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      Numbed by the cold, by the final loss that now gave her freedom, and the guilt this awareness stirred in her breast, Olivia Poole stared at the headstone before her. A frosty March drizzle dampened her black cloak. The smell of wet leaves and dirt teased her nose. Extending one hand, she traced the names adorning the uneven granite, the last one freshly carved.

      Jonathan Mathis Poole.

      A tear or two would be expected – a welcome relief even – but she had no more to shed. She’d spilled them all when death had reached out for her beloved sister, Agnes, thirteen years earlier. Her mother had died two years later, and now Olivia stood in the churchyard again, bidding her final farewell to her father, the vicar.

      Most men rushed to marry off their daughters to reduce the financial burden on the rest of the family. But Papa had been different. Instead of considering daughters a disadvantage, he’d used them to plan for the future. A vicar was after all installed for life. Retirement wasn’t an option unless he had the means to hire a curate who could assist him with his duties. And since Papa’s parish was poor and his salary meager, he’d worried about the cost, which would be paid out of his own pocket.

      Hands balled at her sides, Olivia swallowed that thought and stared at the ground. Flowers, already drooping, adorned the newly dug grave. Did she miss him? No. A twinge of renewed guilt pierced her heart as she read his name. Distant, devout, and unforgiving, Jonathan Poole had been a hard man to love. But there was one thing for which Olivia would always thank him, and that was his insistence that she receive a broad education.

      As much as she’d loathed the strictness with which each lesson had been delivered, she was grateful now for the knowledge he had imparted to her. His reason for teaching her Latin, German, and French, for ensuring she was mathematically skilled, no longer mattered. For although she was now five and thirty, unmarried and without prospects, he had, in his effort to save the cost of hiring a curate, given her the tools with which to make something of herself.

      Intent on making the fresh start she not only needed but knew she deserved, Olivia picked up her travelling bag and turned away from the past. With steady footfalls she followed the wet gravel path out onto the street. It was time for her to live, not only for her own sake, but for Agnes’s too.

      She gripped her bag as she approached the inn, hastening her steps when she spotted the coach. Water dripped from the brim of her bonnet, and in her hurry she stepped into a puddle. The icy water seeped inside one of her half–boots and soaked her wool stocking.

      “Drat.”

      Setting her jaw she ignored the discomfort. Just a few more strides and she’d reach the coach. Her hand dove into her pocket, retrieving the ticket she’d purchased the previous day.

      “Will you be passing through Varney?” she asked a man who was in the process of loading bags. She wanted to verify that she had the right coach. Having never left Treadmire before and with only a few funds at her disposal, she’d no desire to end up in the wrong part of the country.

      He shoved a trunk into the boot, then peered at her from beneath the wide brim of his hat while raindrops slid over his shoulders, glossing the capes on his greatcoat. “Aye.”

      “And you’re one of the coachmen?” Just to be sure she’d approached the right person.

      “That I am.”

      Olivia took a step forward and held out her ticket, the paper sagging between her wet fingers. “Will you be able to drop me off at Sutton Hall?”

      He nodded and glanced at her bag. “I can pack that in with the rest if ye like. Or ye can keep it in yer lap.”

      Olivia paused to consider. Her stomach twisted at the idea of letting her only belongings out of her sight. “I’ll keep it in my lap.”

      “Suit yerself.” The man pulled the brim of his hat a bit lower and strode to the front of the coach where he placed one foot on the step. “Ye’d best get in if ye want to come with us.”

      Propelled by a mixture of dread and excitement, Olivia pulled the door open. Four passengers, crammed inside the confined space, greeted her with varying degrees of curiosity. Recognizing the Brennants and Mr. Marsh, all parishioners, Olivia offered a smile in the hope they’d be willing to make some room.

      “You can squeeze in next to me,” Mrs. Brennant offered after a moment. She was a robust woman, roughly twenty years Olivia’s senior. Her husband, a broad–shouldered fellow, flattened his mouth but said nothing. Olivia was grateful, for although Mr. Marsh and the younger man who occupied the bench across from the Brennants were slimmer, Olivia would much prefer sitting next to another woman.

      “Thank you.” Olivia climbed inside, squeezed herself into the tiny slot of a space she’d been allocated, bag in lap, and barely managed to shut the door before the conveyance rocked into motion.

      “Where are you off to, Miss Poole?” Mrs. Brennant inquired while Olivia clasped her chilled hands to her mouth, attempting to breathe warm air onto them.

      “To Varney,” Olivia told her.

      “Varney?” Mr. Marsh frowned. “What’s in Varney?”

      “Opportunity,” Olivia said, realizing belatedly that she’d rather not share her dire circumstances with the Treadmire townsfolk. She sighed in response to the unspoken expectation that she elaborate further. “I plan to seek a position advertised in the paper.”

      “But…” Mrs. Brennant’s voice faltered. She shifted her shoulder, pressing Olivia into the side of the coach as it rounded a corner and picked up speed.

      Water droplets on the glass hampered Olivia’s vision when she glanced toward the river where she and Agnes had learned to swim. Her heart gave a squeeze as the coach clattered across the bridge.

      “Your father was a vicar,” Mrs. Brennant added. “A gentleman, by all accounts.”

      Torn away from the view at those words, Olivia clutched her bag more fiercely. These people, save the stranger of course, had been at the service. They’d offered their condolences and had welcomed Papa’s replacement who’d arrived last week. But even though the Pooles had been a part of Treadmire for well over thirty years, they’d mostly kept to themselves. Neither the Brennants nor Mr. Marsh could know what life had been like behind the vicarage doors.

      Olivia swallowed. “Social rank doesn’t always constitute wealth, Mrs. Brennant.”

      “No, I don’t suppose it does.”

      Thankfully, nothing more was said on the matter. Olivia returned her attention to the dismal view of naked trees and barren fields in the hope of avoiding more uncomfortable questions. Much to her relief, the Brennants seemed to accept her disinclination to chat and chose to engage Mr. Mathis instead.

      The carriage bounced along the country road, taking Olivia farther away from the only place she’d ever known. Her eyes slid shut as exhaustion took over. There had been so much to do since Papa’s death she’d not had time to rest until now. Not when she’d had a funeral to organize and a future to worry about. The incumbent, a curate from a neighboring parish who’d already been appointed when her father’s health worsened, had given her one week to vacate the premises. With no relations left, she’d had no choice but to make her own way in the world.

      So she’d set her mind to finding a position. Given her education, she’d hoped to become a teacher or governess, but such required references and acquiring that would take time. Right now, her most pressing concern was gaining an income. Once this was done, she could take her time looking for better employment. So she was prepared to accept a lower position, and since the only options advertised in the local paper had been for charwoman, laundress, and housemaid, it hadn’t been hard to decide which to aim for.

      A hand gripped her arm, gently shaking, and Olivia’s eyes flew open.

      “Miss Poole?” Mrs. Brennant’s voice called her to attention.

      Olivia blinked. Mr. Brennant was sitting opposite now where the stranger had been before. The young man had probably alighted while she’d been sleeping. She straightened as she realized the carriage was no longer moving. “Yes?”

      “This must be your stop,” Mrs. Brennant informed her. “The rest of us are continuing onward.”

      Olivia leaned forward and peered through the rain–streaked window. A large building, wedged between the sky and the ground, sat in the distance with sprawling expanses of nothingness stretching to either side. She opened the door and called to the coachmen. “Is this Sutton Hall?”

      “It is. Time to get off or ye’ll have to find yer own way back from the village.”

      She scrambled forward, bag in hand, and clambered from the coach, out into the dismal weather. The muddied road was slick, forcing her to brace herself against the carriage door before she lost her footing.

      “Go on,” yelled one of the coachmen. “Ye’ve kept us from our schedule long enough.”

      Olivia bid a hasty farewell to the Brennants and Mr. Mathis, then shut the door and stepped away from the coach. The snap of a whip preceded the rattle of carriage wheels as the horses were forced into motion.

      Clutching her bag with frigid fingers, Olivia turned toward the imposing edifice looming at the end of a long, tree–lined driveway. Built from grey stone, it appeared to be three stories tall, large enough to encompass all of Treadmire.

      She sucked in a breath. “Good lord.”

      Sutton Hall surpassed Olivia’s wildest expectations. It also reawakened the nervous flutter she’d felt in her stomach that morning when she’d climbed into the coach. But a thrill of excitement also assailed her as she began walking, eager to get out of the rain.

      The words her sister had spoken when she knew her end was near reminded Olivia of her purpose.

      “Promise me, Livy. You must live the life I shall be denied.”

      “It will not come to that,” she had insisted. Olivia’s throat tightened with the memory. The sun had warmed the air that day, offering Agnes a pleasant reprieve from her constant struggle to breathe. So they’d taken a blanket outside for a picnic beneath the old cherry tree in the garden.

      “You have the list,” Agnes had said, her head in Olivia’s lap. “Promise me you will find the means to escape this place, so you can have all of these great experiences.”

      “I have a better plan,” Olivia said, brushing stray locks from her sister’s cheek, “and that is for you to have them yourself.”

      A smile had pulled at Agnes’s lips – so vibrant it embedded itself into Olivia’s memory forever. “On days like today I feel as though such a thing might be possible, but if it isn’t and I must go, then it will be up to you.”

      Unwilling to disappoint her sister, Olivia had sworn to do as she asked. One month later, shaking with sorrow, she’d dressed Agnes for burial. That day, so achingly beautiful despite its bleakness, had marked her mother’s denial of God while prompting her father to cling more firmly to his faith. For Olivia’s part, she no longer knew what she believed, except that life was unfair.

      A wind swept over her shoulders and Olivia quickened her pace. The rain had turned to sleet and it blew in her face, the icy chill seeping into her bones as she pressed onward. Frozen fingers curled around the handle of her traveling bag while one soaked foot slid back and forth inside her boot with every step she took.

      Determined, Olivia plodded through the worsening weather until she reached the end of the driveway. Pausing briefly to catch her breath, she swiped the rain from her eyes and stared at her destination. A pair of square columns guarded the massive front door while an endless number of windows, each at least as tall as she, left her dazed. The tax on those alone was inconceivable.

      A spark of hope ignited within her and she forgot her discomfort for a moment. This was what she needed – the means by which to earn her way and get one step closer to keeping her promise to Agnes.

      Intent on getting out of the rain and on with her new life, Olivia tightened her grip on her bag and recommenced walking. The front entrance wasn’t for her. She needed to find the one meant for servants.

      With heavy feet scraping the gravel, she staggered toward the side of the building and rounded a corner. There it was, not too far – a stairwell leading down toward the basement entrance. Relief poured through her, her goal just a few more paces away. And then she was finally descending the stairs to an area where a pump stood with several buckets stacked nearby. A wide window offered a glimpse of Sutton Hall’s kitchen, a space that looked to be ten times larger than the kitchen at the vicarage.

      Olivia sucked in a breath and approached a green door. Hesitant, yet eager to get indoors, she raised her hand and knocked.

      A young man with a white footman's wig perched on his head answered her call. He wore a stunning black jacket adorned with gold braiding, breeches to match, and a very costly looking brocade waistcoat. His eyes widened and his lips parted, and then he promptly stepped to one side and ushered her in with such speed Olivia nearly stumbled right into his arms.

      The door swung shut behind her. “I…”

      He didn’t wait for her to say anything more before he grabbed her by the arm and pulled her inside. The door closed and before she could utter another word, she was being steered into the kitchen and over to the heavenly warmth from a wide iron range where a plump woman was in the process of pouring something into a pot.

      The woman’s eyes widened the moment she spotted Olivia. “Who’s your new friend, Roger?”

      “I’ve no idea, Mrs. Bradley,” said the footman, “but she can certainly do with some drying off.”

      “No doubt about that.” Mrs. Bradley eyed the puddle beginning to form at Olivia’s feet and clucked her tongue. “Poor thing. You look as though you were dragged from the river. Do you have a name, dear?”

      “O…Olivia Poole.”

      “I don’t suppose you’re willing to tell us what’s brought you all the way here on a day like today?”

      “A…” Goodness, she could not keep her teeth from chattering. “An…ad…advertisement.”

      “Well, I’d advise you to have a seat over there by the fire.” Mrs. Bradley gestured toward a chair. “Warm yourself and…would you like a hot cup of tea?”

      Olivia almost fell to her knees in gratitude. She nodded. “Pl…please.”

      “Nancy,” Mrs. Bradley instructed, “bring me a brick for the oven, would you?”

      A young girl with frizzy blonde hair leapt into action. Mrs. Bradley spun away and began bustling about while Roger guided Olivia to a chair. Tremors swept through her body as she set her bag on the floor. With trembling fingers she struggled to undo the soggy bow tied beneath her chin and finally managed to remove her bonnet, which she set aside on the corner of a nearby work table. She took off her cloak next and hung it across another chair’s back so it could dry.

      After taking her seat, she stuck out her hands and breathed a sigh of relief as the warmth from the fire soothed away the chill in her fingers.

      “I hope you do…don’t mind,” Olivia said, indicating her discarded garments.

      “Of course not,” said Roger

      Mrs. Bradley handed Olivia a steaming cup of tea. “We’re just glad you found your way here before you caught your death out there in that dreadful weather.”

      Moved by the woman’s geniality, Olivia had to gulp down a breath to stop tears from welling. Unaccustomed as she was to words of kindness and with bone–weary tiredness wearing her down, Mrs. Bradley’s words threatened to break her for the first time in over a decade.

      “Tha…thank you.”

      “You’re most welcome.” Mrs. Bradley shifted her gaze to Roger. “We probably ought to inform Mrs. Hodgins of Miss Poole’s arrival and of the state she’s in.”

      “I’ll see to it right away.”

      Roger strode off just as Nancy arrived with the brick. “Let’s get those wet boots off then.”

      Olivia gaped at her. “I can’t possibly.”

      “You can and you must,” Mrs. Bradley’s voice was firm. “The stockings too, I’ll wager.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t risk your health just because you’re too shy to show us your toes. Besides, taking ill will only give us more work.” Mrs. Bradley smiled and glanced toward Olivia’s bag. “I trust you’ve some dry clothes in there.”

      Olivia nodded and took a hasty sip of her tea. Truth be told, the idea of drying her feet and getting them warm was much too tempting for her to offer much resistance. She set her cup aside and searched her bag for a fresh pair of stockings. As soon as she found them, she removed her boots, her wet stockings too.

      She quickly put on the dry ones and then the brick was pushed under her feet.

      Ahh. Heaven.

      Her relief, however, was short lived, evaporating as soon as Roger returned with a mild–faced woman who wasted no time introducing herself as Mrs. Hodgins, the housekeeper.

      Oh dear.

      Trailing water through the kitchen and keeping the servants from their work while they tended to her was not the sort of first impression Olivia had wanted to make on the woman in charge of hiring her. “I apologize for the inconvenience I’ve caused.”

      “Can you walk?” Mrs. Hodgins asked.

      Could she walk? Olivia blinked. Did she truly look so wretched?

      “Yes.”

      Mrs. Hodgins glanced at Olivia’s feet, then at the sopping wet stockings she’d hung to dry on a chair. Her eyebrows rose and Olivia slumped, certain her chance of employment had been extinguished.

      But to her dismay, Mrs. Hodgins quietly asked. “Do you have a dry pair of shoes?”

      Olivia swallowed. “I’ve a pair of slippers.”

      “Put them on and come with me.” She waited while Olivia readied herself, then guided her out of the kitchen, along a hallway, and into a small room containing a desk and two chairs. “Please have a seat and tell me why you’ve come.”

      Olivia stared at her. “To seek the position you advertised in the paper. The opening was for a housemaid and… Please tell me it’s still available and I haven’t come here for nothing?”

      Sympathy stole into Mrs. Hodgins’s eyes, causing Olivia’s spirit to plummet. “I’m sorry, Miss Poole. That advertisement was posted more than a week ago.”

      Olivia drew a ragged breath, the tears she’d managed to keep at bay until now finally spilling onto her cheeks. She’d come all this way, had spent a whole ten shillings on the coach fare, and could think of nowhere else to go. The helplessness she experienced as this awareness sank in was absolutely terrifying.

      Hands clutched together, she held herself upright by sheer force of will as she asked the only question pressing upon her mind at the moment. “What on earth am I to do now?”
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      Mary Hodgins considered the unhappy woman who sat before her. Her black clothing indicated she might be in mourning, possibly over a husband, given her age. Desperation showed in her twisted expression, in the tears sliding over her cheeks. Judging from the dark splotches under her eyes, she hadn’t slept well in weeks.

      Sympathizing, Mary took a second to ponder her options. As housekeeper she had some authority, and she dearly wanted to help Miss Poole whose hope of employment had just been shattered.

      First things first…

      “You shall have a hot bath and a change of clothes,” Mary said.

      Miss Poole wiped at her eyes. A small shake of her head conveyed her confusion. “But if I’m not to be hired then…”

      “We can discuss your situation tomorrow.” One thing was certain – Mary wouldn’t send anyone outside in this weather. “For now we’ll make sure the clothes you’re presently wearing are laundered, and you eat a proper meal before getting tucked into bed.”

      “I…” Fresh tears appeared. It was enough to make Mary’s eyes sting as well. “Thank you, Mrs. Hodgins. I can’t begin to tell you how grateful I am.”

      “Think nothing of it.” Mary pressed her lips together, willing her own emotions into submission before she stood. “Now, let’s gather your things and inform the maids so they can get you settled.”

      Mary left Miss Poole in Betsy’s and Fiona’s care a few minutes later and went in search of Mr. Dover, the butler. Her heels clicked against the stone floor as she walked to his pantry, the large bunch of keys hanging from her waist jingling as she went.

      Not finding him there, she checked the time and decided to head upstairs since he was likely ensuring all was as it should be before Miss Edwards came down to supper. She arrived in the dining room and found Mr. Dover at the far end of the dining table, inspecting not one but two place settings. Roger watched, patiently waiting for his verdict. White coffered ceilings, a large gilt mirror hanging opposite three tall windows, and gleaming candelabras holding dozens of costly wax candles provided the room with the perfect balance between good taste and opulence. It was one of Mary’s favorite rooms in the house.

      Her pulse leapt a little when Mr. Dover raised his kindly gaze to meet hers. Foolishness. At almost sixty years of age, she was much too old to be swept off her feet. They both were.

      “I gather Miss Chadwick is joining Miss Edwards this evening?” Try as she might, Mary failed to keep her dislike of the governess from her voice. In her opinion, the woman was too haughty by half and treated Mr. Grier’s sixteen–year–old ward too sternly.

      “Indeed.” He straightened to better face her. A flicker of warmth in his eyes and the hint of a smile made her feel slightly giddy.

      She firmed her expression, just to be sure she gave nothing away, and glanced at Roger before returning her full attention to Mr. Dover. “There has been a development. Do you have time to talk before supper is served?”

      Mr. Dover held her gaze briefly, gave his pocket watch a quick check, and turned to Roger. “Return to the kitchen and make sure the soup is ready to be served in eight minutes.” He waited for the door to close before addressing her. “It’s not like you to chase me down like this, though I can’t say I mind.”

      Mary started. Was Mr. Dover flirting with her?

      Surely not. And yet, they had gotten closer in recent years. After their former master’s death, they’d assisted each other in helping his son run the household with as little fuss as possible.

      Nonsense. They were just united in a common cause, that was all, and he was merely being friendly. “A woman has arrived.”

      “Yes. Roger mentioned as much. Said she looked like a soggy dishrag.”

      Mary winced on Miss Poole’s behalf, though she couldn’t deny the apt description. “She was hoping to obtain the housemaid position, but since it’s already been filled by Fiona, I’m not sure how to help her.”

      “As you want to do, I’m sure.”

      This was said kindly, without reproach. Mary produced a weak smile. “Turning her out would be wrong, especially in this weather. If something bad were to happen to her, I’d never forgive myself. So I’ve asked Betsy and Fiona to make sure she gets a bath and a bed for the night. I hope you won’t object.”

      “How can I do so without appearing the villain?” Mr. Dover took a deep breath and expelled it. “Mr. Grier left the two of us in charge during his absence. As long as we’re in agreement we may do as we wish, although we’re not in a position to create additional jobs, which still presents a problem with regard to this woman. What’s her name?”

      “Olivia Poole.”

      “And what do we know about her?”

      Mary reflected on her brief conversation and what she’d observed. “Rather than wait for the weather to clear, she thwarted it in the hope of gaining employment, which means she must be low on funds. Her attire was black, including her bonnet, which would suggest a state of mourning. That’s really all I can say. I didn’t get around to her references. I thought it best to make sure she could stay the night first.”

      “Hmm.” He gave her a critical look. “We’ll need to be extra careful about securing the silver. What’s your plan?”

      “To inquire about potential positions at Oldbridge House in the morning. If that fails, I’ll try to find something for her in Varney proper.”

      “Very good. Now if you’ll—”

      A loud series of clipped remarks spoken in French cut him off. Mary bristled, immediately recognizing Miss Chadwick’s voice. It came from the drawing room on the opposite side of the dining room door. Additional words followed and although Mary failed to understand what was being said – or practically shouted – she recognized a harsh reprimand when she heard it.

      She raised her chin and glanced at Mr. Dover, whose posture had stiffened. A frown of disapproval knit his brow as he glared at the door. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think one of Bonaparte’s generals was barking orders in there. We ought to sack her.”

      “I’m not sure we can.”

      “Mr. Grier was very clear,” Mary reminded him. “If you and I are in agreement, we are permitted to step in and—”

      Another terse remark from the drawing room had Mary clenching her teeth in anger.

      “Miss Chadwick’s father is a renowned barrister,” Mr. Dover muttered. “So while she may be beneath Mr. Grier and Miss Edwards in station, she’s above the rest of the servants, including us. We cannot dismiss her so easily. Certainly not without Miss Edwards’s support, and even then we would need a compelling reason.”

      Their conversation was interrupted by Roger’s return. He paused in the doorway. “Forgive me. You did say eight minutes.”

      “Quite right.” Mr. Dover gestured for Roger to set his tray on the sideboard. “If you will excuse me, Mrs. Hodgins, I’ve duties to attend to.”

      Mary nodded, left the dining room, and was heading toward the kitchen when Betsy crossed the hallway with what appeared to be a bundle of Miss Poole’s discarded clothes.

      “Miss Poole’s having her bath,” Betsy said. “Fiona is making up the spare bed in Louise’s room.”

      Mary thanked her. Like most of Sutton Hall’s staff, save Miss Chadwick, Miss Edwards’s personal maid was a good natured woman so it was unlikely she’d mind.

      Happy knowing she’d done her part to help a person in need, Mary continued to the kitchen in order to speak with Tabby, the assistant cook. “We’ll need an additional serving tonight for our guest. Can you manage?”

      Tabby produced a broad smile. “I’m not about to let anyone starve.”

      “Of course not.” Mary glanced around. “Let me know if I’m able to offer an extra pair of hands.”

      Mrs. Bradley whirled toward her, a horrified look in her eyes. “Don’t you worry yourself, Mrs. Hodgins. I’ll help Tabby if need be.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Yes.” Glancing sideways, Mrs. Bradley drew Mary’s attention to Betsy, who’d arrived with Miss Poole. “Lord knows you’ve enough to attend to.”

      Unable to argue, Mary thanked Mrs. Bradley and Tabby for their assistance and showed Miss Poole to the servant’s hall where they found Louise mending a frill on a gown. Mary introduced Miss Poole to everyone and showed her where to sit. She wore a slate grey gown to replace the black one, and the added color in her cheeks made her look healthier now than when she’d arrived.

      “We’ll have a proper meal in a couple of hours,” Mary informed her, “and then you can get some rest.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Considering how exhausted Miss Poole looked, Mary’s immediate instinct was to tell her she needn’t worry, but the earnestness with which she’d asked gave Mary pause. “You may assist Betsy in setting the table.”

      It was Mary’s intention to speak with the woman after supper in an attempt to learn more about her. Any information she provided would help Mary and Mr. Dover find work for her elsewhere. But when Miss Poole dozed off at the table, Mary decided the conversation would have to wait until the next day. And since dealing with a leak in the storeroom ceiling kept her busy the following morning, she didn’t have time for Miss Poole until well after ten.

      “Do you have any references?” Mr. Dover asked once the three of them finally managed to gather in Mary’s sitting room. An extra chair had been brought in so he could sit as well.

      Miss Poole shook her head. “I’m afraid not.”

      Mr. Dover raised an eyebrow. “That pretty much rules out Oldbridge House,”

      “I don’t follow,” Miss Poole said, eyeing them each in turn.

      “We were trying to think of a way in which to help you. As there are no vacancies here, we thought of asking at nearby houses. Oldbridge House came to mind but Lady Oldbridge won’t take you on unless you have a letter of character.”

      Miss Poole stared at Mary, then at Mr. Dover. “Your kindness is quite overwhelming.”

      “We know what it’s like to fall on hard times.” Mary recalled her own stroke of bad luck several decades ago and the chance Mr. Grier's mother had given her then. “We also know what it means to be given a helping hand.”

      “Do you have some experience to compensate for your lack of references?” Mr. Dover asked.

      Miss Pooled nodded. “I kept the Treadmire vicarage in order for over two decades – cooking, cleaning, and laundering, until my father’s recent death. I’m accustomed to hard work.”

      “I have not heard of Treadmire,” Mr. Dover remarked after he and Mary had offered condolences.

      “It’s a small parish roughly four hours south of here by coach.”

      “Your father,” Mary commented. “Was he the vicar?”

      “Yes.”

      “And yet…” Mary chose to leave the rest of her thought unspoken. Miss Poole had clearly fallen on hard times if she was being forced into service. No sense in pointing that out. She cleared her throat. “Perhaps we can—”

      Someone knocked on the door. A series of angry shouts followed. What on earth? The knocking continued with greater insistence.

      Mr. Dover stood, his brow knit with displeasure. Mary didn’t blame him. Such a disturbance was most unusual and lacked the decorum they expected from the rest of the servants. He pulled the door open. “What in blazes do you…”

      No other words were spoken as he stepped aside, admitting Miss Edwards, who looked as though she was ready to march into hell and murder the devil. Considering how agreeable she normally was, something awful must have happened to make her lose her temper.

      Mary rose to her feet, as did Miss Poole. And then Miss Chadwick arrived.

      Of course.

      “I want her gone,” Miss Edwards fumed, each word a blade slicing the air.

      “That isn’t up to you.” Miss Chadwick’s haughty voice grated on Mary’s nerves.

      “She locked me in the dining room.” Miss Edwards’s voice shook with anger. “I’d still be there if Roger hadn’t heard me shouting for help.”

      Taken aback by this revelation, Mary turned to Miss Chadwick. “What would possess you to do such a thing?”

      Miss Chadwick arched her brows and stared down her nose at Mary. “I would suggest you ask Miss Edwards.”

      Annoyed with the woman, Mary forced herself to calmly inquire, “What happened, Miss Edwards?”

      Rather than give a response, Miss Edwards glared at her. A triumphant smirk curled Miss Chadwick’s lips. Her next remark, directed at Miss Edwards, was spoken in French. Mary recognized the sound of the language, even though she understood none of the words.

      Miss Edwards spun to face her, and an angry series of equally incomprehensible words filled the air.

      Miss Chadwick’s expression hardened.

      “English, if you please,” Mr. Dover insisted.

      Ignoring him completely, the governess narrowed her gaze on Miss Edwards and said something neither Mary nor Mr. Dover had any hope of understanding.

      Miss Poole on the other hand gasped. And then, before Mary could work out what was happening, the mouseish woman pulled Miss Edwards behind her. It was like watching a helpless kitten turn into a tiger.

      Her spine straightened, her chin rose, and then she spoke in an unyielding voice that brooked no nonsense. “You will do no such thing.”

      Silence followed for a good three seconds before Miss Chadwick responded. “How dare you interfere?”

      “How dare you threaten to strike your charge?” Miss Poole countered.

      Mary shared a disbelieving look with Mr. Dover, whose expression had turned thunderous.

      “She insulted me,” said Miss Chadwick.

      “For good reason, I’m sure,” Miss Poole snapped.

      “Mr. Grier will not approve when he learns what—”

      “If he is worth his salt,” Miss Poole gritted, “he won’t approve of his ward being terrorized by any of his servants.”

      The scathing remarks that flowed from Miss Chadwick’s lips in response to this were hard to follow. To Mary’s surprise, it didn’t shock her as much as it probably should have. Not when she’d always suspected Miss Chadwick of being a vile person at heart. It confounded her to think Mr. Grier had hired her and could only surmise he’d not been aware of her true character when he’d done so.

      “I think we’ve heard enough,” Mr. Dover said, his voice more forceful than before. He glanced at Miss Edwards. “Is it true? Has Miss Chadwick tried to intimidate you?”

      “I was tasked with preparing her for her debut,” Miss Chadwick interrupted. “When she misbehaves as she has just done there must be—”

      “Do shut up,” Mr. Dover ordered, prompting Mary to press her lips together to keep from smiling. It was a serious situation after all, but seeing the dear man lose control was quite a novelty.

      “She had a frog in her room,” Miss Chadwick shouted, jabbing a finger in Miss Edwards’s direction. “Mice too.”

      “Which you fed to a cat,” Miss Edwards snapped. “While they were alive!”

      “Good lord,” Mary muttered. She stared at Miss Edwards, horrified at the sight of a tear trickling down her cheek. She cleared her throat, and managed to speak in a calm voice. “Miss Chadwick was right to reprimand you for bringing such creatures into the house. However, I cannot support the manner in which she handled the situation. So, if you wish for her to leave Sutton Hall, I shall support the decision.”

      “As will I,” said Mr. Dover.

      “Mr. Grier will hear of this,” Miss Chadwick seethed.

      “He most certainly shall,” Mary assured her without so much as batting an eyelid.

      “Please pack your things,” Miss Edwards told Miss Chadwick.

      Miss Chadwick sent them all a scathing look before quitting their presence, slamming the door behind her as she departed. Mary expelled a deep breath while Mr. Dover closed his eyes as if in relief. Miss Poole remained tense, as though she feared her interference might affect Mary’s and Mr. Dover’s offer to help her.

      If anything, it gave Mary an idea.

      She met Mr. Dover’s gaze briefly before addressing Miss Poole. “Perhaps it would be prudent of you to reveal the extent of your education before we proceed any further.”

      Miss Poole blinked. “I…um… I was taught by my father.”

      “And?” Mr. Dover prompted when Miss Poole said nothing more.

      Miss Poole gave them a tentative look, then cleared her throat and said, “As I’ve mentioned, he was a vicar. But his parish was poor, so he feared he’d lack the funds required to hire a cleric. My sister and I were therefore trained to perform such duties.”

      “Then you must be well versed in Latin,” Mary remarked.

      Miss Poole nodded.

      “What about mathematics, history, and geography?” Mr. Dover asked.

      Miss Poole bit her lip and fidgeted with her fingers. She hesitated briefly before admitting, “I have an acceptable amount of knowledge in all three subjects.” Swallowing, she quietly added, “I also speak German.”

      “Well, I’ll be,” Mary exclaimed. She turned to Miss Edwards. “What do you think?”

      Miss Edwards smiled for the first time since arriving in Mary’s sitting room. And then she spoke up, her attention exclusively on Miss Poole. “I do believe Mr. Grier will return from London as soon as he learns of Miss Chadwick’s dismissal. And when he does, I shall recommend you to him as my new governess.”
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      As had become tradition, Grayson Grier met his friends, James Dale and Colin West, in a quiet corner of White’s. James did the honors and poured the brandy from the decanter the servant had brought. His dark blonde hair looked almost brown in the dim evening light as a few stray locks fell over his brow.

      Today, Friday, March 21, 1820, marked the nineteenth anniversary of the death of their comrade, Richard Hughes, at the battle of Aboukir. And so they’d come, as they always did, for a commemorative drink.

      Grayson raised his glass in salute and took a swig of his brandy. Even after all these years he still recalled with perfect accuracy the blistering heat and the sand beneath his boots. The stench of smoke, blood, and gunpowder swiftly returned while screams of agony echoed in his memory. Before the war, he’d believed it his duty to serve king and country. Now, he thought it a barbaric waste of life.

      “He would have been four and forty years old by now, had he lived,” Colin muttered morosely. His ginger hair gleamed in response to the light spilling from a suspended oil lamp. The scar he’d received at the hands of an enemy soldier puckered his right cheek as he spoke.

      Far from home, Egypt had served as hell on earth for them all, but at least Richard hadn’t been one of the wretched souls forced to writhe in the sand while he suffered. His death had been swift. One shot and he’d been gone, like a flame snuffed out in an instant.

      “Do you suppose he would have married?” Grayson asked, willing himself to recall Richard during happier times, when they’d been at Eton and Cambridge together. Before their decision to buy commissions.

      James scoffed. “Only a fool would tie himself to a woman for any duration of time. You’re lucky you managed to avoid the parson’s mousetrap, Grayson. And at least you realized your mistake quick enough to get an annulment, Colin. I wish I’d been as wise.”

      “You wouldn’t have Michael then,” Grayson pointed out. He knew how much James loved his son.

      “But you could have divorced your wife once you realized what she was up to,” Colin said, “as Mr. Hewitt is doing.”

      Grayson studied James, whose expression had hardened. Discussing his late wife was never easy. She’d cuckolded him, made a mockery of their marriage, yet had been a loving mother to Michael, who would have suffered the consequence of a separation, never mind an ugly divorce. Grayson knew James would rather sacrifice himself a thousand times over than see his son hurt. But eventually, fate had taken Clara from them both. She’d died, quite suddenly, a few years ago.

      The pain James suffered because of her had soured his interest in women. Until Mrs. Hewitt swept into his life during a ball they’d all attended. While Grayson knew his friend would never seduce another man’s wife, he’d clearly been smitten by her. The spark between them was evident when James introduced her to Grayson and Colin. Had she been free, there was no doubt in Grayson’s mind that James would have pursued her.

      Unfortunately, she had since revealed herself to be a much bigger adulteress than Clara. So much so, her husband was determined to pay the expense and suffer the scandal of cutting all ties with her in court.

      As expected, Colin’s remark led to a charged conversation with James strongly opposed to the idea of being publically scrutinized and risking his reputation for any reason.

      “Let’s speak of something else,” James suggested once Colin was done pointing out how much worse a divorce would be for a woman. “How is your ward, Juliana, faring, Grayson?”

      Discomfited by the question, Grayson dropped his gaze and studied the contents of his glass. Juliana’s parents had died in a horrible carriage crash when she was four. She’d been their only child and as their good friend, his father had been named in their will. He’d been Juliana’s guardian for two years before Grayson inherited all responsibility for her.

      “The last report I received informed me that her French is improving.”

      “And?” Colin pressed when he said nothing more.

      Grayson frowned, took a deep breath, and slowly raised his gaze. He supposed he might as well confess his predicament. “She sacked her governess.”

      Stunned laughter exploded from James and Colin, causing them to choke on their drinks. Coughing fits followed while Grayson glared at each in turn. When James eventually managed to catch his breath, he said, “Please don’t tell me you gave her permission to do so?”

      “Of course not.” Grayson said, annoyed with the suggestion. “There’s a good chance she did it to get my attention and force me back to Sutton Hall. I’ll have to give her a lecture and hire another governess. Damned nuisance.”

      He instantly regretted the words. Juliana would have needed support from his housekeeper and butler to dismiss a servant, which meant it must have been done with good reason. But the letter Dover had sent him was vague at best, increasing Grayson’s worries and his frustration.

      “When did you see her last?” James quietly asked.

      Grayson knit his brow. “It was before Christmas, so…four months ago, perhaps a bit more.”

      Colin gave a low whistle, to which Grayson responded with a glower.

      “Forgive me if I’m overstepping,” James said, “but that does seem unusually negligent of you.”

      Grayson sighed. James wasn’t wrong, and yet remaining at Sutton Hall had become difficult. “Juliana is to have her coming out next year. Her governess had a plan which involved an endless amount of lessons in etiquette, conversational skills, dancing, and so on. I believed I’d get in the way, so I chose to stay in Town a bit longer than usual.”

      More to the point, he’d feared Juliana might ask for his opinion regarding her efforts. Better the whole debacle be taken care of in his absence, without his interference. He was known for blunt speaking. He’d hate to upset the girl in some way with an ill–timed comment.

      “You are all she has left, Grayson,” said James, who could be equally frank. “And she is a child, stuck in a great big manor with only servants for company. I believe she’ll be happy to see you.”

      “I’ve no idea what to say to a sixteen–year–old girl,” Grayson grumbled. “It was easier when she was younger and I could give her a doll or buy her a pony. Now she’s at that awkward stage between child and woman. It’s perplexing.”

      “I’m sure her interests aren’t much different from those of women.” Colin saluted Grayson with his glass. “The latest fashion and London gossip ought to make excellent topics.”

      “As you are the only one among us who has zero experience with children, I’m not sure you should be the first to offer advice,” James said. He shifted his gaze back to Grayson. “Do not share any gossip with her. Most of it will be unsuitable for her young ears, and the rest will just make her stupid. Instead, I would suggest you try and get to know the young woman she’s growing into. Find out what her new interests are and cater to those.”

      “I’ll think on it,” Grayson muttered. One thing was certain. He had to return to Sutton Hall soon.

      “You’re not entirely correct,” Colin said, distracting Grayson from his thoughts.

      “About what?” James asked.

      Colin raised an arrogant brow. “I do have some experience with children. Isabella Bankroft has two.”

      James groaned while Grayson rolled his eyes. Isabella Bankroft was Colin’s latest mistress.

      “I’m not sure that signifies,” James remarked, “unless you’ve actually met them.”

      “I can’t say I have, but she speaks of them a great deal.”

      “That doesn’t count,” Grayson and James told him at the same time. Both men chuckled while Colin merely shrugged.

      “Will you break things off with her when you return to Woodstone Park?” Grayson asked. Colin, being the enterprising landowner he was, had promised his steward he would be back next week to help oversee the planting.

      “Why?” Colin asked with a sly smirk. “You interested?”

      “God no,” Grayson said. It was bad enough feeling as though he might have failed Juliana without throwing a new paramour into the mix. “I’ve enough to worry about right now.”

      “Have you heard the latest news?” someone across the room asked in a loud voice. It only took Grayson a second to recognize the speaker as the Earl of Everton. “She’s free, my dear fellows. The divorce is final.”

      Other men jumped in to voice their opinions and since there could be no doubt as to whom they referred, Grayson shot James a look. Hopefully this gossip pertaining to Mrs. Hewitt wouldn’t affect his friend. A tense moment followed a particularly demeaning remark before James thankfully blew out a breath and downed the rest of his drink. He stood. “Forgive me, but I must be off. Perhaps we can meet for dinner before you leave Town?”

      “I plan to be on my way tomorrow morning,” Grayson said. “I’m afraid dinner will have to wait.”

      James voiced his regrets but wished him safe travels before he took his leave. Colin gave Grayson a pensive look – the sort that warned an uncomfortable comment was imminent. Grayson braced himself as his friend proceeded to point out, “If you married, your wife would take charge of Juliana’s coming out, and you would be free from that concern.”

      “Acquiring a wife requires careful consideration plus time spent on courtship. And this is supposing I have an interest in getting myself leg shackled, which I assure you I’ve no desire to do. Not after witnessing your and James’s botched attempts at wedded bliss.”

      “Just because we’ve had particularly bad luck, doesn’t mean you couldn’t be happy.”

      Grayson was well aware of this fact. His parents had proved wedded bliss existed, but considering his own past experiences with the fairer sex, he’d stopped believing he would marry for love a long time ago.

      “Or wretchedly miserable,” he remarked. Being cynical in this instance was so much simpler. “And since I’m not a gambling man I’d rather not take the risk. Least of all when my brother has two sons and there’s no need for me to produce an heir. No, what I require is a governess who can match Juliana’s spirit – someone who’ll take the time to understand her, to advise and listen to her while offering sound guidance and a useful education. A friend as well as a mentor.”

      “That’s quite an impressive list of requirements,” Colin said with a wry smile. “Does such a creature even exist?”

      “She has to,” Grayson said. He shook his head and polished off the last of his drink. “Juliana must be ready to face the London Season when the time comes.”

      With this in mind, Grayson promised Colin he’d be in touch and went to find his coachman. Grosvenor Square wasn’t far. Less than a fifteen minute drive.

      “I need your help,” he informed his mother as soon as Wensley, her butler, showed him into her parlor a short while later.

      Mama greeted him with a smile, the gesture creasing her eyes at the corners. Approaching her seventieth year, she’d lost her youthful glow long ago, but Grayson still considered her a striking woman, though he knew he might be biased.

      “Please have a plate of sandwiches delivered along with a fresh pot of tea,” Mama told Wensley. Her kind eyes settled on Grayson as soon as the butler was gone. “It’s lovely to see you too.”

      Grayson kissed her cheek. “Forgive me. I fear I’m not quite myself at the moment. How are you?”

      “Better than you from the looks of it.” Mama kept a steady gaze on him as he took his seat. Despite her advancing years, only a few scattered strands of grey threaded her auburn hair. “What has happened?”

      Grayson shifted in his seat. It was impossible to relax into a comfortable position when there were problems to attend to. “A letter arrived from Dover this morning. Apparently Juliana's had enough of Miss Chadwick.”

      Mama tilted her head as if in thought. “As I recall, she's the governess you hired shortly before returning to London.”

      “Correct. Dover informs me that Juliana has sacked her.”

      Mama's expression grew serious. “Juliana has always been a well–behaved girl. Studious albeit with a fondness for the outdoors, but she's never struck me as difficult or rebellious. Since she would have needed Dover’s and Mrs. Hodgins’s blessing, something must have occurred. Did Dover not specify?”

      Grayson shook his head. “He just mentioned having a possible replacement ready for me to consider.”

      “Well, that certainly makes everything a lot simpler.”

      Did it? Grayson wasn’t so sure. Hiring a decent governess took time. It wasn’t the sort of thing one did on a whim. He’d always taken great care when interviewing candidates for that important position, and finding a woman who spoke French like a native was nearly impossible when most were already engaged by the aristocracy.

      “Miss Chadwick's credentials were excellent.”

      “Pftt…” Mama waved a dismissive hand. “Let us forget about her and focus on what you intend to do next.”

      This was the simplest part of all. “I'm returning to Sutton Hall tomorrow so I can give Juliana my full attention.”

      “Good.” A firm nod underscored her approval.

      Grayson took a deep breath before daring to make his request. “I'd like for you to come with me, to help assess Juliana’s preparedness and to advise me on how to make sure she reaches her potential.”

      A maid arrived at that moment, allowing his mother to consider her answer. Grayson watched with impatience as the maid placed a tray on the table and arranged the tea things. She finally finished, bobbing a curtsey on her way out the door.

      Mama reached for the teapot and proceeded to pour. “You know I can’t leave London during the Season. My charities depend on my presence.”

      “You have a team of capable people who can manage them for you just as easily as my agent oversees all estate matters when I’m away from Sutton Hall.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      The whispered words cut Grayson’s heart. He bit his tongue to keep from pressing the issue. Of course it wasn’t the same. Mama hadn’t been to Sutton Hall since Papa’s heart had failed him while he’d been walking with her in the gardens.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just a bit overwhelmed by all the responsibility.” And he desperately needed someone to share his thoughts and ideas with. In London, he had his friends and his mother, but at Sutton Hall, he would be alone with his concerns for Juliana’s future.

      “How are your investments doing?” Mama asked after taking a sip of her tea.

      Grayson blinked in response to the jarring change of subject. “Very well. I’m making excellent returns.”

      “And Sutton Hall?” Mama queried with a suspicious degree of feigned curiosity.

      “According to the weekly report I receive, all is running smoothly if one discounts the issue regarding Miss Chadwick.”

      Mama set her teacup aside and folded her hands in her lap. “And yet you wear the gravity of a man who’s been tasked with preventing the world from falling apart. Isn’t it past time you relaxed a little, set your sights on starting a family of your own?”

      “I can’t relax until I’ve seen Juliana settled,” Grayson told her, deliberately choosing not to engage in the subject of his marriage.

      “This isn’t what your father intended for you.” She sighed, filling the silence left by Grayson’s lack of response. “I’ll have Nathan join you in a few weeks when he gets back from Italy. He’s more than capable of providing you with the company and the advice you desire. Plus, it will be good for the two of you to reconnect. I’m sure you must have a lot to discuss since the last time you met.”

      Grayson realized Mama had other reasons for wanting his youngest brother gone from London during the Season. Reasons they never discussed. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t right about what she’d said. Recalling Nathan’s charm and good cheer along with his excellent sense of style, Grayson decided he would in fact be a great help when it came to advising Juliana on the latest fashion and how to conduct herself socially.

      Warming to the idea of having him visit, Grayson thanked his mother for her suggestion and reached for a sandwich. Tomorrow he’d set off for Sutton Hall. Once there, he’d get to the bottom of Juliana’s quarrel with Miss Chadwick and meet the woman Dover had mentioned. His butler and housekeeper meant well, but neither was qualified to judge foreign language skills or teaching abilities. Given the haste with which they’d found this person, Grayson was sure she wouldn’t suit.

      As regrettable as it was, he’d have to turn her away. And once that was done, he’d set his mind to finding Miss Chadwick’s permanent replacement.
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      The afternoon sunlight spilled through the tall corner windows of Miss Edwards’s bedchamber, illuminating the spacious room as Olivia entered with a tray. Since she’d defended the girl against Miss Chadwick the previous week, Miss Edwards had summoned Olivia daily. And while Olivia knew she shouldn’t consider herself hired until she had Mr. Grier’s approval, she couldn’t quite stop herself from pretending otherwise when Miss Edwards insisted Olivia teach her something new every day.

      “Bonjour,” Olivia told Miss Edwards before setting her tray on a table that stood between two armchairs. “Which book are you reading today?”

      “The same as yesterday,” Miss Edwards answered in French as she went to return the book to a shelf, prompting Daphne, the girl’s poodle, to raise her head. “It’s absolutely riveting. I cannot seem to get enough.”

      Olivia corrected a small grammatical error, then asked Miss Edwards to repeat the sentence, which she did while Olivia poured the tea.

      She wasn’t sure whether or not Mr. Grier wanted his young ward studying Johannis Gottlieb Walter’s English edition of Plates of the Thoracic and Abdominal Nerves, which contained the most graphic illustrations from the physician’s many dissections.

      She also had no idea where the girl had managed to find such a book. Only the frog Miss Chadwick had mentioned before her dismissal had not been alive or whole when Betsy had gone to clean it away. It had been cut open for Miss Edwards’s inspection.

      Olivia wasn’t sure what to make of this or if Mr. Grier would approve.

      “I’ve taken some notes,” Miss Edwards added with unmistakable pride as she returned to her seat. “When I do my next dissection, I’ll have a better procedure in place. I also intend to document my findings with sketches, just like Mr. Walter. If I’m lucky, I’ll even discern the cause of death.”

      This comment gave Olivia pause.

      “I would imagine it to be poisoning or suffocation,” she said, recalling the frog.

      Juliana, who’d been in the process of sipping her tea, froze. She blinked over the rim of her cup. “You think me capable of killing an innocent creature so I can better myself?”

      “Well I…” Olivia considered the perfectly poised young lady who sat before her. While her interests might make most people squirm, she did not possess the hoydenish nature one might expect from a girl who collected amphibians and rodents. Instead, Miss Edwards was gentle by nature and didn’t appear the least bit capable of causing harm to anyone.

      “Probably not.”

      “Herbert wasn’t murdered,” Miss Edwards said. When Olivia raised her eyebrows she added, “Everyone deserves a name. Don’t you think?”

      “I suppose.”

      “It means they’ll be remembered as individuals rather than simply a frog or a mouse. You’ll probably think this silly of me, but I feel as though I owe them that dignity.”

      “There’s nothing silly about it at all,” Olivia told her. “On the contrary, I would consider it proof of your kindness. But if Herbert wasn’t…um…encouraged to meet his maker, then how did he die, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Old age, I’d imagine.” Miss Edwards gave her a deadpan look. “After all, he was fully grown when I found him, and I’d had him for almost a year before he died. Unfortunately, I never discovered the exact reason for his demise – whether it was his heart that failed him or bleeding in his brain or something else entirely. Miss Chadwick prevented me from doing so.”

      The former governess’s name was bitterly spoken, which wasn’t surprising when she’d singlehandedly stopped Miss Edwards from pursuing her passion. As someone who’d loved being outside in the garden while growing up, Olivia could relate. Reading about plants wasn’t the same as actually sowing seeds, feeling the soil between your fingers, or nurturing each little seedling until it grew to maturity. Nor could any book about food convey the pleasure of digging up potatoes. It had been like hunting for nuggets of gold in the vegetable bed.

      “Since you’re not the murdering sort,” Olivia said, sending Miss Edwards a pensive look, “it could be a while before you’re able to dissect another frog. Until then, I would suggest a fish since those are often available in the kitchen.”

      “I’ve thought of that myself,” Miss Edwards said, “but every piece of food that arrives is accounted for by Mrs. Hodgins and Cook. “If any item were to go missing, questions would be raised. I fear there would be an investigation and that an innocent servant would take the blame.”

      Olivia marveled at Miss Edwards’s forethought. “In that case, you may want to consider sending me into town. I’ll visit the butcher and see if he has something you would be able to use.”

      Miss Edwards straightened in her seat. “You would do that for me?”

      Her mixture of delight and surprise was a pang to Olivia’s heart. She knew what it meant to be restrained, to feel as though one’s future depended upon the mercy of others, and as if one’s full potential was being squandered.

      “Absolutely,” Olivia told her.

      “Why?”

      “Because I was once given the tools required to obtain the life I dreamed of. Only to realize I’d never be able to use those tools, and my dreams would remain unfulfilled.” She offered Miss Edwards a smile born from newfound hope. “If I can help you realize your dreams and find the happiness you deserve, then I would consider that to be a wonderful achievement.”

      “I’m awfully glad to have you here.” Miss Edwards picked up the plate filled with lemon squares and held it toward Olivia. “Won’t you have one?”

      Daphne sat up, tail wagging as she eyed the plate.

      Feeling as though that would be overstepping, Olivia declined the offer and went to pick up a discarded shawl from the bench at the foot of the bed. She folded it neatly before removing a few fallen rose petals near the base of a vase on the windowsill. Miss Edwards broke off a piece of lemon square and fed it to Daphne.

      A movement caught the corner of Olivia’s eye and she instinctively looked outside at the drive where a gleaming black carriage, pulled by a team of four, was presently rolling in. Olivia pinched the petals between her fingers and watched as the carriage drew to a halt. One of the Sutton Hall footmen approached with Mr. Dover in his wake. The door opened, the steps were set down, and then…

      Olivia leaned forward in expectation.

      A man dressed in various shades of brown alit, and although her elevated position prevented her from seeing his face, Olivia knew by his bearing that this must be Mr. Grier. He seemed to be taller than Mr. Dover, who stood a good inch taller than she. And there was a stiffness about him – the sort that suggested the same stern disposition her father had been prone to.

      Olivia drew back with immediate dislike. Which was very unfair since she’d not yet made the man’s acquaintance. But there was a certain aloofness to the way he moved. Add to that the length of time he’d stayed away from Miss Edwards – the fact that he’d left her in Miss Chadwick’s care – and Olivia found it impossible to set aside her preconceived notions.

      She turned to Miss Edwards. “I believe your guardian has returned.”

      The girl stilled. She gulped down the bite she’d just taken from a lemon square and chased it down with some tea before dabbing her fingers on a napkin. Rising, she smoothed her skirts and tucked a stray lock of hair behind one ear. “How do I look?”

      “Perfectly presentable,” Olivia assured her.

      Miss Edwards took a deep breath. “I should go greet him.”

      “And I should return that tray to the kitchen so Betsy and Fiona can be saved an additional trip.” Olivia went to collect it but a sudden thought caused her to hesitate. She turned to Miss Edwards. “Where is your English–French pocket dictionary?”

      “In my desk drawer.”

      “I would recommend taking it with you.”

      “Whatever for?”

      Without answering her, Olivia retrieved the book and opened it to a random page. “Do you know the meaning of the word, jonquille?” When Miss Edwards shook her head, Olivia told her, “It’s a daffodil. And joufflu means chubby.”

      When Miss Edwards continued to stare at Olivia as though she were a riddle she couldn’t quite solve, Olivia said, “Should Mr. Grier wish to know what you have been doing today, as I expect he shall, you can now honestly tell him you’ve been increasing your French vocabulary. Which I dare say is better than mentioning the book you’ve been reading.”

      Miss Edwards’s lips twitched, then she laughed suddenly, and the unabashed joy in it filled Olivia’s heart to overflowing. She genuinely liked the girl whom she believed to be utterly misunderstood and underappreciated by the man who was meant to be raising her as his own. Olivia knew she was wholly unqualified to help an upper–class lady prepare for her presentation at court. Still, she hoped Miss Edwards could convince her guardian that Olivia was the right woman for the position.
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however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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