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            Chapter One

         

         And that concludes this week’s business portion of the Wednesday Afternoon Social Club.” Lady Serena Wynter, one of the club’s founders and the de facto leader, smiled at the two dozen or so ladies who’d attended today’s gathering and gestured toward the far end of the room, where platters of finger sandwiches and desserts had been laid out on a long table. “So let’s do justice to these refreshments, ladies. I’ve been told Edwina’s cook has made a batch of her lemon-raspberry tartlets for us today.”

         Those present needed no further urging. Edwina, Lady Beasley, hosted their meetings at her Upper Grosvenor Street residence, and the membership had come to look forward to the delicious treats her kitchen staff prepared for them each week. A line began forming at the rear of the room and the hum of conversation grew louder.

         Serena made her way to where some of her closest friends were gathered around Charlotte, the Countess of Norwood. Besides Edwina, who sat in a chair adjacent to Charlotte’s, there was Grace, the Duchess of Rochester, her niece, Phoebe Talbot, and a close friend of Phoebe’s, Julia Keene.

         “What a delightful surprise that you could join us today. I thought you weren’t returning to London until next week,” Serena said, giving Charlotte an affectionate kiss on the cheek.

         “That was William’s plan, not mine.” Charlotte patted the rather considerable girth of her stomach. “Honestly, this baby has turned my husband into a veritable mother hen, and frankly, it’s driving me mad. I recovered from my cold over a week ago, so there was no reason to delay our return when I feel perfectly fine.” She laughed and framed her abdomen with her hands. “Well, as fine as one can when one’s belly is the size of a large melon. I move about with an ungainly waddle these days, but it doesn’t mean I’m incapable of carrying on as usual.”

         “That goes without saying,” Serena agreed. “Nonetheless, I’d be happy to get some refreshments for you if you don’t feel like leaving that armchair.” Charlotte looked quite comfortable reclining against the well-padded chair cushions with her feet propped up on a matching ottoman.

         “Please, don’t fuss over me. I get more than enough of that at home.” She gave them a wry smile as she awkwardly got to her feet.

         They made their way over to the refreshments table and made their food and drink selections. Fortunately, their recently vacated seats hadn’t been claimed by anyone else yet. As Charlotte once again settled herself in an armchair she said, “I can’t wait to catch up with everyone. I see so many new faces here today. For heaven’s sake, I missed only the first few weeks of the Season, but I already feel behind.”

         “You know Serena. She doesn’t let the grass grow under her feet,” Grace remarked. “I was surprised to show up at our first meeting in the new year and find over two dozen ladies in attendance.”

         “It helped that Edwina and I stayed in London throughout the summer and fall when much of the haut ton depart for the countryside,” Serena said. “Even with that seasonal exodus, by Christmas there were over twenty of us meeting weekly. Word about us continues to spread, and now that the Season is in full swing…” With a sweep of her arm, Serena gestured about the room. “As you can see, we’re filling up Edwina’s drawing room.”

         “The more, the merrier,” Edwina said. “If necessary, we can hold our meetings in the music room. That’s where my family used to host large gatherings when I was young.”

         “This house belongs to your family?” Charlotte asked. “I assumed it had belonged to your late husband.”

         “No. My husband’s younger brother lives in the home I shared with Beasley. We’re on good terms, and I have a standing invitation to stay there any time I wish. However, I don’t wish to be the importuning relation always underfoot. My parents no longer spend time in London, nor does my sister, Constance, who wouldn’t stay here in any case, as she and her husband have a large residence just off Berkeley Square. So it works out for me to live here.”

         “It also works out quite well for us ladies of the Wednesday Afternoon Social Club,” Grace said. “So much so that I forbid you to ever quit the group, Edwina. Because seriously, where else would we be able to plot our schemes and misbehave?”

         Serena smiled in acknowledgment of this truth. A widow like Edwina was the obvious choice to host their meetings because despite the innocuous-sounding name they’d chosen to give themselves, much of society—and this would include all but the most enlightened of husbands—would frown upon a group like theirs.

         The Wednesday Afternoon Social Club embraced the notion that females needn’t be relegated to only the lesser roles in life, but were fully capable of being contributing members of society, even in a world structured to grant far more rights to men. Not to mention the ladies in the club discussed these contributions while wearing trousers (if that was their preference) or partaking those traditionally male libations such as brandy or whisky. To be sure, plenty of cups of tea were also consumed at the meetings—with a splash of strong spirits if the lady wished.

         The point of the group wasn’t simply to copy the behavior of men, but rather to give ladies, for an afternoon anyway, a choice as to how they wished to comport themselves. Whether that took the form of what they wore or what they consumed or what they discussed, they had the freedom to choose.

         The duchess continued, “Rochester is quite broad-minded and doesn’t seem to mind my penchant for wearing trousers in a discreet setting now and again”—she gestured to the pair of trousers she currently wore, which showed off her tall, slender figure to great advantage—“but I’m not sure even he would countenance similar behavior in a large group of ladies meeting in his home. Nor do I think he’d approve of ladies drinking strong spirits, should that be their inclination.”

         “There are those of us so inclined, but still prohibited from it, Aunt Grace,” Phoebe Talbot remarked. She sat in a chintz-covered armchair with her legs draped over one of the chair’s arms, managing to look demure and shockingly unladylike at the same time. She fanned herself with a folded copy of the latest issue of the Advocate, a radical newspaper published by Edwina’s beau, Jason Latimer.

         The duchess turned to her niece with a wry smile. “My darling Phoebe, you know that I’m risking your mother’s censure just by bringing you to these meetings. We both know, she’d consider them thoroughly unsuitable for a young lady. And while I disagree with that, I’m not going to introduce a seventeen-year-old to liquor. I promise you that next year, when you make your official come out, I’ll allow a cup of spiked punch. Until then, you’ll have to be satisfied with tea or lemonade and the ability to wear trousers, if you wish.”

         “Trousers proved unexpectedly disappointing and, in my opinion, more bother than they’re worth, considering one must change into them after arrival,” Phoebe said. “A wee nip of whisky would be a lovely consolation.”

         “Next year, my darling, you may enjoy the rum punch.”

         The girl gave an exaggerated sigh, but her smile was good-natured. “That’s the story of my life. Wait until you’re older. Wait until you’re married.” She twirled one slim hand in the air. “Wait until…insert some other reason.”

         Serena gave Phoebe a sympathetic look. She recalled being Phoebe’s age, filled with anticipation as the future beckoned just around the corner, eager to move past the preparation for adulthood and start living her life as an adult. The choices she’d made then had shaped everything she’d done since.

         “Speaking from the ripe old age of three-and-twenty,” Serena addressed the girl, “I can remember those days of what seemed to be endless waiting, but I promise the time will pass more swiftly than you realize, and I’m sure your aunt will agree that staying busy is the perfect antidote.”

         “Exactly right,” the duchess agreed.

         “I could use assistance maintaining the inventory ledgers for the leased properties,” Julia Keene spoke up. She’d joined the group in May of last year. A petite girl with black hair and dark eyes that hinted at a Welsh ancestry, she’d quickly become a member they could rely on. “I’ve only just started compiling the ledger for our third property and now with a fourth one…” She sent a questioning look in Phoebe’s direction.

         “I don’t mind helping with that,” Phoebe replied. “As long as Aunt Grace has no objections.”

         “None whatsoever,” her aunt replied.

         “Ooh,” Charlotte said, grimacing and placing a hand on her abdomen. “Someone is making their presence felt. This one kicks so fiercely at times, I wonder if it thinks it can kick itself right out of my belly.”

         “A feisty child,” Grace remarked. “So who does it take after. You or Norwood?”

         “William says the baby must take after me, because, of course, my husband is the soul of amiability.” She rolled her eyes in amusement. “Or so he claims. I, however, remind him of the morning we met when he was anything but. At least, initially. Ouch,” she added, giving her stomach a look of mock sternness. “Boy or girl, this one is hard to ignore.”

         A sudden pang of bittersweet longing came over Serena. Six years ago she’d put aside dreams of marriage and motherhood, and forged a different path for herself. One that was usually fulfilling and satisfying. She rarely felt any pangs of regret unless something came along to remind her of those old hopes and plans. But a young man’s death on the field of battle in Spain had put an end to the future she’d envisioned back then.

         As she always did, she pushed away those memories. The past was the past, unchangeable, irreversible, and therefore, something she willed herself not to dwell upon. Her life hadn’t ended, which meant replacing old hopes with new ones. She’d found new purpose—one shared by the ladies in this room today.

         Charitable work had long been a passion of hers, and it was the other important facet of the Wednesday Afternoon Social Club. What had begun as a few friends who’d been determined to make a positive difference in the world had grown into this vibrant group of ladies, united by a shared vision to take action when they saw a need.

         Almost as if reading her thoughts, Edwina said, “Charlotte, I don’t believe you’ve heard the latest news about our war widows project, although Julia just alluded to it. We finally signed a lease for a fourth property.”

         “That is wonderful,” Charlotte said. “And to think that less than a year ago we were readying that first location on Red Lion Square.”

         “I’m excited about our newest endeavor to provide educational opportunities for children,” Grace said. “Although the vote was close between that and supplying warm clothing for those children who live on the streets of London.”

         “I voted for the educational opportunities. I believe education will stay with them always, whereas warm clothing could be taken from them and sold for the profit of someone else,” Julia Keene said.

         “Sadly, the exploitation of children in that way, and in so many others, is not uncommon,” Serena said. “We can’t right everything that’s wrong in the world, but we can make an effort to improve what we can.”

         “Which project did you vote for, Serena?” Charlotte asked.

         “The option which came in third,” Serena replied. A distant third, somewhat to her disappointment.

         Charlotte nodded sympathetically. “Housing unwed pregnant girls would also have been a worthy endeavor. Perhaps it can go on the ballot next year.”

         “Perhaps,” Serena said. Though she was already considering what she could do on her own.

         Charlotte turned to Edwina. “You must give my compliments to your cook, Edwina. These sandwiches are heavenly, and normally I don’t even like liver paste sandwiches.”

         “One of the vagaries of pregnancy,” Grace said. “I craved pickled eggs when I was expecting my first baby, but couldn’t stand the sight of them during the next two, and then craved them again with our last child.”

         “It’s odd, isn’t it?” Charlotte said. “I’ve come to like things I usually don’t, and yet I can’t abide some things I normally like. And it’s not even just food. I had to tell my maid to quit spritzing my clothing with rose water. The smell simply doesn’t appeal to me anymore.”

         “Your preferences may return to normal once the baby is born,” Grace said.

         Charlotte shrugged, then turned to Serena. “Speaking of preferences, how is Mr. Townshend these days?”

         Serena laughed. “I’m not sure how preferences and Mr. Townshend are related, but he’s fine I suppose.”

         Charlotte exchanged a look with Edwina and Grace. The three of them had made no secret they favored a match between Serena and that gentleman. And if she were presently interested in finding a match, Serena supposed she could do a good deal worse than Charles Townshend. She considered him a friend—even if they’d had their fair share of disagreements in the past.

         “Oh, no. You’ve had an argument, haven’t you?” Charlotte looked dismayed.

         “A small one,” Serena admitted. “He was being his usual overprotective self.”

         “Well, after that incident in Seven Dials, I can’t say I blame him,” Edwina said.

         Charlotte’s eyes widened. “Wait? What incident?”

         Seven Dials was notorious as a crushingly poor, crime-ridden area of London. Going there hadn’t been one of Serena’s wiser decisions, although at the time it had seemed urgent. She’d been trying to rescue a young pickpocket from the clutches of someone named Mother Duggan, who ran a ring of child thieves. Mattie and Serena’s paths had crossed when the girl had tried to steal Serena’s reticule one day when she was putting up flyers with information about the jobs and housing they offered to war widows.

         In the end, Serena had succeeded in rescuing the girl, but it had been dicey for a while, and the footman accompanying her had suffered two black eyes when some of those sympathetic to Mother Duggan’s “rights” concerning Mattie had expressed their displeasure. Serena herself had sustained some bruises before they could make their way back to the coach.

         “It’s a long story,” Serena said, not wishing to rehash that day. “Suffice it to say, I learned my lesson about going to Seven Dials.”

         “I should hope so,” Edwina said. She turned to Charlotte to give her a brief recap, concluding with, “Serena and a footman suffered relatively minor injuries, but the point is, it could have been much worse.”

         Charlotte frowned. “When did this happen?”

         “Last autumn,” Serena said.

         Charlotte shook her head. “Mr. Townshend must have been beside himself when he heard about it.”

         “He expressed his displeasure most emphatically,” Serena said dryly.

         “Well, you are going to have to make up with him because I wish to have a dinner party so that we can all catch up, and I intend to put him on the guest list.”

         And no doubt, she would make sure Charles was seated next to Serena during dinner. Her friends weren’t particularly subtle when it came to their efforts to throw the two of them together.

         “I will do what I can,” Serena said. “As soon as he gets back from Bath. He’s been there the past two weeks. His employer, Sir Roland, suffered a severe bout of rheumatism and wished to take the waters. Charles insisted on accompanying him over the old gentleman’s objections.”

         It was actually this trip that had led to their argument. Charles had called on her to let her know he’d be out of London for a while, and to extract a promise that she wouldn’t go to any dangerous neighborhoods while he was gone. A promise she could have easily made, since the incident in Seven Dials had cured her of heedless risk taking. Yet, despite her reformed attitude toward her safety (and, by extension, those of her servants), she’d taken exception to his demand, and one thing had led to another and they’d had a spat.

         She regretted the argument, especially since she knew it was mostly her fault. She’d been cranky that day, and she’d taken it out on Charles. The truth was she’d started missing him soon after his departure. He annoyed her, but he also amused her, and lately, she’d begun to feel an undeniable pull of attraction. Even during their last disagreement, it had been there underneath her sharp words. No doubt her friends would be ecstatic to hear this, but she had no intention of admitting it and have them redouble their matchmaking efforts.

         “When is he expected back?” Charlotte asked.

         “I don’t know. I haven’t heard from him.” She gave them a sheepish smile. “I told him not to bother writing me while he was gone, which was unfair of me, I admit, since he does have my best interests in mind.”

         Charlotte gave a sad little shake of her head. “Well, when you hear he’s back, let me know, and I will issue you all invitations to dinner.”

         “I expect he’ll turn up soon,” Serena said. “He’s so frightfully conscientious. I can’t see Charles neglecting his parliamentary duties for any longer than necessary.”

         She didn’t add that the real question in her mind was had she treated him so shabbily that he’d wish to neglect their friendship instead.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Arriving home from an afternoon spent running errands, Serena was greeted in the front hall by their butler.

         “Mr. Townshend is waiting to see you in the drawing room,” Menken said.

         “Oh, what a pleasant surprise.” She removed her bonnet and gloves and handed them to him. “Please have refreshments sent in, Menken.”

         “Of course,” the butler said before turning and heading down the hall to carry out her request.

         Serena tried to ignore the little flutter of excitement at seeing Charles again. The truth was she’d felt his absence keenly these past two weeks, and not only because it had effectively stalled her efforts to find tradesmen willing to offer apprenticeships to the sons of the war widows (though it had). Serena had enlisted his help in approaching businesses that took on apprentices. She was eager to begin pairing those boys who wished to learn a trade with a skilled tradesman.

         “The prodigal returneth,” she observed as she swept through the door of the drawing room. “When did you get back? How was your time in Bath? And how is Sir Roland faring after taking the waters?” Ever the gentleman, Charles came to his feet and remained standing until she’d taken a seat.

         “I’m very well, thank you. And you?” His expression was solemn, but he couldn’t quite hide the amusement in his eyes.

         As an outright rebuke, she would have found it annoying to have her rudeness pointed out, but as a bit of gentle teasing…? She liked his humorous side a great deal.

         “I thought I’d save you the bother of observing the social niceties, but I see you’re having none of that. I’m perfectly well, and am exceedingly glad to hear you’re the same.” She folded her hands primly in her lap. “You’ll be happy to know that somehow I managed to stay out of trouble while you were gone.”

         “Always happy to hear that. To answer your barrage of questions in order, yesterday evening, for me, about a week too long, but I’m happy to report Sir Roland’s aches and pains are much improved. He appears glad to be back in London.” Something flickered in the depths of his blue eyes before he added, “I know I am.”

         Another tiny fillip of emotion danced inside her. He hadn’t explicitly said that he was glad to be back because he’d missed her, but surely the sentiment lay buried beneath his words. Or was that just wishful thinking on her part? Surely, at the very least, it was an olive branch.

         “I’m glad you’re back as well,” she said. “In case you were wondering, given how…awful I was before you left.”

         One corner of his mouth lifted. “I took it as a good sign when Menken didn’t turn me away at the front door.”

         She gave him a teasing smile in return. “Yes, well, I’m waiting on that list of tradesmen you promised me, though with Parliament in full swing, I expect you’ll have some catching up to do before you can attend to that.”

         “Some,” he agreed. “But I’d arranged to have anything of importance brought to me by courier, so I was able to stay current with the things that truly required my attention. I even made a brief three-day trip home at Sir Roland’s insistence, since the journey to Frome is so much shorter from Bath than if I were traveling from London.”

         “I’m sure your family was delighted to see you, although I expect they were disappointed it couldn’t be of a longer duration. It’s been, what? A year since you visited them?”

         “Not quite a year,” Charles replied. “It was a pleasant visit, but quite long enough to suit me, considering Mama has acquired…notions concerning myself and a certain Miss Lewis.”

         “That’s a common affliction among bachelor sons,” she said. “I’m just thankful Papa has become reconciled to having a spinster for a daughter. I take it you don’t share in her inclination toward Miss Lewis?”

         For some reason, the idea of Charles courting someone made her feel an uncomfortable stab of jealousy, which was ridiculous, because she had no claim on his affections beyond that of friendship. Certainly she always pushed back when her friends suggested she behave in a manner that would encourage his attentions. But there was no denying the way she’d felt just then.

         He shook his head. “Don’t get me wrong. Miss Lewis is a perfectly nice girl, but I’m not really at a point where I’m ready to acquire a wife, and it would be most unfair of me to expect Miss Lewis to wait until I was.” He shrugged. “And even if I were at that point, there wasn’t any particular connection between us. I hope I convinced Mama to drop the matter, but I’m not sure that I did.”

         Serena couldn’t deny that his words brought her a measure of relief. “She’ll come around, and you do have the advantage that living this far from your family effectively spikes her guns when it comes to pushing a match between the two of you.”

         “Yes, although I suspect that Miss Lewis will be a frequent topic in any letters I get from Mama. She can be annoyingly tenacious when she gets an idea in her head. But I won’t bore you with that any longer, when I have something that will surely be of more interest to you.” He smiled and picked up a folded paper from the table beside his chair. “While I was in Bath, I made some inquiries and compiled a list of apprenticeship opportunities, although I don’t know if you intend to send any of the boys that far afield.”

         “I hadn’t thought of it, but it might be good to give them a choice beyond London.”

         “In that case, my labors weren’t in vain.” He rose and taking the few strides necessary to reach her chair, handed her the piece of paper. As she took it from him, her fingers briefly brushed against his—far too briefly to justify the tingle of awareness that prickled along her skin. Had he felt it too? He gave no sign of it, but then to her knowledge, neither had she. It wasn’t as if either of them was likely to exclaim out loud “Did you feel that?” Though it would make male–female relationships so much easier if people did.

         “Those tradesmen expressed a willingness to take on some of the boys,” he said as he settled back in his chair. “Only some have a current need for an apprentice, but those that don’t said they would in the future, and they promised to contact me when they do. However, it wouldn’t be amiss to inquire again in a few months, just in case they forget their promise, or mislay the contact information I gave them.”

         As Serena unfolded the sheet of paper, she caught the faint scent that clung to it, a mixture of citrus and spice and clean linen dried in the sun. She liked that he didn’t favor overpowering colognes as some men did.

         She scanned the list of about two dozen names of tradesmen along with the names and addresses of their places of business. “This is wonderful. Thank you.”

         “I’ll work on getting you a list of more businesses here in London. I’ve compiled a short list, very short, in fact, which is why I haven’t shared it with you yet. But I will once I make some more progress on it.” He leaned back in his chair and crossed one leg over the other. “So what have you been up to in my absence? Besides staying out of trouble, that is.” He smiled and two shallow furrows formed in his cheeks, not quite dimples, but features that Serena found…appealing.

         “The usual. The Norwoods have returned to town, so I’ve been spending time with Charlotte. We’ve been continuing on with our work for the war widows. The Duchess of Rochester is hosting another subscription ball for us this Season to raise funds for our newest venture, so we’ve begun planning for that. Papa has hosted several dinner parties, mostly for his political cronies.”

         “Sounds as if you’ve been quite busy,” he remarked.

         “You know me. I don’t like to be idle. Would you like to hear about the latest project for the ladies of the Wednesday Afternoon Social Club?” Serena asked.

         “As a matter of fact, I already heard about it.”

         “Really? From whom? We just voted on it the day before yesterday.”

         “My source is Mr. Latimer. We sparred together at Gentleman Jackson’s early this morning. I like to keep my form sharp. If I don’t line up some new form of employment, I may have to resort to earning my shillings in the ring again.”

         Serena knew that while he studied at Cambridge, Charles had boxed to earn money to help with his living expenses, but she didn’t believe for one minute that he seriously intended to take it up again as a profession.

         “Do you intend to leave Sir Roland’s employment then?”

         “I think I must, once my term in the House of Commons ends. The plan was always that I’d serve as the MP for the borough of Rainsley only until Ambrose-Stone’s younger brother came of age to run for the seat. Brosey arranged the job for me as his uncle’s secretary while I serve in Parliament. Sir Roland has made it clear that he’d be willing to continue to employ me in that capacity, but the truth is the old gent has less need of a secretary these days than when he took me on nearly four years ago. It’s time to look for a position elsewhere.”

         “Perhaps Sir Roland could recommend you for a position within the diplomatic corps. I’d think he could with his contacts.” She almost regretted making the suggestion because a diplomatic posting could send him heaven knew where. Which shouldn’t matter, but somehow it did.

         “I’ve thought of that, and Sir Roland has mentioned on more than one occasion that he’d put in a good word for me should my inclinations ever head in that direction. I’m not sure they do, but I’m considering it. Among other things.”

         “You don’t want to run for a different seat in Parliament?”

         “I would but for the electioneering involved. It’s one thing to temporarily occupy the seat in the pocket of Ambrose-Stone’s family. Brosey made it clear that I was his candidate, and probably paid his constituents the usual bribes.” He gave her a pointed look. “Although if he did, I’ve no knowledge of it. The arrangement worked because he never tried to influence my votes in Commons in any way, so whether he bribed the voters or not, my conscience was at ease. However, I couldn’t stomach what it would take to win some other seat. I’m ready to move on.”

         Serena couldn’t help thinking it was a shame Charles didn’t hold a title and therefore have a hereditary claim to a seat in the House of Lords. Despite their tendency to butt heads at times, she respected his integrity, and England needed men of integrity leading it. Perhaps someday the country would reach a point where there’d be men and women in positions of leadership, but that day, she was certain would come well after her lifetime.

         “Would you like me to speak to Papa on your behalf? He might have some connections that could be useful as you search for a new position.”

         “It’s kind of you to offer, but don’t bother your father about my need for a job. I’m sure he has more important things to occupy him.”

         “He’s never too busy to further the cause of a man with promise.” Especially if she were to request it on Charles’s behalf. “I’ll leave the offer open.”

         “I appreciate that.” He gave her a wry smile. “If I get desperate enough, I may take you up on it.”

         A short silence sprang up between them. Serena nibbled on a tea cake and watched Charles eat. Watched the way he held a dainty ham-and-butter sandwich in one well-shaped hand, aware that it had been a very long time since she’d found the sight of a man’s hands so fascinating. It was hard to imagine his hands bruised and swollen as they must have been when he boxed.

         For that matter, it was hard to picture him as a boxer in the ring. He had a lean, athletic build that had more in common with the lithe form of a fencer, rather than the hulking body of a boxer. She tried to envision him in the ring, light and nimble on his feet, a boxer who relied on his brains rather than his brawn, but it was still hard to reconcile the mental image of him sporting the bruises and blood one associated with a typical boxing match with the thoughtful, unassuming man seated across from her.

         Whatever injuries he’d endured in those days, they’d left no lasting marks upon him. Not any that she could see, and this made her unaccountably glad. It would be a shame if his nose, straight and patrician as it was, had suffered a hit that left it crooked and mashed in. Or to see gaps in his mouth where teeth had gotten knocked out. Or…

         He gave her a strange look and she realized she was staring.

         
              

         

         Why was she looking at him like that? He couldn’t tell what it meant. Was she affronted or angered because he’d rejected her offer of help? Possibly, though it wasn’t like Serena to take offense over something like that.

         And now that they were back on good terms, he’d like to keep it that way. Once upon a time, he’d rather enjoyed needling her, but at some point their relationship had become less combative and he found he preferred that even more. To be sure, he still aggravated her at times, but it was mostly unintentional.

         Perhaps she’d taken offense to his remark about accepting her father’s help if he got desperate. He’d meant it to be funny, but it could have come across as rude. And now he was the one staring as he tried to interpret her expression.

         The thought occurred to him he could just be forthright and ask.

         “Have I offended you?” he said. “If I have, tell me. Or if I’ve unwittingly committed some glaring social faux pas, enlighten me so I won’t do it again.”

         “I…I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.” And suddenly she was the one who looked uncomfortable.

         “Oh,” he said, more nonplussed than ever. “My mistake, but you seemed to be looking at me rather strangely. I thought…it meant something.”

         She blushed.

         Serena.

         Had blushed like a schoolgirl. What the devil…?

         “No. No, nothing. My thoughts wandered is all.” She glanced down at her hands, which held her cup of tea, then back up at him with a look of wry chagrin. “If anyone should apologize, it is I, for a moment of inattention.”

         “Apology accepted. If that were, in fact, an apology.”

         A burble of laughter escaped her. “It was. A poorly executed one.”

         And just like that the moment had passed and they were back on safe, familiar ground. But he still wondered what that blush was about.

         He leaned forward and took two more tea sandwiches from the platter on the tea tray. “Fill me in on the latest doings of the Wednesday Afternoon Social Club. Tell me about your new endeavor.”

         “I thought you said Mr. Latimer already had.”

         He inspected the filling of a sandwich prior to taking a bite (it appeared to be curried chicken, a favorite of his), but he lifted his gaze long enough to say, “He did, but I’m sure you can tell me more about it. He didn’t exactly inundate me with details.”

         “It’s early days yet. There’s not a whole lot to tell, other than I have high hopes we can help bring educational opportunities to children. A committee will look at the possibilities and make recommendations.”

         “You don’t sound as enthusiastic about this new venture as you usually do,” he remarked. While Latimer had been spare with the details, Serena was typically quite effusive, waxing on and on passionately, sharing more than most people cared to know. Charles never minded, however. He admired her wholehearted devotion to her causes. That she’d confined her description to only a few sentences was, for her, remarkably close-lipped.

         “Well, you’re mistaken. I think it’s an extremely worthwhile endeavor.” She leaned forward and studied the tea tray a moment before selecting a small triangle of cheese.

         He still wasn’t convinced there wasn’t something she wasn’t saying. He could hear it in her voice, and he found her reply very telling. He hadn’t questioned if she thought it worthwhile because, naturally, she would find anything worthy that improved the plight of others. He didn’t contradict her though, just nodded and finished another of those delicious chicken sandwiches.

         She must have (correctly) interpreted his doubtful silence because she added, “Oh, very well, if you must know, it’s not that I’m not excited. I backed a different idea, but the votes went as they did, and I accept that.”

         “You voted. How democratic of you. And very sportsmanlike of you to accept the outcome. But what did you favor?”

         She didn’t answer right away. “Something you wouldn’t approve of,” she said at last.

         “No surprise there,” he said, leaning forward to deposit his now empty plate back onto the tea tray.

         “No, it’s not, considering you seem to think I need to be wrapped in cotton wool.”

         He opened his mouth to protest, then closed it again because he didn’t wish to argue.

         “If you had your way, you’d prefer I never leave the safety of my home. Or, at least, the safety of Mayfair.”

         He simply couldn’t let that pass. “That’s not true. But for the love of heaven, at least admit there are times you’ve recklessly ignored your own safety. If you’re going to insist on going to places that put you at risk, at least do so with the proper protection. I’ve offered to accompany you anywhere you might need an escort capable of deterring trouble, but you have yet to accept my offer.”

         Her gaze dropped and for some unfathomable reason, seemed to be focused on his hands, which now that he’d finished eating, were resting on the arms of his chair.

         He flexed his fingers slightly. “I assure you, I can deliver a punch with the best of them. You needn’t worry for your safety. Not that you do, which is why we’re having this discussion, but the point is I’m capable of protecting you should the need arise.”

         “I never doubted that you were. I don’t like to be a bother to others, and expecting you to dance attendance on me as a bodyguard would be a bother. Admit it. It would be supremely annoying.”

         “It would be…somewhat annoying,” he admitted reluctantly, hating to bolster her argument in any way, but unable to lie to her.

         “Exactly. But if it eases your mind, I take a footman with me if there’s a question of going somewhere unsafe.”

         “That helps mollify my worries, but it doesn’t,” he emphasized, “eliminate them entirely. I’d be happier if I knew you always traveled with a footman for protection. Two would be even better.”

         “Two strikes me as a bit ridiculous, but I will take it under advisement.”

         He was fairly certain this meant she had no intention of traveling with two footmen. “You still haven’t enlightened me about what idea you preferred for the Wednesday Afternoon ladies to take up.”

         “Does it matter? I was outvoted.”

         This ought to be true, but he wouldn’t put it past her to proceed on her own. Her prevarication only deepened his suspicion that, outvoted or not, she didn’t intend to abandon whatever it was, and he wanted to know what sort of dangerous circumstances she might face.

         “Call it idle curiosity then.”

         “I prefer to call it meddlesome nosiness.”

         He inclined his head ever so slightly. “I won’t dispute that characterization.” When she didn’t say anything, he made a sweeping motion with one arm. “So please, satisfy my meddlesome nosiness.”

         “Oh, very well.” She rolled her eyes, a gesture he’d seen many times before when he’d irritated her. “But only if you promise not to lecture me.”

         “Promise.” He drew an X over his heart with one hand.

         “There was an incident last fall. Early one morning, Edwina and I were riding in Hyde Park near the Serpentine.” Her brow furrowed and her eyes took on a distant look. “A young girl was pulled from the water. She was dead…and obviously pregnant. It was a deliberate act on her part. She must have left a note because her employer, a merchant’s wife, was present after having raised the alarm.” She shook her head. “Anyway, I haven’t been able to forget it. The tableau of the people gathered around her lifeless body, a mixture of censure and pity on their faces. Girls like that need another option, and that’s what I voted for. That we could support these girls through their pregnancy, and help place the child in a home if keeping it was not an option.”

         “That’s a very worthy cause,” he said. “But so is the one you’re embarking on.”

         “Oh, I know,” she said. But her voice sounded a little hollow. “I just can’t shake the feeling of impotence and frustration from that morning.”

         “Of course not. But you can’t save the entire world.”

         “Townshend! Good to see you again.”

         They both turned toward the sound of the familiar voice. The tall form of Lord Huntington, Serena’s father, stood in the doorway. He wore a hat and carried a leather portfolio, as if he were about to go somewhere. Or perhaps had just returned, although Charles rather thought he would have already given his hat to the butler or a footman in that case.

         “I didn’t know you were back in London.” He grinned. “Sir Roland back in fighting form then?”

         “For the moment,” Charles replied.

         “Glad to hear it,” Lord Huntington said. “I hate to see the old rascal laid low by the infirmities of age. Always a bit of a firebrand back in the day. Never suffered fools gladly.”

         “He still doesn’t,” Charles said. “He refers to the two secretaries in his employ prior to me as ‘those nincompoops.’ Although, these days I think his bark is a great deal worse than his bite. I haven’t been threatened with dismissal in, oh, six months or more.”

         Lord Huntington nodded in amusement. “Good old Rollie. Give him my best. The two of you must come to dinner sometime.” He turned toward his daughter. “Serena, my dear, can you add two more to the guest list of our next dinner party?”

         “Of course, Papa.”

         “Good enough.” Lord Huntington’s gaze swung back to Charles. “Hope to see you both then. I’d love to stay and chat, but I have an appointment at Whitehall.” He dipped his head in farewell and disappeared from the doorway, only to reappear a few seconds later.

         “Do you need a ride anywhere, Townshend? Be happy to drop you off if you do.”

         “I appreciate that, sir. I could, actually, if it’s not too much trouble. I have a meeting in an hour.”

         “Not at all. Not at all. Come along and we’ll get you where you need to be.”

         Charles rose and turned to Serena. “Thank you for the refreshments. I didn’t mean to depart quite so abruptly, but your father’s offer is too generous to pass up. Riding in a private carriage is by far preferable to taking a hackney.”

         “I understand. Riding in comfort triumphs the pleasure of my company.” When he started to protest, she brushed this aside with a careless wave of one hand. “I’m teasing. Don’t give it another thought.”

         But, of course, he would give it another thought. Because thoughts of Serena were never far from his mind.

         It was a state he’d lived with for some time now.

         
              

         

         Arriving at White’s, Charles headed to the coffee room to kill some time until his appointment with Ambrose-Stone’s younger brother, Ronald Dixon. He thought it too early in the day for a whisky or a brandy, though there were gentlemen present who exhibited no such inhibition. Instead, he ordered a cup of tea and settled into a chair to drink it and read the Times.

         Young Dixon arrived thirty minutes late, and offered no apology for his tardiness. This was no surprise. Previous encounters with the young man had shown him to hold an unjustifiably high opinion of himself and a tendency toward snobbishness. Charles found him much less likable than his older brother and far more vapid. Ambrose-Stone was nobody’s fool, but Charles couldn’t say the same for his brother.

         He hoped Brosey intended to keep a modicum of control over Dixon’s representation of the seat the family controlled in the House of Commons. He doubted the young man would show much inclination to act in the interests of his constituents without his older brother insisting he do so.

         The reason they were meeting today was that Ambrose-Stone had requested Charles’s help in preparing Dixon for taking over the seat prior to the general election. But an hour later, during which young Dixon’s attention was constantly drawn away by new arrivals to the coffee room, Charles decided to call it a day. He’d arrange to meet Dixon again, perhaps at the man’s suite of rooms at the Albany, one of London’s hotels that offered living space to London’s well-to-do bachelors. With fewer distractions, maybe he could impart some information about the borough Dixon would represent.

         Hungry now, Charles decided to order lunch in the club’s dining room. Entering it, he spied the Earl of Norwood and his brother-in-law, Phillip Hurst, and ambled over to their table to offer his greetings.

         “Join us, Townshend,” Phillip Hurst said. “I need the presence of another bachelor. Now that Norwood here is happily married to my sister, he’s joined the ranks of those married men who feel compelled to urge those of us who aren’t to hasten our own journeys toward wedded bliss.”

         Norwood grinned as Charles took a seat at the table. “He’s exaggerating. I merely urged him to consider attending a ball my oldest sister is hosting. And I simply pointed out that his social life is largely centered around male-dominated bastions such as White’s, where he could hardly hope to meet an eligible young lady, and I will add that I only offered this observation when he remarked that marriage seemed to agree with me.”

         “He’s right, Hurst. If you do, er, intend to journey to a state of wedded bliss, you’ve got to attend the social functions where young ladies gather.” Charles turned to Norwood. “And Hurst is right. Marriage does seem to agree with you.”

         Phillip Hurst’s bluestocking sister and Norwood had been brought together when one of the earl’s political rivals had a fake betrothal announcement published in the newspaper. What had started as a temporary engagement to squelch a potential scandal, had ended in marriage nearly a year ago. And despite the unorthodox way their union came about, no one would dispute that the earl was hopelessly besotted by his wife, and she equally so with him.

         “Will you be attending Libby’s ball?” Norwood asked. “Charlotte mentioned you were on the guest list.”

         Charles didn’t answer right away, surprised by the question, since he was only infrequently invited to such a grand social function as a ball. His social calendar was most often filled with events he attended with Sir Roland, and those were usually gatherings with a political focus: dinner parties or salons hosted by members of the House of Lords, with the occasional invitation to a rout or a soirée. “To be honest, I haven’t had a chance to go through all of my correspondence since returning to London, but as long as there’s nothing Sir Roland wishes me to attend with him that night, I expect you’ll see me there.”

         It was on the tip of his tongue to ask if Serena planned to attend. She was close friends with Norwood and his wife and almost certainly would receive an invitation. He didn’t, though, because he didn’t want to reinforce what he knew the earl already suspected—that he harbored a secret tendre for her.

         “It’s not until next week, so you have time to reply. I know Libby always fusses about getting enough gentlemen to attend so that the ladies will have plenty of dance partners.”

         “Precisely why you won’t catch me there,” Hurst stated. “Dancing is not my strong suit.”

         “Then expect a visit from Charlotte, who is determined to convince you otherwise,” Norwood said with a rueful smile. “Actually, she wanted me to convince you otherwise, but clearly I’ve failed.”

         A waiter arrived to take Charles’s lunch order and the talk turned to politics. There was to be a gathering in France that fall attended by the four allied powers—England, Prussia, Austria, and Russia—which had fought against Napoleon’s armies. Talks would focus on the potential withdrawal of those countries’ armies from France, as well as a renegotiation of reparations on the part of France.

         “If you have an interest in going as the attaché to one of England’s diplomats, I could put in a good word for you,” Norwood offered. “It would really be a glorified secretarial job, but it could potentially lead to a more important position.”

         “How soon would you need to know?” Charles asked. “I’m not yet sure where I’d like to land once my time as an MP is finished. And if Sir Roland wants a new secretary, I’ll stay on and train the man, although I’m hoping my departure from his service will prompt Sir Roland into a complete retirement. He says otherwise, but I’m working on him.”

         “I’d say sooner rather than later, as there are those already vying for the assignments. Even so, if you can let me know within the next month or two, your chances at landing a spot would be all but certain. The plummiest placements will go fast though.”

         “Thank you,” Charles said. “I’ll give it serious consideration.”

         “You couldn’t pay me enough to go,” Phillip Hurst remarked. “Gad. Those diplomatic missions consist of talking, talking, and more talking for days on end. I can’t imagine a more tedious way to spend time. Not to mention you’d be subject to lots of dinners featuring that French style of cooking I can’t abide. Too much reliance on fancy sauces. Give me a good unadorned beef steak and potatoes any day.” He waved a forkful of roast beef in the air to emphasize his point.

         “That roast beef is drenched in gravy. Hardly what one could call unadorned,” Norwood said.

         “Fair enough,” Hurst said, once he swallowed his food. “But what’s the basis of the gravy? The drippings from the meat, therefore it’s really just an extension of the meat with a few ingredients added. Not a lot of cream and butter and fancy spices that just serve to obscure the true taste of the food you’re eating. Butter and cream have their place, to be sure, but not covering up the taste of my meat and vegetables.”

         “You give much more consideration to food than I do.” Charles turned his attention to his newly arrived plate, where a pair of thick pork chops rested in the center surrounded by steaming mashed potatoes.

         Hurst shrugged. “I like to eat, but the experience is far more pleasurable when I like what I eat.”

         “You eat more than any other slim man I know,” his brother-in-law remarked. “How you do it is a mystery to me.”

         Hurst grinned. “It’s a mystery to me as well. But I’m not complaining.”

         Lunch passed pleasantly before Charles, mindful of his duties for Sir Roland, took his leave of the other two gentlemen.
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