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Hampshire, England

Early Spring, 1819

––––––––
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“SENSIBLE YOUNG LADIES do not fall in love at first sight.”

Emmaline Kenny’s stern advice to herself went unheeded. Her half boots crunched on wet gravel as she stepped from the hired carriage and crossed the drive. But was this true love? Her head swam a bit, her stomach fluttered, and her palms dampened her cotton gloves. She couldn’t liken the sensations to anything else in her four-and-twenty years, so yes, this must be love.

Even after an uncompromising self-talking-to about weighing all of the options, she’d proceeded to ignore her own good counsel. Alas, what could be done, now that it was too late? She had definitely fallen face over feet in truest love.

She loved Amblewilde, the house of her dreams. The house had called to her from the first time she saw the advertisement for it in the available properties circular. Whether the drawing showed it to advantage, she could not say. 

All odd angles and quirky additions and round windows tucked into tiny corners, no one architectural type was dominant, yet somehow it all made sense. Climbing roses scrambled around the front window casings and would scent the air inside when they bloomed in a few weeks. 

Emmaline inhaled, already giddy from the imagined fragrance.

Today, her extreme attraction to the house had her mouth watering as she climbed the half-dozen stone steps to the front door.

Oh, it wasn’t sensible by any means. The house was too large, the asking price too high. There was a limit to the fortune her mother had left her. Probably. 

This may not have been what her father had intended when he said of the veritable king’s ransom, “Spend it wisely.” 

More important than any of the house’s attractions, however, was the fact that she was running out of time. The first students of The Kenny Academy of New Beginnings would arrive within the month, including a young man she hoped to train to be a fine butler, and a young woman, who, according to the orphanage director, needed a firm hand. 

It was a small start, but one must at least start. A perfect beginning would lead to a perfect outcome. It’s what she expected of herself, and undoubtedly what her students would expect as well.

Emmaline had dressed for this outing as carefully as if she had an audience at the palace. She wanted to be at her best for the house, in case it took her measure as a potential resident. Her smart navy-blue traveling pelisse and matching bonnet shielded her from the rain but did little to ward off the cold of the early Hampshire spring.

Currently, one Earl of Lansdale owned Amblewilde. Emmaline’s agent Mr. Middlebury, Esq., said the earl was likely in London, and that his man of business would show her the property instead. 

As propriety dictated, Emmaline’s maid was in attendance. Unfortunately, her maid had a horrible cold. Emmaline had instructed the poor girl to remain under a blanket in the carriage in order to keep her from sneezing all over the earl’s man of business and the entire house. Hopefully, the hour-long ride in the closed carriage with the girl would not result in catching cold herself, for she had no time to waste, lying abed nursing sniffles.

The presence of a maid did not quite excuse the fact that, as an unmarried woman, she was out conducting business on her own behalf without the chaperonage of a male relative or even an older female one. Aunt Lydia had been shocked, of course, but not enough to accompany her. Aunt was busy sewing, her favorite pastime, and could not bear to put her needle down. 

Therefore, Emmaline had done what she always did. She proceeded on her own. Really, why inconvenience anyone else? She was a grown woman, properly on the shelf. An independent, self-sufficient woman of means who handled whatever life threw in her path without interference or support from anyone.

She knocked and was admitted by a butler who gazed up at her expectantly.

“I am Miss Kenny. I am here to –“

“I know why you’re here, and you’re late.”

Still looking at the upturned face of the rotund little man before her, whose lips hadn’t moved in the slightest, Emmaline realized the voice came from somewhere deeper inside the house.

The butler stepped aside to allow Emmaline into the foyer. She removed her bonnet and gloves and unbuttoned her pelisse, which she had to drape over the two outstretched arms of the butler to keep it from dragging on the floor. She recognized that she was taller than average, but goodness. 

A disheveled man in dusty riding boots strode toward her from the hall. He wore no coat, and his cravat was tied carelessly around the collar of his white shirt. A serviceable if somewhat threadbare waistcoat topped it off. His breeches, though, fit . . . so well.

Drat, what was the man’s name? Billings? Bailey? 

She hadn’t listened carefully when her agent gave her that detail, as she had already been much too diverted by the charms of the house. 

Drawing herself to her full height, Emmaline employed her haughtiest expression, the one that never failed to put rude personages or impertinent younger sisters in their proper places. 

“As my appointment was for Thursday morning, and as it is not yet noon, that is impossible, sir.”

He stopped only inches from her. With raised his eyebrows he put his fists on his hips. She tilted her head back slightly to keep his gaze.

“Careful with your tone, madam. I am not one of the children. You are in danger of having made the journey in vain if I decide to end the interview here and now.”

The ploy was meant to intimidate her. She refused to crumble. And what a curious choice of words. She could certainly see he was not a child. Any fool would notice he was a grown man, perfectly formed, well-muscled under his clothing, if the straining fabric was any indicator. His square, hard-as-granite jaw boasted a day’s growth of beard. He definitely did not have the look of a youth. 

He did resemble a swashbuckling pirate, or a devil-may-care rake or —

Heat climbed to her cheeks. Her mouth was suddenly dry as sawdust. She swallowed with difficulty and mentally shook herself. His careless appearance spoke volumes about his manner if this was how he greeted his employer’s prospective buyers. Refusing to be cowed by the man looming over her, or to be daunted by his undeniable air of authority, or even to be impressed by his incontestable good looks, Emmaline steadied her voice.

“I do not see a crowd beating down the door, sir, and the advert was several weeks old when I answered it. It is altogether probable that, not only am I your best prospect, I am your only one.” It was a gamble, but Emmaline would not let his challenge go unanswered. “Now, I am ready to inspect the house.” 

She raised her eyebrows in mocking imitation of his and waited patiently, never letting her gaze falter. Two could play the intimidation game.

***

[image: ]


HARRY MARCH, FIFTH Earl of Lansdale, eyed his prospective governess in disbelief. Despite having demanded that the employment matron find him a highborn lady of quality with a no-nonsense demeanor and great deal of self-possession, he found that he did not like those characteristics in the least when they were all directed at him en masse. With her shoulders squared and her chin raised, she embodied Athena preparing for battle. No matter that the paragon before him was a veritable goddess to behold, her sharp tongue ruined the beginning of a lovely fantasy his brain had embarked upon without conscious thought.

Stepping back, he took stock of the woman. She matched every requirement he demanded from the employment agency. Obviously well bred, her diction identified her as belonging to the elite ton. She carried herself like a princess, and managed not to faint dead away when he berated her. 

Point to the lady.

Most importantly, without question, she had to be nearly destitute to apply for a governess position this far from London with three of the craftiest children on earth. His wards, six year old triplets, had run off every nanny he had engaged so far. Yes, with that determined look in her eye, she’d do nicely. 

Sweeping his arm towards the staircase, Harry bared his teeth in imitation of a smile. 

“Of course. But perhaps you’d like to hear what is required before you tour the nursery?”

She held the skirts of her dress out of the way of her feet and preceded him up the stairs. 

“You may rest assured that I will be able to see what needs doing. I will tour the nursery in stride, along with every other room of the house. It is not my habit to enter into any venture without full possession of all the pertinent facts.” 

She didn’t even glance his way when she spoke. How dare she? Harry wasn’t at all used to being treated with the same dismissive attitude with which he treated others.

Grudgingly, Harry took her through the house, allowing her to open every door except the ones to his own suite of rooms and those of his aunt, Mrs. Minerva March, who had come to live with him when he’d assumed guardianship of the girls. 

Miss Kenny asked questions along the way regarding the construction of the main structure, the age of each addition, and the origin of some of the stonework, which she recognized as not being native to their particular region of England. On the subject of window shapes and sizes, Harry didn’t have a ready answer.

He refused to be impressed, assuming instead all unwed penniless bluestockings must have hobbies to occupy their time, and hers was reading about architecture. The question was, though, why was she unwed? Surely some desperate fool out there needed a wife badly enough to turn a deaf ear. She was more than pleasing to the eye.

During their tour, Harry studied the woman’s figure while she studied the angles and curves of Amblewilde. She nearly matched his height, which was saying something. Young, but not recently out of the schoolroom. Curiosity insisted he repeatedly glance at her bright brown eyes and high cheekbones, her full red lips and long straight nose that turned up just slightly at the tip. She’d constricted her hair in some kind of knot at the back of her head, but several auburn strands were working their way loose, as if mere pins and a strip of ribbon couldn’t rein them in. All in all, plenty of female curves. He imagined her with less restrictive clothing, then shook his head.

Steady on. You’re interviewing her for a governess post, not for a position as your mistress. 

Anyway, fiery hair, sparkling eyes, and a beautiful complexion wouldn’t make up for all that attitude, even if her mouth did remind him of the promise of ripe summer berries.

At last, they came to the nursery. There was no mistaking it, for immediately upon turning down the west corridor, one heard the shrieking and squawking of that wing’s inhabitants. 

His wards. Harry shuddered, but offered a smile so as not to give away his desperation. She was completely right about one thing. She was his only hope.
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Emmaline heard the ruckus before she saw its cause. They approached a door at the end of a long hallway, behind which arose the strangest noises she’d ever encountered. Twisting her head toward her tour guide, she sent him a questioning look.

“The children.” He grimaced before pushing the door open for her. “My nieces.”

Indeed, there in the middle of the room were three little beasties, bedecked in capes and masks, some with horns, some with odd tails, one wielding a wooden sword. They whooped and danced, circling a chair upon which sat a beleaguered young housemaid, completely wound in twine, as the small creatures chanted, “Off with her head.”

Eventually, they realized that they weren’t alone with their prisoner, and one by one, they stopped their hooting and prancing and gazed at the interlopers. 

“Aaaarrrrgh,” said the one holding the sword. 

Emmaline chanced a sidelong glance at the man beside her. Obviously, having to deal with his employer’s children was not high on his list of Enjoyable Ways to Spend an Afternoon. Sensing a reprimand was imminent, Emmaline sailed into the fray, as she often had while volunteering at the parish orphanage with her mother. 

“Ahoy, ye scurvy dogs.” She jammed her hands on her hips and, taking long strides into the nursery, addressed the children, hoping this was a pirate charade. “This is yer captain speaking. Any of ye mangy scoundrels who don’t want to walk the plank at sunset, untie yon bonny lass and set her free.”

For a moment, no one moved. Then, the sword-bearer took a step towards Emmaline.

“Why?” 

The two smaller pirates echoed their leader, but without as much bravado. 

Hmm, good question. Emmaline crouched down to their level and motioned them closer. “Because she might be able to lead you to the treasure.” 

Masks were cast off. Capes went flying. In place of the miniature, marauding pirates, Emmaline discovered three girls in matching but dirty pinafores. Flaxen hair, wispy thin, was plastered to their little heads in odd places, snarled and tangled in others. Looking like cherubs and acting like anything but, they nearly tripped over each other to untie the maid, who, after a quick curtsy, fled the room as soon as the last piece of twine fell to the floor. 

Emmaline and the estate manager moved aside to let the captive pass. Then the very large man blocked the door, preventing any other escapes.

Belatedly, the miniature heathens realized they hadn’t thought this plan through. They were left with no hostage, no treasure, and no excuse for tying up the upstairs maid. Three little faces, almost identical, turned sad eyes on the adults. 

Emmaline recognized this for the gambit it was. Apparently, so did her companion. His exasperated expression didn’t change when faced with the pitiable visages of the would-be pirates. 

Having never encountered triplets, Emmaline blatantly stared at the children for several minutes before collecting herself. It wasn’t fair to them, and she itched to complete her inspection of the house. Not wanting the day to end in tears from any quarter, though, she sought to diffuse the palpable tension that lingered in the nursery.

“Well, I don’t know about you three,” she said to the girls, who were looking as sorrowful as they could, “but pirating makes me very thirsty, indeed. Who would like to show me to the kitchen?” 

In unison, three little hands shot into the air and calls of “I will,” and “Oh, choose me, miss,” gave them just the escape they all needed. 

Emmaline allowed herself to be led—or pulled—all the way down to the kitchens. Mr. Brighton—or Burton?— did not follow. Thank goodness. One could only bear so much of his imperious manner. Her agent would handle the price negotiations and the purchase of the property on her behalf. 

For of course she had to have it. 

The inside of Amblewilde was just as charming as the outside, full of unexpected twists and turns, hidden nooks and crannies, delightfully bright and airy in all the right places, and cozy and snug in others. She already felt at home when the cook presented her with a cup of warm, sweet, cinnamon milk as a prize for her part in freeing the maid. 

“And I’ve sent some of the same out to your own maid, miss. Your driver said the poor girl was under the weather. Such a shame.” Cook poured smaller servings for the girls. 

For their part, the children behaved so remarkably well that Emmaline doubted they were the same tiny rascals from upstairs.

“That was very kind. Thank you.” She nodded at the triplets. “Miraculous change in personality the young ladies have had.”

“Ach, they’re left on their own far too often, in my opinion, miss, but they know how to behave when they have to. The kitchen is a dangerous place for rough-housing, so they mind their manners here and I reward them for it.” Cook winked at the three imps, who looked as pleased as could be with their milk mustachios.

Emmaline marveled there wasn’t a line of novelty seekers at the door every day, trying to get a look at the girls. Such a curiosity.

Stop staring!

“Girls, thank you for leading me to the kitchen and sharing your delicious grog.” She winked as she lapsed into pirate speech. 

The children rewarded her with beaming smiles.

Back in the foyer, Emmaline donned her pelisse with a bit of awkward help from the diminutive butler. She had to bend backwards slightly so he could reach her shoulders. 

That deep voice stopped her. “Ah, there you are. Come into the study. We’ll discuss terms.” 

Drat her entire body for breaking out in gooseflesh.

She really should have attended when her agent Mr. Middlebury told her the manager’s name. The man looked only slightly less annoyed than when she’d left him in the nursery. He turned in the direction from which he’d come, undoubtedly expecting her to follow.

Arrogant fellow.

“Thank you, no.” She fastened the last button. 

Mr. Whoever swung around so fast it made Emmaline dizzy to watch. 

“I beg your pardon?” His clipped words sent little frissons of awareness down her spine. 

“I’ve seen all I need to see. I prefer to let my agent handle the contract from here.” She pulled a folded piece of paper from her reticule. “Here’s my offer. If it’s accepted, you may contact me at this address and apprise me of a convenient date to begin residency.” 

“Your offer?” His mouth hung open. He began to say more, but instead drew a long breath in through his nose.

In the carriage on the way home, Emmaline pondered her curious interaction with the estate manager. He had answered most of her questions knowledgeably. He spoke like a well-educated person and seemed to be authorized to handle every aspect of the sale of the house. However, that unusual stare unnerved her, as if she had two heads, especially when she took her leave. 

Emmaline shrugged. It was up to the absent earl who he hired to handle his affairs, but that man of business had no proficiency in dealing with people whatsoever. Good looks could only get one so far. He did have plenty of that . . .

No matter, she’d never see him again. 

Unless he comes with the property. Heavens.

***
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DAMN AND BLAST. 

Harry remained in the foyer a full minute after Rollo shut the door behind Miss Would-Be-Governess-Over-His-Dead-Body. Irritation soaked his every pore. Was the woman absolutely mad? 

No prospective employee said, “thank you, no,” to an earl in that indifferent tone of voice. 

He’d taken the paper she held out to him and watched in stupefied fascination as she tied the strings of her bonnet in a jaunty bow under her chin, turned on her dainty booted heel, and left him speechless. 

And irritated to discover that his breeches had grown too tight. 

Stalking to his study, he slammed the door and threw the paper on his desk. Her offer, indeed. He poured a sturdy whiskey and tossed it back in one gulp. He wasn’t sure how much more he could take.

Harry had never expected to inherit the earldom. He was a third son, after all. Curse the fates—and the fever— that had taken his eldest brother Thomas in childhood. His second brother, Theo, next in line, was killed in a ridiculous duel six years ago, only days before his wife died in childbirth. 

Theo was supposed to be the peer, not him.

In fact, he was supposed to be captain of his own vessel by now. His days on the trade junket as a young, carefree spare still prompted a lopsided smile. Upon reaching his majority, Harry had been free to travel abroad and had happily done so for years. He was often out of touch for months at a time, posting communiqués home only occasionally and unconcerned that letters from home often had to chase him around the globe.

But here he was, raising Theo’s triplets, for God’s sake, and he needed help. Aunt Mina couldn’t chase them over hill and dale, which was why permanent relocation to London had recently seemed prudent. His attempts to find a reliable nanny for the girls had resulted in a year’s worth of frustration and aggravation. The girls were growing up wild.

Harry had decided to sell Amblewilde if for nothing more than to simplify his life. It wasn’t entailed in the earldom and ate up more than its fair share of income. The house had been in such ramshackle shape when he returned to England from India that it had taken him the better part of the last couple years to bring it up to snuff.

But dash it, he loved this old place. Since he couldn’t give the girls their parents, he could at least give them the home their father had loved. Harry and his brothers had adored spending summers at Amblewilde. Therefore, he reversed course and decided to keep the old place. Besides, lately, Amblewilde seemed to be the only place he could truly relax.

Until today. 

If he had any sense, he’d hire today’s applicant no matter her demands. She commanded attention like a general commanded troops. No other choice remained. Every time a nanny quit in a huff, she carried tales of the triplets back to the employment agency. The pool of qualified applicants shrunk by more than half each time he applied to the matron for another candidate. 

That the woman he’d met today had even come to his home was a miracle in and of itself. He wouldn’t question her provenance.

But how could he hire a creature so independent and immune to his authority? Then again, how could he not, considering the way she had handled the mini she-devils this morning? In a matter of minutes, she’d had the triplets practically eating from her hand. They’d responded to her as they had to no one else.

Especially not me.

Today, that woman had known instinctively how to earn their regard. She managed not only to free the maid, but also to remain unruffled herself. 

Taking Amblewilde off the market had been the right decision. The girls loved their home and so did he. Miss Kenny could do her governessing here as well as nearer London.

He reached across his desk to retrieve the creased page the woman had handed him. Unfolding it, he read:


Miss Emmaline Kenny proposes to the Owner of Amblewilde Estate the following underscored amount. Please respond in writing to the Hon. Mr. George Middlebury, Esq., Shromshire Lane, London.



Harry’s eyes bulged from their sockets at the amount she named.

At this point, he’d pay her almost anything to take the position, but her proposal didn’t specify the time frame she intended to stay on the job. She required a recompense that should keep her tied to the girls for several decades. And why go through a solicitor when Harry had used an employment agency to find her?

It was an ambiguous missive.

No matter. Details could be worked out later. Pulling a fresh sheet of paper from his desk drawer, he dipped his quill in ink.


I, Harry March, Earl of Lansdale, agree to the terms set forth by Miss Emmaline Kenny. She shall present herself at Amblewilde Estate no later than 1 May 1819.



Feeling more settled than he had in quite some time, Harry sealed the document with warm wax and his signet ring, and called for Rollo, handing him both notes. “See that this is posted to Miss Kenny at the address in her note.” 

Rollo bowed, in as much as his portly frame allowed, and left the study, likely to hand off the task to an underling.

Deciding that horses were much better company than people, Harry headed to the stable. Galloping over the countryside almost equaled sailing over the waves. With a breeze undulating across his face and billowing his shirt, he could briefly escape to freer days, foreign ports of call on the horizon. Also, in equine company, there was much less danger of having more of his heart cut out by getting too close to another person—a person who would only leave him in the end. 

Everyone he had loved the most was dead, with the exception of Aunt Mina and the girls. He was wary of getting too close to them, even. 

Harry sighed as he walked deeper into the dimness of the stable. Long ago he’d vowed to guard his heart closely. It was a hell of a way to live, but he’d accustomed himself to the isolation.

Almost.
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In the days since her tour of and offer for Amblewilde, Emmaline paced a threadbare pattern on the carpet, cooped up in the cottage she shared with her sister Kitty and her Aunt Lydia Weatherby. Those good ladies alternated between support, encouragement, and sympathy. Finally though, they ran out of patience with her, and Emmaline didn’t blame them one bit. 

“For goodness’ sake, Em, please go for a walk and forget about Amblewilde for a day.” Kitty’s scold stopped her in the doorway of the parlor. “You are making it impossible for me to concentrate on my book with your pacing and worrying.” 

“No good ever came of worrying.” Aunt Lydia didn’t look up from her needlework. 

“You are both right. I’m sorry.” Emmaline paced toward the back of the small house.

Her bed chamber’s open door beckoned, so she entered its comforting shelter. The handmade quilt from her childhood lounged in an unkempt fashion at the foot of her bed, and all of her father’s old books on architecture and mathematics lay scattered about, creating the calming atmosphere her nerves needed at the moment. The scents of warm candle wax and old paper crafted a soothing olfactory elixir. She’d miss this homey idyll that they’d rented for the past six years.

Goodness, time has flown.

Kitty and Emmaline were raised in a comfortable but by no means extravagant home. Their mother had inherited an enormous fortune, but as the wife of a vicar, had chosen to leave it in trust for her daughters and rely on the modest living her husband made. Mama had abstained from the exaggerated lifestyle of the ton, and was happy to be addressed as plain Mrs. Kenny, despite having been Lady Elizabeth prior to her marriage. 

The values of service and generosity were instilled in Emmaline and Kitty from birth. Emmaline’s parents told her of the great fortune she would one day inherit, never knowing it and all of its attendant responsibilities, would become hers at such a young age.

Emmaline had been Kitty’s age, just eighteen, when Mama and Papa’s carriage had overturned, killing Mama instantly. Papa had died from his injuries a few days later. After a new vicar took her father’s post, she and Kitty couldn’t remain in the cottage provided for her father, the late Reverend Kenny. They also couldn’t live alone, so Aunt Lydia had moved in with them.

Just before he died, Papa had exhorted her to use the money for some good purpose. “Keep yourself and your sister in a manner befitting your upbringing,” he had said. “Follow your mother’s example. You will have more than enough to do some real good in this world.”

Emmaline hoped that was what she would be doing. She’d determined not to burden Kitty or Aunt Lydia. She would give Aunt Lydia the comfort and security she deserved without any of the responsibility of caring for a household and provide Kitty with the rare opportunity to choose her own future. And she would open the school her mother had always dreamed of. 

Emmaline was the glue. She was the anchor. She was the steadying force holding the three of them together.

If this house didn’t work out, another one would.

Oh, but another house wouldn’t be Amblewilde.

And another house wouldn’t have that property manager who had somehow managed to wriggle under her skin. 

Amblewilde was the sort of home she’d have built from her own imagination, if she hadn’t found it available on the market. While her inheritance had come from her mother’s side, Emmaline’s love of her country’s building history had come from her father. One look at Amblewilde had reminded her of all the hours she’d spent at Papa’s elbow, pouring over the architectural details of England’s famous homes. Amblewilde had Tudor timbers and Stuart brickwork. She’d recognized its Georgian diamond-paned windows and its pedimented entrances. The dentiled cornices and decorative quoins jogged fond memories of her father’s hand helping her trace her fingers over the same particulars in his books.

“Emmaline, for heaven’s sake.” Kitty’s voice from the front of the house rose in frustration. “I can still hear you clumping around back there.”

“I’m just working out some details in my head, and you know I do that better on my feet.”

“If you’d ever let anyone else help you, maybe there wouldn’t be any details left to work out.” Kitty’s book covers slammed shut. “You seem to forget there are three adults in this house.”

“I haven’t forgotten.” Emmaline rubbed her temples. She couldn’t fail them. She wouldn’t fail.

The quiet rustle of skirts and the gentle thud of slippered footsteps sounded in the hallway. Kitty craned her neck around the door frame to Emmaline’s room. “I can do things, too, you know.”

“You have done plenty. And you will be doing more.” Emmaline smiled at her sister’s mulish expression. “You’ll be our only real classroom teacher to start with, remember?”

Kitty mushed her lips around, apparently deciding whether to continue arguing. “I know. But you act as if you have to do everything by yourself. And perfectly. That’s impossible, you know.”

“Thank you for the reminder, Kitty.” Emmaline grimaced at her sister’s back as she swung out of her doorway.

Of course things can be perfect. And I can make them so.

She must press on. She’d promised the orphanage director she’d take two students in less than a month, and by Jove, she’d make it happen. 

Abandoning her room for the kitchen, she set about the almost daunting task of preparing hot cocoa, a rare treat she took the time and effort to make only when she was truly concerned with her current state of affairs. It served the added purpose of taking her mind off the day’s mail delivery for the better part of a half hour. At last, she poured herself a steaming, and carried it to the desk in her room, where a chilly spring breeze rattled the windowpane, belying the change of season.

“Emmaline, dear, the post has been delivered.” Aunt Lydia held out a stack of letters then returned to the parlor.

How had Emmaline missed the knock at the door? She’d met the delivery at the gate every day this week waiting for an answer about Amblewilde. In her hurry to sort through the missives, she almost missed the small packet hiding in the middle of the stack.

She squealed in delight.

According to a letter from her agent, Mr. Middlebury, Esq., the Earl of Lansdale had accepted her offer with no counter or conditions. In addition, she could move into the house in just over a week’s time, although that part of the short letter was worded quite strangely. 

Present herself by the first of May, indeed. Of course she wanted to move in as soon as possible, but to be commanded to do so by a particular date . . . so odd. Emmaline attributed it to some eccentricity of the earl, or perchance his age, or vagaries of the peerage. 

Her solicitor had drawn up the necessary paperwork and forwarded it to the earl’s man of business, Jack Benton. 

Ah, so that’s the blackguard’s name. 

Unbidden, an image of the man’s hard jawline and grim expression popped into her brain. If he’d adopt some expression other than a sneer, he could be quite handsome. That wasn’t entirely true. He was plenty handsome already, just in an overconfident and insufferable sort of way. His features would make most women swoon. Not her, of course. Although, the muscular build of his body attracted her rather against her will. She couldn’t like his condescending demeanor, but he had been very interesting to converse with, when he wasn’t trying to intimidate her.

Piffle.

Aunt Lydia’s word to push unpleasant thoughts from her mind almost worked in this situation. Piffle and Jack Benton did not belong in the same sentence. She chuckled to rid herself of the strange sensations she felt when thinking of the dratted man. 

Goodness, the fire in the hearth certainly made her room overly warm today. 

“Wonderful news.” She raised her voice to alert her compatriots. “We can move into Amblewilde next week. My offer was accepted.” 

Kitty strolled in and offered a tight hug. “I’m so happy for you, Em. Even if you are a bit hard-headed at times.”

Aunt Lydia waddled behind her, a swath of fabric from her latest sewing project trailing in her wake. “And no changing your mind this time. Nothing will ever be perfect, and you must learn to accept that. Congratulations, Emmaline.”

Emmaline disagreed with her aunt’s premise. Of course something could be perfect. She had simply taken longer to find it. There had been a few other plans, a couple other locations, but that was all ignorable now. She’d switched gears several times, knowing she would eventually find the perfect way to honor her parents’ lives and wishes. “Thank you, dear. I hope this won’t throw you both into a tizzy, but I’d like for us to be ready as soon as we can.” 

“I don’t see why it should throw us into a tizzy.” Aunt Lydia gathered Emmaline into a warm hug. Those soft arms reminded Emmaline of her mother’s. Aunt Lydia had become a second mother to them both, and Emmaline was glad for her comforting presence, mostly for Kitty’s sake. 

She, of course, could take care of herself. “We’ve been planning for this eventuality for quite a while. All we have to do is confirm the date with the furniture mover and gather our personal things.” 

“Your father would be very proud of you, darling girl.” Aunt patted her hand, which had gotten tangled in the length of twist hanging from the pieces of material she’d been stitching together.

It took them a moment to unknot themselves, but Emmaline didn’t mind.

Aunt Lydia’s comment Emmaline was exactly what she needed to hear. The sting of happy tears burned behind her eyes, and she bent to kiss her aunt. “I hope so. Having that sum of money to be responsible for is quite daunting, I must say, and this endeavor is a bit of a gamble. Thank you for being so patient with me.” Emmaline included both women in her gaze. 

“We cannot wait to be part of this adventure, can we Aunt?” Kitty’s sparkling eyes reflected Emmaline’s excitement.

“We certainly cannot.” Aunt Lydia held up a bit of fabric for inspection. Actually, it was a collection of various shapes of the same vividly colored material, a violent green twill, all stitched together at odd angles. “See? I have been so confident that your plan would succeed this time, that I’ve started making these.” 

Emmaline studied the sampler, then glanced at an equally confused Kitty. “How, um, what is it?”

“Why, it’s a sort of uniform.” Aunt Lydia regarded both girls expectantly. “I just knew you would want your pupils to feel smart, so I am making vests for the young men and kerchiefs and aprons for the young women.” 

The older woman radiated happiness. Emmaline could do nothing but gush over Aunt Lydia’s efforts. 

Of course it wasn’t the first time Aunt had created something so ... unique. Just last year, she’d convinced the household staff, as servants in the employ of an heiress, they should wear livery. She then proceeded to stitch together strips of puce and turquoise satin that in no way resembled any garment ever seen on any household staff. The three servants had threatened mutiny. Emmaline promised they didn’t have to wear the garments except on Thursday mornings, when Aunt Lydia conducted a military-like inspection of quarters. 

The servants had also been granted a raise. 

“Aunt Lydia,” said Emmaline, dragging her thoughts from her aunt’s past creations, “I know our first pupils will wear these ... uniforms with pride.” Would her students wear them with pride or hurl them into the fire? “Let me help you pack your sewing.” 

It was high time she reunited with her true love.
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Chapter 4
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“Governesses don’t move their entire families into the home of their employers, Miss Kenny.” Amblewilde’s pointy-faced housekeeper, a Mrs. Baxter, positively glared at her. “Where do you propose to put all this furniture? And as I’ve told you, you’re fired.”

While Emmaline had tried her very best to move the household as expeditiously as possible, it had, in fact, thrown everyone into a tizzy. By the time the movers came, the few days of good weather they had been enjoying had evaporated, and they faced the daunting task of moving everything all in one go and in the rain.

Emmaline had not celebrated May Day in her new home as planned. She’d spent it in the mucky yard of a posting inn, tying tarps and blankets over the precious few pieces of furniture that had been her mother’s. By the second of May, when she, Kitty, Aunt Lydia, and all of their soaked belongings finally arrived at their new home, she was more than ready for the adventure of the move to be over and done.

Emmaline pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. Apparently, no amount of logic was going to convince the housekeeper that she was not delivering a governess to Amblewilde, and where the daft woman got that idea Emmaline had no clue.

Of course, Emmaline also had no clue why there were still so many servants of the old owner still milling around her new house. Or why the children had been left in their care while the menage was packed up.
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