her place.

“My lady,” Buckley said. “Do not despair. I am sure we will make a dancer of Prudence yet.”

“She is nothing but an embarrassment to me, ” Lady Blenborough said.

Lucy bit her lip. How could Lady Blenborough treat her daughter so callously? With patience, the girl could learn to execute the steps, but her mother obviously had taken a disgust of her own daughter. Lucy found it painful to witness.

“Lady Blenborough,” Mr. Buckley said, “I shall return next week to help Prudence in her dance lessons.”

“There will be no more lessons,” Lady Blenborough said. “My daughter is hopeless. I have no more need of your services. You are dismissed.” She waved her hand.

Buckley glared at Lucy as if she’d done something wrong and took her by the upper arm as they quit the drawing room. “I’m reducing your pay,” he said. “See that you do not consort with the servants again.” Then he handed over half the coins that were due her. Lucy held in the anger threatening to boil over until they exited the servant’s entrance. It wasn’t the first time he’d found an excuse to reduce her pay, but it still infuriated her.

Once they reached the pavement, Lucy turned on Buckley. “I did nothing wrong. The cook offered me a roll, because I arrived early. You owe me the rest of my wages.”

“How dare you question me. You are lucky I hired you. If it weren’t for me, you would have no job. I’ll not tolerate your insolence.” He took a step closer and the smell of strong drink was on his breath as usual. “See that you remember it.”

She clenched her fists as she strode off. If it weren’t for her, he would have to exert himself and actually teach the dance lessons. As much as she despised him, she needed the job, but he would continue to cheat her. She must find other employment. There was much she didn’t have, but she was smart and educated. All she needed was one person to give her a chance.

Lucy walked to Oxford Street and popped inside a milliner’s shop. A pudgy woman greeted her. “I’m Mrs. Jamison, proprietor. How may I help you?”

“I’m looking for work,” Lucy said. “I’m experienced with sewing and trimming bonnets.”

“I am sorry, but my daughters assist me. Good luck to you, miss.”

“Thank you,” Lucy said. She quit the shop and made her way to Piccadilly. She walked inside the Burlington Arcade. There were multiple shops and she meant to inquire about a position at as many as she could today.

Four hours later, she’d made little progress. No one seemed to need the services of a seamstress or milliner today.

She stopped at a costermonger’s stand to buy meat pasties for dinner and hoped that she would find a job quickly. The rent was due in two days, and she had only one option left.

Lucy managed only a few bites of the pie that evening. It was hard to concentrate on anything because of her fears. She got up to stir the coals, because it was something to do other than sit and fret over what she must do.

When it grew dark, Lucy bid her grandmother good night and went to her room. She set the candle on the night table and opened the drawer. When she drew out a velvet pouch, her hands shook a little. She rubbed her thumb on the fuzzy velvet surface and opened the drawstring. Her heart ached as she took out her mother’s pearls. She fingered the clasp where a short chain with a tiny gold heart dangled. Lucy remembered her mother used to let her touch the pearls when she was a little girl. Now she would give anything to hug her mother just once more.

Her stomach clenched. It was so hard to give up her one remaining link to her mother, but she had barely slept the past two nights wondering how she would manage to keep a roof over their heads.

She kissed the pearls and put them back in the pouch. Then she closed the drawer and brushed away the tears. There was no other choice. She had to pay the rent.

Tomorrow, she would pawn the pearls…

  


The next morning, Lucy bargained hard with the pawnbroker. Even so, she knew the pearls were worth more than she’d gotten for them. After she left, she swiped at the tears tracking down her face. The important thing was that she had enough money to pay the rent for another month. She lifted her chin, but she felt a little empty as she strode away.

She inquired about work again at several shops she’d missed at the Burlington Arcade yesterday, but the proprietors of the other dress shops did not have a vacancy. None of the eight milliners, hosiers, or glovers had open positions, either.

Lucy walked along Piccadilly, turned on St. James, and found herself on King Street. A boy stood outside of a large building and called out to those passing by. “Servers needed for Almack’s. Wednesday nights,” the boy called out. “Must be clean and polite.”

An older, white-haired gentleman dressed in elegant clothing opened the doors. Lucy did not hesitate. She ran to him and bobbed a curtsy. “Sir, I understand servers are needed. I’d be obliged if you would consider me.”

“I’m Mr. Wilson, master of ceremonies,” he said. “Come inside.”

Lucy followed him. Once past the foyer, her eyes widened upon seeing the enormous mirrors that reflected the stately columns. A half-circular balcony was suspended high above the floor.

“You have a refined accent, young lady,” Mr. Wilson said.

“I’m educated, sir, but my family has fallen on hard times.” She swallowed. “If it pleases you, Mr. Wilson, I would like to apply for the position.”

“The pay isn’t much for serving once a week—only a shilling.”

“I’d be grateful for the work, sir.”

His white bushy brows furrowed. “Do you have other employment, miss?”

“I assist a dance master during the day, sir,” she said. “I’m more than willing to do other work.” She bit her lip, fearing he would reject her.

“Very well. Come to the back door on Wednesday in a sennight at seven sharp in the evening,” Mr. Wilson said. “You mustn’t be late. The lady patronesses are unforgiving.”

“I won’t be late. Thank you, sir.” Elated at the opportunity, she started to turn away when Mr. Wilson cleared his throat. “Miss, what is your name?”

“Lucy Longmore, sir.”

Mr. Wilson considered her for a moment. He took her hand and set coins in her palm. Then he closed her fingers over them.

Temptation gripped her, but in the end, pride won. “Sir, I cannot take the money. I’ve not earned it.”

He clasped his hands behind his back. “When I was a young man and desperate for employment, a kind soul helped me. I swore that one day I would do the same for someone else. Will you allow me to do so now?”

She suspected he’d concocted the story, but she could hardly refuse without insulting him. “Very well,” she said, putting the coins in a small purse she hid in her apron. “Thank you, sir.”

“Godspeed, dear. We will see you at Almack’s next week.”

Her spirits rose as she walked out and crossed the street, dodging the mud and horse droppings. She realized she was near the place where she’d threatened the handsome stranger with her knife last night. In retrospect, she thought she’d misjudged him, but she shook off her guilt. A rich man like him hardly needed her sympathy. Her survival and that of her grandmama depended on keeping her wits about her.

She slowed her step as she neared a large building. A well-dressed gentleman handed over his horse’s reins to a groom. Lucy had heard of the Albany, the famous gentleman’s quarters. It occurred to her that she might inquire about employment there. Surely a place designated for bachelors would require the services of maids. Now that she had a letter of character, she had a far better chance of finding decent employment. She told herself not to get her hopes up, but she had nothing to lose, so she rapped the knocker.

Two hours later, Lucy had passed muster with Mrs. Finkle, the head housekeeper. The rules were simple enough. All she had to do was clean until the rooms were spotless, and of course, she mustn’t fraternize with the gentlemen residents. Lucy had no intention of jeopardizing her new position. She was thrilled that her pay would be twice what she made assisting Buckley. For the first time in six months, she dared to hope that she and Grandmama might improve their circumstances.

  


Mrs. Norcliffe’s drawing room, that same afternoon
         

“I am exceedingly concerned about attendance at Almack’s,” Mrs. Norcliffe, the newest patroness, said. “The gentlemen have been abandoning our fair temple of respectability in droves these last few years. Something must be done.”

Lady Jersey sniffed. “One would think that the quadrille would entice the gentlemen.”

Mrs. Norcliffe thought no such thing, but as the newest patroness, she kept silent. Everybody knew that Lady Jersey had introduced the quadrille to Almack’s. “I will be honest, ladies. I have a personal concern in seeing Almack’s returned to its former popularity with all of the beau monde.”

Lady Cowper, whom everyone knew was having an affaire de coeur with Lord Palmerstone, sighed. “I believe we must resort to stronger measures, but, Mrs. Norcliffe, you speak of your own concerns. Does this perchance relate to Granfield?”

Mrs. Norcliffe set her dish of tea aside. “My son refuses to leave his rooms at the Albany, even though he is now a duke. I fear he will take after his bachelor uncle, God rest his soul. The dukedom is in jeopardy. I must find my son a bride, for he surely will not pursue it.”

Lady Castlereagh sniffed. “Well, if there is no heir, he has no choice.”

Mrs. Norcliffe sighed. “I’ve tried for years to put suitable young ladies of good breeding and fortune in my son’s way. Naturally he wants nothing to do with any of them, but I must find him a bride soon. He desperately needs an heir and a spare.”

“I’ve yet to meet a bachelor who did not resist marriage,” Lady Cowper said. “My advice is to trap him.”

“Oh, dear,” Mrs. Norcliffe said. “I could not lower myself to such tactics.” Not yet, at any rate.
         

Mrs. Drummond-Burrell, known as one of the highest sticklers, drew her quizzing glass to her eye. “You must find a way to entice Granfield. He will want someone young and pretty with at least ten thousand for her marriage portion.”

Princess Esterhazy’s eyes twinkled. “A few years ago, that rakehell Mr. Darcett lured Miss Amy Hardwick into a cellar overnight. They were forced to wed.”

“Oh, dear,” Mrs. Norcliffe said, fanning her face.

“Let us not forget that His Grace has already inherited a fortune,” Lady Jersey said. “You need stronger inducement, Mrs. Norcliffe. I recommend an introduction to a beautiful young woman. If all goes well, he will conceive a grand passion for her.”

“He’s likely to run the other way,” Mrs. Drummond-Burrell said. “The author of Pride and Prejudice got it wrong in my opinion. Everybody knows a single man in possession of a fortune must be in want of his freedom.”
         

Lady Castlereagh cleared her throat. “The only thing that entices gentlemen is their clubs. They gamble, they drink, and they take snuff. How many lose and win fortunes every night? It is scandalous.”

Mrs. Norcliffe smoothed her skirts. “I had hoped that he would accept Lady Bellingham’s invitation to dine. She had meant to invite Miss Lingley and her parents, but apparently my son begged off due to other commitments.”

“Well, we all know what that means,” Lady Sefton said.

Mrs. Norcliffe sighed. “Indeed, the clubs.”

“I think they would live in them if possible,” Lady Cowper said.

“Perish the thought,” Countess Lieven said.

Lady Sefton pursed her lips. “I heard Lord Percival was found snoring beneath a gaming table at White’s—the next morning.”

Mrs. Norcliffe clutched the arms of her chair. “God save Lady Percival.”

“No need to worry,” Countess Lieven said. “They have an arrangement whereby he only comes home for the occasional dinner party in town. In autumn, he’s much taken with his hunting and dogs. Lady Percival is quite satisfied with her circumstances.”

Lady Cowper snorted. “And with her young Italian lover who plays the harp.”

Mrs. Norcliffe fanned her face. “How risqué.”

Lady Cowper lifted her brows. “One hears he plays his instrument well.”

“Oh, dear,” Mrs. Drummond-Burrell said. “We must take care not to venture into indecent topics.”

Mrs. Norcliffe would never admit it, but she wished to hear more about the illicit Italian lover.

“I pity you, Mrs. Norcliffe, but something must be done about Granfield,” Mrs. Drummond-Burrell said. “A dukedom is too important. However, I have a suggestion. Mrs. Osterham’s daughter Hortense is quite accomplished, and at eighteen, she is biddable. You could take her in hand and mold her into the perfect bride for your son.”

Mrs. Norcliffe clasped her hands to her heart. “Thank you, Mrs. Drummond-Burrell. I’m much obliged.”

“Perhaps you could introduce your son at the opening of Almack’s,” Countess Lieven said.

Mrs. Norcliffe knew her son wouldn’t go near Almack’s unless there was an inducement. If something didn’t change soon, she feared Harry would end up a lifelong bachelor like his freewheeling pigheaded uncle before him, God rest his soul.

“Do not fret, Mrs. Norcliffe,” Mrs. Drummond-Burrell said. “Dancing is the mode of courtship, is it not? Do we not encourage our fair offspring to find their perfectly suitable partners for life at a ball?”

“Yes, of course,” Lady Sefton said, “but, Mrs. Norcliffe, I suspect you wish to make a point, do you not?”

“Yes, indeed,” Mrs. Norcliffe said. “The problem is how to lure the gentlemen away from their dice, liquor, and clubs? We need to make the experience exciting for them.”

“No spirits,” Mrs. Drummond-Burrell said. “The gentlemen will huddle around the sideboard all evening and become foxed.”

“Mrs. Norcliffe, how do you propose to create excitement?” Lady Cowper said.

“It is rather daring,” Mrs. Norcliffe said. Anxiety gripped her as she struggled to invent a plan. When it popped into her head, she knew the patronesses would proclaim it either brilliant or utter rubbish. She’d managed to become one of the patronesses, and she meant to secure her place. Sometimes one had to be bold.

“One thing we know about gentlemen is that they are fond of competition,” Mrs. Norcliffe said.

All of the ladies leaned the slightest bit forward.

“I propose a dancing competition, one that would stir up passions not only for the dancers, but for the observers as well.”

When there was no immediate reply, Mrs. Norcliffe resisted the urge to squirm.

“Your point, Mrs. Norcliffe?” Lady Jersey said.

“I hope to find my dear son a wife during the competition.”

Princess Esterhazy applied her fan. “How can you be sure the dancing competition will work?”

“Indeed,” Lady Castlereagh said. “Suppose the gentlemen refuse to participate. What then?”

“We need an incentive to entice them,” Mrs. Norcliffe said. “Otherwise, they will return to their clubs.”

“An incentive implies commerce.” Lady Cowper fanned her face as if money were akin to devilment.

“In this case, it implies competition, and that is something no gentleman can resist,” Mrs. Norcliffe said. “Imagine how many will be envious of those who are able to participate or observe at close hand. Almack’s will once again rise as the temple of exclusivity.”

“How are we to spread the word?” Princess Esterhazy said.

“It is easy enough to tip off the scandal sheets,” Mrs. Norcliffe said. “Imagine all of London anticipating the competition each week. News will circulate far and wide. Everyone who is anyone will not want to miss the weekly winners.”

“Winners?” Lady Sefton said in a faint tone.

Mrs. Norcliffe’s stomach tightened, but she’d learned long ago to feign her way through almost any situation. “Each week the couples will dance and compete to stay in the competition another week,” Mrs. Norcliffe said. “Some will be eliminated and others will remain until the very last.”

“We are to judge them?” Lady Jersey asked.

“Of course,” Mrs. Norcliffe said. “Who better than the patronesses to make the decisions?”

“It is rather bold,” Lady Jersey said, “but we are the patronesses. Who will dare criticize if we sanction the competition?”

“Indeed, it could result in the loss of one’s voucher,” Mrs. Norcliffe said.

“What will the prize be?” Lady Jersey asked. “It must be sufficient to draw the gentlemen away from their liquor, cards, and dice.”

“Ladies, what do you say to five hundred pounds as the prize for the most elegant dancing couple? Are we prepared to contribute seventy-two pounds each?” Mrs. Norcliffe said.

“That leaves four pounds unaccounted for,” Lady Sefton said.

“We will buy extra lemonade and buttered sandwiches,” Mrs. Norcliffe said.

“I must admit this is all rather exciting,” Princess Esterhazy said.

“Indeed,” Lady Jersey said. “Everyone will be anxious to get a voucher on Wednesday nights.”

“Of course, only the most elite will have their vouchers approved,” Mrs. Drummond-Burrell said. “We must maintain our high standards.”

“Well, ladies, I believe we are all prepared for the first annual Almack’s dancing competition,” Mrs. Norcliffe said.

Lady Jersey observed Mrs. Norcliffe with a sly expression. “Pray tell, how do you propose to tempt your son into participating?”
         

Mrs. Norcliffe smiled. “What every mother resorts to when faced with an obstinate son. I will make him feel guilty.”
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