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1813

Colonel Harding was the type of man who never ignored his duties or the expectations of his rank. However, when his wife died in 1809, leaving him a widower with three children, his life became more complicated than his rigidity would tolerate well. 

“Sir?” Mrs. Evanson said as she lightly tapped on the door of the library before slowly and cautiously peeking her head around. 

“Enter,” Colonel Harding replied, his voice rigid and commanding as though he was speaking to her as his prisoner and not under his employ. 

“The new woman is here about the governess position,” Mrs Evanson said from the doorway.

Without looking up from his desk, he said, “Send her in.”

“Yes, sir.”

The housekeeper stepped out and returned moments later, again peeking her head around the door slowly as she cleared her throat to speak. “This is Miss Anne Oliver. Miss Oliver is here about the governess position.”

The caution Mrs. Evanson gave in slowly showing her head around the door was the first impression Anne had of Colonel Harding. What kind of man was he? She knew being a Colonel in the military meant he would be structured, routined, and strict, but apart from that, she just wasn’t sure what to expect. 

“Hello, Mr. Harding,” Anne said and gave a small but awkward curtsey.

“Colonel...” he said without looking at her.

“Forgive me, Colonel Harding,” Anne said. 

Colonel Harding looked up from his desk and said, “Do you have any experience with children?”

“A little. My sister’s children.”

“How old are they and what experience have you had with them?”

“She has seven children aged two, four, seven, nine, eleven, twelve, and fifteen.”

“Your experience with them?”

“I have watched them on occasion and I spend much time with them,” Anne said, feeling timid, though she was unsure why. 

“And do you have any experience as a governess?”

“No, but I...”

“I’m sorry, but you’re not what I’m looking for,” Colonel Harding said and resumed writing.

“But I’ve traveled all this way,” Anne said.

“All this way?” He asked, lifting his eyes to look at her above his reading glasses.

“From Bath.”

“You’ve come to Ramsgate from Bath to seek employment as a governess?”  

Anne nodded. “Yes, sir. Won’t you at least give me a chance?”

He resumed writing and said, “Do you have any formal schooling?”

“My father was an Oxford graduate and I learned many things from him in addition to having my own governess.”

“And let me guess... privileged in society but never married because you need to prove yourself...”

Anne interrupted before he could finish. “If I may, sir, your assertion of me is entirely wrong.”

Colonel Harding looked up from his desk once more. “Is that so?”

“I came to be a governess because even though my father is very well in the world, and though I received offers of marriage, none were what I felt worthy of acceptance.”

“A young woman turning down offers of marriage? Whoever heard of such a thing?” he replied, lowering his gaze once again to continue the letter he was writing.

“Yes. Unspeakable to imagine a young woman would fancy herself to be in love before she marries.”

Colonel Harding gave Anne a long glance, taking in her dark brown hair which curled up on the ends, blue eyes, freckles, and delicate features, and imagined she couldn’t be older than 18 or 19. Colonel Harding was the kind of man not to take first impressions lightly, and felt her to be too timid to be handling his children, however desperate they may be for a new governess, and he said, “And what is your age?”

“I am 24, sir.”

“And you believe yourself capable of handling a 15-year-old young woman and an 8 year-old boy as well as a 4-year-old little girl?”

“I do, sir,” Anne said with an enthusiastic nod. “Please, let me prove myself. I won’t disappoint you.”

“Very well. I will give you a month’s trial period. If after a month, I find you to be unsuitable for this household and my children, I shall let you go. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you sir,” Anne said. 

“Very well. Mrs. Evanson will take you to your room and introduce you to the children.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Colonel Harding rang the servant’s bell. When Mrs. Evanson appeared, he gave instructions for Miss Oliver to be taken to her rooms and to be introduced to the children. They walked out of the library and down the hall, and Mrs. Evanson said, “The children should be in here.”

Anne's heart pounded as she followed Mrs. Evanson down the hall. She had faced many challenges, but none quite like this. Colonel Harding was more stern and rigid than she had originally anticipated and working for him would certainly prove to be more challenging than anything she’d encountered. Whatever tragedy had befallen this family was certainly still affecting Colonel Harding. 

Anne heard the sound of two or maybe three children inside the room, and when Mrs. Evanson opened the door, Anne was a little overwhelmed by the two girls and young boy who were fighting on the floor of the drawing room. The drawing room was a testament to the Harding family's wealth, with its high ceilings, ornate moldings, and large windows that let in the afternoon light. The children's toys were scattered about, a stark contrast to the room's otherwise pristine condition.

“Children!” Mrs. Evanson called out. All three stopped mid-fight stance–one girl rested with her fist balled, ready to punch the boy, and the other girl holding onto her sister’s hair, yanking her away from the boy–and they turned their faces to look at Mrs. Evanson.

“This is Miss Oliver. She is to be your new governess. Stand up and greet her at once.”

The three children hurried to their feet, and one right after the other said, “Miss Oliver.”

“Miss Oliver, this is Edmund, Evelyn, and Audrey. They are Colonel Harding’s children.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, children,” Anne said.

“Well, I’m not pleased to meet you!” Edmund spat.

“Edmund! You will apologize to Miss Oliver at once!” Mrs. Evanson said.

“No, I will not!” He shouted, crossing his arms and turning his back to them.

The youngest, Evelyn, approached Anne, grasping Anne’s fingers as she said, “I am sorry Edmund is being so rude to you, Miss Oliver. I like you. I think you have kind eyes.”

“I don’t think she looks old enough to be a governess,” Audrey said, her eyes narrowing in suspicion.

“Me neither!” Edmund hollered; his back still turned to them. “Mrs. Cooper was way fatter and uglier than you!” Edmund said. 

“Maybe that’s why Father hired her,” Audrey said as she rolled her eyes and walked to the other side of the room. 

“Appearances can be deceiving,” Anne replied with a gentle smile. “I assure you; I am quite capable.”

“All right, children, that’ll be enough from all of you,” Mrs. Evanson said. “Your father expects great courtesy given to Miss Oliver. I’ll be showing her to her chambers now.”

Edmund's defiance was palpable, a shield against the world. Evelyn's gentle touch and kind words hinted at a longing for affection, while Audrey's bluntness suggested a sharp mind eager to test boundaries. All three children would prove to be a challenge in their own unique way. 

Mrs. Evanson led Anne down the hall and up the stairs. “Across the hall is Miss Audrey’s room. Next to you is Miss Evelyn. Master Edmund is across the hall next to his sister, and Colonel Harding is the last door down there,” she said, pointing to the door next to Edmund’s room, which was across the hall and three doors down. 

“And where is your room?” Anne asked. 

“This is where the family stays. All the servants are on the top floor. Up there are Mr. Barry, the cook, the house maids, and the stable boy, John, who works with Mr. Grigg, the groundskeeper and carriage driver, and the footman. My husband, Mr. Evanson, who takes care of the estate for Colonel Harding, lives with me in a cottage down the lane if you should ever need us.”

Mrs. Evanson opened the door to Anne’s room and said, “These are your chambers. Supper is served at six.”

Anne turned around after glancing over the large room and said, “What happened to the children’s mother?”

“We don’t talk about it,” Mrs. Evanson replied, “Your belongings will be delivered to you shortly,” she said and closed the door as she walked out. 

Anne walked around her chambers, waiting for her things to be brought upstairs. The room was spacious, with a large bed, a writing desk, and a wardrobe. The view from the window overlooked the vast gardens, where she could see the last of the autumn flowers blooming. The idea of children losing their mother so young and a man losing his wife so early in life seemed unfair. 

“She certainly couldn’t have been too old,” Anne said, as she wandered the room, looking out the window at the view of the gardens. As she was staring out the window at the vast gardens, she heard the door creak open but saw no one there when she looked over her shoulder. 

“Hello?” she said, glancing at the door. 

Peering around the bottom of the chest of drawers,  Evelyn said, “Hello, Miss Oliver.”

Anne waved her hand for Evelyn to stand, and she said, “Why did you sneak in instead of knocking on the door for me to welcome you in?”

Evelyn shrugged and dropped her eyes, looking sheepishly at her toes.

“Come,” Anne said, tapping the bed next to where she now sat. “Sit here.”

Evelyn hurried over, grinning, as she jumped up onto Anne’s bed with a giggle and sprawled out, causing Anne to smile.

“Tell me your favorite things to do.”

“I love to ride Papa’s ponies, and go swimming in the pond, though Papa tells me it’s not ladylike for a girl to swim. I like to walk over the hill behind the barn and pick flowers. I like it when Audrey takes me to town and gives me money to spend at the shops.”

Anne said, “What do you buy in the shops?”

“Candy!”

“What would you like to do with me?” Anne asked.

“I would like to learn how to paint like my mama did.”

“Did your mama paint very well?”

Evelyn’s eyes brightened and her demeanor became enthusiastic as she took hold of Anne’s arms, pulling her out of the room and down the hallway, adding even more to the curiosity of whatever tragedy surrounded this family.

“Where are we going?” Anne asked.

“You will see.”

The hallway was lined with portraits of stern-looking ancestors, their eyes seeming to follow Anne as she walked. The children's rooms were decorated with care, each reflecting their personalities. Evelyn's excitement was palpable as she led Anne to a room filled with paintings and art supplies, a testament to their mother's artistic talent.

They arrived at the end of the hall and Evelyn opened a room, walking inside to open the tall red curtains at the window and let light in. As she parted the curtains and light came into the room, Anne saw the most beautiful paintings hanging all around the room. 

“And what is this?” Anne asked.

“These are my mama’s paintings,” Evelyn said.

“They are lovely,” Anne said. “Why are they in here and not hanging where they can be enjoyed?”

“Papa says he does not want to be reminded of Mama because it makes him too sad.”

“But I wonder if you would like to have one in your room, would you not?” Anne asked.

Evelyn nodded enthusiastically. “Would I ever!”

“I imagine allowing you to have one painting couldn’t hurt,” Anne said.

Anne's heart raced as she reached for the painting on the wall. Though she knew very little of Colonel Harding’s personality, her first encounter of his told her it was a risk, but seeing Evelyn's joy made it seem worth it. Perhaps this small act of kindness could bring some light into their lives. She took a small painting from the wall and walked it down the hall to Evelyn’s room, hoping to bring just a spark of joy to that little girl’s life. 

As they were walking down the hall, Colonel Harding stopped them. “What is that you have there?” 

“Miss Oliver said I could put one of Mama’s paintings in my room!” Evelyn exclaimed, jumping excitedly.

“Did she now?” he said with a stern glance at Anne. “Miss Oliver, a word if you would.” He waved his finger for her to follow him into the room to their left, closing the door behind them.

“Is that true?” he asked.

“Yes,” Anne said, fearing she had overstepped too large a boundary now.

“You’re here an hour and already you think you have the right to interfere in details on my life like this?”

“Well, no, I just...I thought...”

“You thought what?! You thought giving my wife’s paintings to her child would help this family’s suffering?! Is that what you thought?!” Colonel Harding's eyes flashed with pain as he saw the painting. It was a reminder of the love he had lost, a wound that had never healed. 

“I never meant to intrude on your privacy or hurt anybody...”

“Pack your things at once. You’re leaving,” he snapped.

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry you’re still hurting, sir,” Anne said, biting her lip timidly.

He said nothing as Anne began to cry and walked out the door and down the hall to her room.

“Miss Oliver!” Evelyn yelled as Anne walked down the hall. “Miss Oliver!”

Evelyn's face fell as she watched Anne hurry to her room without a word. Anne glanced over her shoulder at Evelyn, feeling guilty for the trouble she caused. She had hoped the painting would bring some happiness, but now she regretted her actions. 

***
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COLONEL HARDING PASSED his upset four-year-old on his way downstairs, and Evelyn yelled, “What did you do?!”

“What do you mean?”

“She just got here!” Evelyn yelled. “Why was she walking to her chambers crying already?”

“Evelyn,” Colonel Harding said, “I will not speak to you about this. Just know what happened today was not appropriate of her and we will be searching for a new governess.”

He stepped down a few stairs, and Evelyn yelled, “No! I don’t want another governess. I want Anne! I told her to give me the painting, Papa. It’s not fair!”

Colonel Harding turned around and said, “What’s not fair, Evie?”

“You remember Mama, Audrey remembers Mama, and Edmund remembers Mama, but I didn’t get to know her. All I have is her picture and I want something of hers. Why do you want to erase her?”

“I don’t want to erase her, Evelyn.”

“Then stop acting like you do! Don’t punish Miss Oliver because you are angry Mama is gone.”

Evelyn watched her father with wide, tear-filled eyes. She had never spoken to him so boldly before, but she couldn't bear the thought of losing another person, even a governess just introduced into her life.

The words Evelyn spoke to her father caused a pang of guilt in him as he contemplated his overreaction to Anne. In trying to shield himself from the pain of his wife's death, he had also shut out his children's need to remember their mother.

“Thank you for your wisdom, Evie.” Then he kissed her on top of her head, and said, “Run along and play.”

“Say you will not let her leave, Papa. Swear it.”

“I will go and speak with her,” he said.

Colonel Harding walked back up the stairs and down the family hall, knocking on Miss Oliver’s door.

“Miss Oliver,” he said. When he received no reply, he knocked again. “Miss Oliver, might I have a word?”

Anne's heart ached as she packed her few belongings. She had hoped to make a difference here, but now it seemed she had only caused more pain. 

A moment later, the door opened and Anne was standing there, her eyes saturated with tears, and she said, “I’m almost ready to leave when you are prepared to send me away.”

“Yes, about that,” he said, motioning his hand for them to enter her chambers. 

Anne said nothing but backed up, and Colonel Harding entered behind her, closing the door. 

“It seems you have already made quite the impression on my youngest daughter.”

“She’s made quite the impression on me too,” Anne said.

“So, you’ll stay?”

“You’re asking me not to go?” Anne said, her eyes scanning Colonel Harding’s face for any hint of regret for his harshness towards her. 

“It seems that way. Evelyn has made up her mind about you.”

Anne nodded, wondering if it was only Evelyn who had made up her mind and if that was enough to convince her to stay and work for a man who would speak so rudely to a woman with kind intentions. After a few moments of contemplation, Anne said, “I’ll stay on one condition.”

“That would be?”

“You work on that temper,” Anne said with the smallest of smiles.

He chuckled and said, “Highly unlikely. On another note, we do need to discuss your wardrobe.”

Anne glanced down at her very plain and modest dress. Though she knew her dress was nothing impressive, she did not find it inappropriate of her position, and she said, “This is all I have.”

“I’m aware. Griggs made it known to me that you traveled with very little. Would you care to expand on that situation?”

Anne shook her head. “No, sir.”

“Hm. Alright then. We will go to town together and get you some new dresses.”

“That isn’t necessary, sir.”

“It is. You must always take care of yourself and show Audrey how to be a lady like her mother would’ve.”

“But I’m only a governess.”

“I’m aware.”

Captain Harding exited Anne’s room and she was never more confused about a person than she was about her new employer. 
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“Evelyn, Audrey, Edmund!” Anne called.

The three children peeked their heads around their bedroom doors, and Anne said, “We are getting ready early today because your father wants to go to town.”

“I’m not going to town,” Edmund said, slamming his door closed.

“You can go without me,” Audrey said, closing her door.

“I’ll come with you, Miss Oliver,” Evelyn said, skipping into the hallway and grasping Anne’s hand in hers.

“Thank you, Evelyn,” Anne said. “Let’s pick out a dress for you.”

They walked back to her room and closed the door. Evelyn went into her closet to find a dress while Anne went to the window to look outside. She saw Colonel Harding walking below the window and giggled at the sight of him there because he was all dirty and wet, like he’d just come out of the pond. She covered her mouth, looking away. 

As Anne dressed Evelyn and tied a ribbon in her dark brown hair, she heard Colonel Harding walking up the stairs, and she peeked her head into the hall, stepping out to ask him what happened and also to inform him about the children’s defiance.

“Colonel Harding,” she said, blushing as she realized she could see through his sopping-wet shirt. Anne felt a mix of amusement and embarrassment as she saw Colonel Harding soaked from his fall. 

“Miss Oliver,” he said. 

“Go for a swim in the pond this morning?” she said with a giggle, covering her mouth.

He smiled and replied, “I slipped. Did you need something?”

“Um, I wanted to let you know that Audrey and Edmund have refused to go to town with us.”

“They have, have they?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I will deal with them. Have you prepared yourself and Miss Evelyn?”

“I have, sir.”

“We will leave in thirty minutes,” he said and walked down the hall to his room. Despite the awkwardness, she couldn't help but feel a growing respect for his dedication to his children.

“Oh, sir,” she said.

He turned to face her. 

“I was wondering if I could have a small advance on my pay,” Anne asked.

“Why?”

“Well, since we are going to town, I figure we will be eating supper there and visiting shops, and I was hoping to be able to eat with you and perhaps buy some things I need,” Anne said.

“I see. Well, as for your supper, I will pay for that since you are being told to go to town as per your job requirements, and as far as the things you need, what might those be?”

“Well, I left home with only the clothes on my back and one chemise, and I was hoping to buy some things women appreciate,” Anne said, though she was hesitant to let him into her personal life and her life before leaving home.

“What other things might you need?”

“I’d rather not say, sir,” Anne said, feeling awkward and uncomfortable as she averted her eyes from his. Never before had she met a man more unreadable and so indiscernible of character.

“Then let’s just leave it dresses and undergarments,” he said. 

With a sigh, Anne said, “Yes, sir,” and walked away.

A little while later, Anne walked down the stairs with Evelyn holding her hand, and Colonel Harding glanced up at them with a smile.

“Evie,” he said. “You look so pretty for town.”

“Miss Oliver helped me fix my hair,” Evelyn said, bouncing her curls and showing off her ribbons.

Colonel Harding’s eyes met Anne’s though she quickly moved her eyes from his, and he said, “Thank you for helping Evelyn feel special for town, Miss Oliver.”

“That is why I’m here,” Anne said, though she did not meet his gaze as she walked hand-in-hand with Evelyn down the stairs. 

Soon walking down the stairs behind them was Edmund and not too far behind him was Audrey. 

When Audrey walked past Anne, she said, “You’re a snitch.”

Something very special would be required with Audrey, though Anne wasn’t sure yet what that might be. She wanted to earn Audrey’s trust, but could tell Audrey felt betrayed by life and everything in it, and it would take something short of a miracle for her to earn the young woman’s trust. Anne was determined, nonetheless. 

They all walked to the carriage and Evelyn said, “Miss Oliver, may I sit on your lap?”

Anne began moving her shawl and reticule when Colonel Harding tapped his lap and said, “No, Evie, sit here.”

Edmund sat next to Miss Oliver, and Audrey next to her father, facing away from Anne with her arms crossed. 

The carriage was a grand affair, with plush seats and intricate woodwork, a testament to the family's wealth.

“Miss Oliver looks so pretty, doesn’t she Papa?” Evelyn said.

“Indeed,” Colonel Harding said, looking away.

“I don’t think she looks pretty,” Edmund said.

“Nobody cares what you think, Edmund,” Evelyn said, sticking out her tongue. 

“Stop being a suck up, Evelyn,” Edmund said.

“Stop being a stupid head!” Evelyn said.

“Enough of this!” Colonel Harding said. “Edmund, you will start being polite to Miss Oliver, or else.”

“Or else what?! I don’t even want her here! You’re making her be here. I want Mama!”

“I miss her too,” Colonel Harding said, turning his head to look out the window. 

Anne’s heart ached at Colonel Harding’s and Edmund’s declarations. 

“He’s right, Father. No one wants her here except for you,” Audrey said as she remained staring out the window. 

“I do,” Evelyn said with a smile. “I want you here, Miss Oliver.”

Anne smiled back at her and tapped her hand. Evelyn's enthusiasm was infectious, while Edmund's defiance and Audrey's quiet resentment added layers of complexity to the family dynamic.

Anne saw Edmund curled up in the corner of the carriage, and she looked across her at Colonel Harding, who was now staring out the window, despairing at what to do with his grieving children, and she felt a mix of determination and uncertainty as she tried to navigate the complex emotions of the Harding family. She wanted to help them heal, but she wasn't sure how to reach their wounded hearts. Evelyn's boundless energy and enthusiasm contrasted sharply with Edmund's sullen demeanor and Audrey's quiet resentment. Each child was dealing with their grief in their own way. Colonel Harding's heart ached as he watched his children. He knew they were still grieving, but he felt helpless to ease their pain. He hoped Anne would be a relief to their pain somehow, and perhaps even his own.  

When they arrived in town, the children jumped out of the carriage first, then Colonel Harding stepped out before turning to offer his hand to help Anne step down.

“Thank you,” Anne said as she grasped his hand.

The town was bustling with activity, with shops lining the cobblestone streets and people hurrying about their business. The air was filled with the sounds of horses' hooves and the chatter of townsfolk.

“Shall we eat first or shop first?” Colonel Harding asked Anne. 

“Um, I think perhaps shop first, and then we will regain our energy with a good meal once the children are tired,” she said.

“What a good thought. Thank you,” Colonel Harding said, glancing at her with a smile.

“How about you take Edmund to the men’s shops and I’ll take the girls to try on dresses,” Anne said and held out her hand.

“What?” he asked, staring blankly at her hand.

“I need money,” she said.

“No, charge everything you need to my accounts.”

“Oh, alright,” she said. “May I speak with you about what I asked?”

“And what was that?” he said.

“Having an advance on some of my pay.”

“What is it you would like to purchase?”

Evelyn interrupted and said, “She wants to feel pretty, Papa. Shouldn’t all girls be allowed to feel pretty? Even Miss Oliver?”

Colonel Harding glanced at his young daughter who was dancing in circles but still holding tightly to Anne’s fingers, and he replied, “You may purchase the things you need on my account.”

“But...”

“This isn’t up for negotiation. I told you I want you to be presentable at all times. So, that includes having appropriate clothing. I want Audrey to learn how to be a proper lady. You need to teach her. Purchase what you need.”

“Thank you, sir.”

He looked up at the clock on the bank and said, “Let’s meet here at 3 pm for a refreshment.”

“See you then,” Anne said and held Evenlyn’s hand in hers. “Come Audrey.”

“You aren’t my mother,” Audrey snapped.

“I know I’m not,” Anne said. “And I’m not trying to be.”

Before Anne walked away, Colonel Harding caught up to her, grasping her hand as he said, “Anne, I mean, Miss Oliver.”

“Yes?” she said, glancing down at her hand in his.

“Buy the children suitable travel clothing.”

“Why?”

“We are taking a trip to Ireland very soon.”

“Oh. Am I going to be attending as well?”

“Of course. You are their governess,” Captain Harding said before walking away with Edmund.

Captain Harding was such an equal mix of sternness and generosity that the mystery about him was confounding, and every moment spent with him felt contradictory. 

Anne and Evelyn walked down the sidewalk with Audrey trailing behind. When they entered the first shop, Evelyn’s excitement overwhelmed her as she jumped up and down and began touching different hats, ribbons, and gloves. 

Audrey snapped, “Evelyn, calm down before you ruin this for everyone.”

“She isn’t ruining it. But Evelyn, you do need to stop touching the fancy items. How about we ask a shop worker to let you try something on?”

A worker approached and said, “How may I help you on this fine day?”

“I need dresses, bonnets, gloves, and shawls for the girls and me,” Anne said. 

“Any special occasion?” the woman asked.

“We are heading to Ireland,” Anne said.

“Ireland?!” Evelyn beamed.

Audrey’s eyes lit up, but she played it cool and said, “Ireland. Was this your doing?”

“No,” Anne said, ushering Evelyn to follow the shop worker.

“It’s just interesting,” Audrey said.

Anne glanced back at Audrey and said, “What is?”

“We haven’t been to Ireland since Mama was alive.”

“Perhaps your father just needs a reminder of the time he spent there with her and your family,” Anne said.

“I’m sure that’s what it is,” Audrey said.

“Miss Oliver!” Evelyn said, stepping out in a pale blue dress with a bonnet and gloves. “What do you think? Will Papa love it?”

“It’s beautiful! I’m sure your papa will love it,” Anne said. 

“How would you know what my father would love? You don’t even know him,” Audrey said.

“Well,” Anne said, kneeling in front of Evelyn. “I know your father loves Evelyn, and I know he wants her to be happy. I also know he wants her to have nice things, all of which this dress, bonnet, and gloves are, so I think very much that he would approve of this.”

Audrey said nothing but turned away.

“Stop pouting now and go and get fitted for your own dress,” Anne said to Audrey.

Without a word, Audrey stood and walked away, but Anne stopped the seamstress and said, “Go with something more mature. She’s lost her mother and needs a bit of cheering up.”

“Of course, Madam.”

Anne hoped this would be one step closer to forming a relationship with Audrey when she stepped out in a deep rose dress, and Evelyn exclaimed, “Oh, Audrey! You look just like Mama!”

Audrey smiled and said, “Do I?” She turned to face the mirror, happy with her choice in dress.

“You are lovely,” Anne said.

Audrey’s face emanated happiness, though it was evident in the way she looked away from Anne, that she did not want her happiness to be so obvious as she said, “May I wear it home?” 

“I don’t see why not,” Anne said. “Come. Let us go and meet your father to eat supper.”

“How will you be paying for this?” the seamstress asked.

“Charge it to Colonel Harding’s account, please,” Anne said.

“Of course,” she said.

Anne and the girls left the shop and went through town to meet Colonel Harding to eat. On their way there, Anne saw an old friend walking through town. 

“Anne? Is that you?”

“Lucy! How good it is to see you!” Anne exclaimed.

“I did not know you had arrived!” Lucy said.

“Lucy, this is Miss Audrey Harding, and Miss Evelyn Harding, Colonel Harding’s two daughters. Girls, this is my very good friend, Lucy Sweeney, who’s just recently moved here as well.”

Audrey eyed her and said, “Are you a governess too?”

“No, Miss, I work as a housemaid.”

“Why aren’t you a governess like Miss Oliver?” Evelyn asked.

“You are an inquisitive one, aren’t you?” Lucy said and tapped the end of Evelyn’s nose with a smile.

“I have to get the girls back to their father, but let’s catch up soon,” Anne said to Lucy.

“Yes, let me know when. I’m sure I can slip away much easier than you are able to,” Lucy said.

Anne nodded and squeezed Lucy’s hand.

“It was lovely to meet you girls,” Lucy said.

“Bye,” Evelyn said with a wave as they turned and walked down the sidewalk.

“Miss Oliver,” Evelyn said.

“Yes?”

“Do you miss your old home?”

“Oh, um...”

“Evie, you talk too much,” Audrey said.

“I know I would miss my home if I had to move away from my family,” Evelyn said.

“Well, Evie, I don’t have any family. You are my family now,” Anne said.

“You are not my family,” Audrey said, and just as she said that, Anne was bumped into by a young man.

“Oh!” she exclaimed and the boxes in her arms went flying.

“Miss,” he said and scrambled to pick up the boxes Anne had dropped. “I’m so very sorry.”

Once he handed her the boxes, he smiled at her and said, “Hello.”

“Hello,” Anne said.

“I apologize for running into you the way I did. It was very clumsy of me.”

“It was,” Anne said.

“Do you think Miss Oliver looks pretty?” Evelyn asked. 

“What an odd question, Evelyn,” Anne said. 

“Well, it’s the way he’s staring at you, Miss Oliver. He must think you’re pretty.”

“In fact, she is very lovely,” the young man said.

“What is your name?” Evelyn asked.

“Evie!” Audrey scolded.

“My name is John Byers, sweet little lady, and who might you be?” John asked, kneeling and handing Evelyn a flower from the bouquet in his hands.

“My name is Evelyn Harding. I am four years old. My father is Colonel William Harding of Kettering Manor.”

“Ah, I see. You are very well-spoken for so young a person.”

“We must be going,” Anne said. “It was lovely to meet you.”

Before Anne could scold Evelyn for being too friendly with that man, Colonel Harding approached them.

“Who was that?” Colonel Harding asked.

“He was sweet on Miss Oliver,” Evelyn said.

“Is this true?” Colonel Harding asked Anne.

Anne shook her head. 

“Yes, he was! He said you were beautiful!” Evelyn exclaimed. “Do you not think Miss Oliver is beautiful, Papa?”

Colonel Harding eyed Anne and replied, “I have no strong feelings on the matter.”

Anne's cheeks flushed as she felt the weight of Colonel Harding's gaze, feeling a mix of embarrassment and curiosity in his opinion of her.

Anne watched Colonel Harding’s actions for the next few minutes as they approached the cafe.

“Is something the matter, Colonel?” She asked.

“Was there any truth to what Evelyn said?” he asked, holding the door open for her as they entered the cafe.

“No, not really. Mr. Byers said I looked lovely, that was all. Why? Does it upset you?”

“Please remember to keep whatever personal life you have away from the children, please,” he said. 

“Yes, sir,” Anne said.

But as they sat at a table, Colonel Harding’s behavior was such that his words weren’t the only thing bothering him, perhaps.
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“Miss Oliver,” Evelyn said to Anne as they sat under a tree in the garden. 

“Yes, my dear,” Anne replied.

“Do you have a sweetheart?” Evelyn asked, lying back on the blanket as she watched her father pace the rows of shrubs with Miss Hazel Ellsworth. 

“What an odd question,” Anne said. “Why would you ask me such a thing?”

“Well,” Evelyn said. “Because if you don’t have a sweetheart, then I was thinking maybe my Papa could be your sweetheart and then maybe one day you could be my mama.”

Anne's heart ached as she listened to Evelyn's innocent hopes. The task of fulfilling such expectations felt heavy in the child’s words. Evelyn didn’t need a governess. She needed a mother. 

Audrey looked up from where she was leaning on the tree reading and she said, “She’s too young for our father, Evie. Father is 38, almost 39, and Miss Oliver is only 24. Besides, Father has a sweetheart.”

“Papa doesn’t have a sweetheart!” Evie yelled.

“Does too,” Edmund chimed in from where he was now standing near the pond tossing rocks at frogs.

“No, he doesn’t! He loves Mama, and someday he will love Miss Oliver! I want Miss Oliver to be my Mama!” Evelyn yelled, standing and stomping her foot.

“Why don’t we change the subject?” Anne said. “I am employed by your Papa, and such talk is improper anyhow.”

Audrey rolled her eyes and said, “She’s going to Ireland with us.”

“Who is?” Anne asked.

“Miss Ellsworth,” Audrey said. “The woman Father wants to marry, and once he marries her, you won’t even need to be here.”

“No! Stop saying these things, Audrey! I hate you! Miss Oliver is never leaving!” Evelyn yelled before running away and to the house.

“Audrey, it does no good to talk about things which have yet to come to fruition. It only upsets others.”

“You only say that because you’re the one who will be out of employment,” Audrey said as Anne walked away to find Evelyn.

“Evie!” Anne called as she searched the rows of shrubs beside the house. “Evelyn! Come out! We need to finish your lessons!”

After searching for five minutes or so, Anne plopped onto a garden bench in frustration. The weight of the needs of these children seemed too much for her to bear at the moment.

“Looking for this?” Colonel Harding asked as he approached Anne from behind with Evelyn in his arms.

“Evie, there you are!” Anne exclaimed.

“Evelyn, why did you run off on Miss Oliver?” Colonel Harding asked.

Evelyn’s chin quivered and her eyes teared up as she said, “Audrey said Miss Oliver won’t be our governess anymore when you marry Miss Ellsworth.”

“What is this now?” Colonel Harding asked and sat on the bench next to Anne with Evelyn on his lap.

“Audrey says Miss Oliver is leaving when you marry Miss Ellsworth. I do not want Miss Oliver to leave!” Evelyn said, reaching her arms out for Anne and shifting herself onto Anne’s lap instead of her father’s, resting her head against Anne’s chest.

Colonel Harding, though tough on the exterior, became a softer version of himself when dealing with Miss Evelyn, and brushed Evelyn’s dark hair away from her eyes, and reassured her. “Evie, my darling, please do not worry about these things.”

“Do not make Miss Oliver leave, Papa,” Evelyn said.

Colonel Harding glanced at Miss Ellsworth standing several feet away, holding a parasol, and then at Anne sitting next to him, and he kissed his little daughter’s head and said, “Miss Oliver isn’t leaving, my love.”

“Say you promise,” Evelyn said.

“I promise,” he said.

“There’s my favorite brother!” a man yelled from across the garden.

Colonel Harding smiled widely and stood, hollering, “Edward!”

Edward hurried over, embracing Colonel Harding and the two men hugged for a moment until Colonel Harding glanced at Anne and said, “Edward, let me introduce you to our new governess, Miss Anne Oliver.”

Edward took Anne’s hand and said, “It’s a pleasure, Miss Oliver,” and he kissed her hand.

Colonel Harding’s brother Edward was such a stark contrast to Colonel Harding that Anne had a hard time believing they were brothers at all. Edward had a pleasant and friendly disposition, while Colonel Harding’s rigid and strict countenance appeared as though he was trying to keep others at a distance. Both men were handsome in their own right, but Edward was far more pleasing to the eyes on first glance. Colonel harding stood tall and resolute and had dark hair that was swept to the side yet a few strands had a way of falling into his dark eyes, allowing Anne a small glimpse into the part of him that he didn’t want to show others. Edward, though similar in features–tall and broad-shouldered with dark hair and dark eyes, with a wide-set jaw below a long narrow nose–he contrasted his brother greatly in one detail: a smile. 

“Miss Oliver, this is my brother, Edward Harding. He’s come for a visit and will be staying here for a time.”

“Glad to make your acquaintance, sir,” Anne said and shook Edward’s hand.

Miss Ellsworth approached, almost in a way to push Anne out of the way, and she held out her hand, and said, “Mr. Harding.”

“Edward, you remember Miss Ellsworth,” Colonel Harding said.

“Yes,” Edward said, grasping her hand.

Anne watched the new interactions and noticed she was no longer needed–nor did she feel welcome–in the conversation, and she took Evelyn’s hand and rejoined the other children under the Oak tree, and Colonel Harding began walking the long path with his brother next to the pond while Miss Ellsworth sat on the bench in the garden sipping lemonade. 

“William, your governess is very young and beautiful. Was that deliberate on your part?” Edward said.

Colonel Harding glanced at Anne before looking at Edward and saying, “Of course not. She happens to be very good at what she does and Evelyn has formed quite an attachment to her.”

“I see. So what will you do when you’ve married Miss Ellsworth?”

“What do you mean?”

“You will no longer have the need for a governess when the children have a mother,” Edward said.

“Of course, I will. Miss Ellsworth doesn’t have it in herself to care for children. Besides, I’m not even to that point in my relationship with her yet.”

“I would hope not. There are far better prizes out there, brother,” Edward said.

“What are you saying?”

“I’m just suggesting perhaps you should find someone who is better with your children.”

Evelyn began laughing, and Colonel Harding looked over at her with Anne, watching them play together under the Oak tree as Anne scooped Evelyn up in her arms and fell on the ground together. There was something about Anne, though he was unsure yet what exactly it was, that brought a happiness to him that he hadn’t felt in a long time. 

“You watch your governess very intently, William,” Miss Ellsworth said, joining them.
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