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The Summer of Second Chances

Renée Dahlia

An addict and her nurse get a second chance at life and love.

Laudanum addicted Lady Hyacinth Walfingham is sent to the Soho Club to recover, but it’s not only the medicine that has harmed her. As she comes to terms with her old life, she slowly falls for her nurse. 

Jane Bonklesford knows that life is tough, and she can only rely on herself. Her side hustle of making dentures forms a key part of her plan to get out of poverty. Working as a nurse at the Soho Club helps her keep her business costs low, and the last thing she needs is to fall in love with the beautiful aristocratic Lady Walfingham. 

Can they overcome their assumptions and make a life together? Or will their class differences be too much of a hurdle? 

About the author

An avid reader, Renée Dahlia writes contemporary and historical queer romance. Renée is a bisexual cis woman who is fascinated by people and loves to explore human relationships, with a side of humour, through her writing. Renée has a degree in physics and mathematics, using this to write data-based magazine articles for the horse racing industry. Her love of horses often shines through in her fiction, and she loves a good intrigue and to escape the real world in the pages of a book. When she isn’t reading or writing, Renée spends her time with her four children, usually watching them play cricket.
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Welcome to THE SUMMER OF SECOND CHANCES, the fourth novella in the Desiring the Dexingtons series. 

Set during the Regency period, Desiring the Dexingtons features Humphrey Dexington and several of his seven sisters. 

If you love sapphic romance with a class gap, and a character recovering from an illness, you’ll enjoy The Summer of Second Chances. 

Please note this novella includes Laudanum addiction, spousal abuse (off page), dentistry (teeth), and reference to slavery. If you are squeamish about going to the dentist, please read this book with care. The historical context of dentistry in the Regency is outlined in the author notes.

This book is written in Australian English and some spelling and phrases may be unfamiliar to American readers. 

If you are keen to keep up to date on new releases and, more importantly, sales, I recommend you sign up to my newsletter, or follow me on social media. 

Social Media Links

Patreon

Twitter

Facebook 

romance.com.au

Instagram 

BookBub

I hope you enjoy reading this book!

Renée 
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Chapter 1
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March 1814

Jane sorted through her mail, placing them into business orders, invoices to be paid, and personal correspondence. The first pile was sizable and the latter non-existent. Business was brisk, with the wealthy seemingly confident in Britain’s economy and trade prospects, and that meant they wanted to spend money on luxury items. Most people assumed that Napoleon would soon be beaten on the Peninsula, given his recent defeat at Orthez, although the newssheets and their uplifting coverage of victories didn’t match the terse notes she occasionally received from her brother Steve who was in the Peninsula. 

“My good servant. Would you help me with a drop of laudanum?” 

“No.” Jane should never have agreed to watch Mr Dexington’s sister while she recovered from her sadly all too common addiction to laudanum. But she’d made a deal with the owners of the Soho Club. 

“I have ... maladies imaginaries, a nervous disease. I must have some.”

Jane bit the inside of her cheek. Patience. “Mrs Skarsgard says no.” 

“No, I do not have these issues, or no, I cannot have my medicine?” The woman placed her hand on her forehead. She was draped over the pillow, lying abed in a linen nightgown, occasionally feverish, sometimes talking nonsense as the laudanum wore off. She’d started to shake now in that unmistakable way her body showed it was craving another dose. 

“You cannot have the medicine. You must let it all leave your body and then begin to heal.” 

“I need laudanum to heal from my affliction.” The whine in her voice wasn’t personal. It was typical of those who craved the escape provided by laudanum. But in this moment, Jane wished she didn’t need the Soho Club as a base to run her business. The Mrs Skarsgards—all of them using the same pseudonym—gave her the space and confidentiality she needed and for the small fee of nursing any Soho Club members through any type of illness. She had the skills, and she was saving up for a small cottage in the country, so she needed to barter her time. It was better than the alternatives; women like her didn’t have many options. 

Jane lifted her chin. “No.” She would do her job and deal with this spoiled rich woman who simply needed to listen to Jane’s boring advice and let her body heal so she could go back to her husband and her life. What a waste. Such a beautiful woman. Black Irish colouring with dark hair, pale skin, and a classic heart shaped face with straight nose. If she wasn’t so gaunt from too much laudanum, she’d be simply stunning. She had to be wealthy, given the clothes she’d arrived with, a whole trunk filled with expensive gowns and some of the most luxurious fabrics Jane had ever seen. 

“No?” The whine turned into a wobbly teary plea. 

“No.” Jane used her sternest voice. “You need to stop convincing yourself that you have hysterics. Too much laudanum will kill you. Your husband has sent you here to heal.” 

The woman gasped. “My husband? No. He does not care enough to see me well. I am glad he’s dead.” She promptly rolled over and beat the pillow with her fists, and Jane’s stomach sank. How she’d misjudged this woman. So very much. 

“I’m so sorry.” She sat beside the bed and started to reach out for the woman’s hand but folded her hands in her lap instead. After a moment, the woman slowly rolled over and stared at Jane with an unnervingly strong gaze. For the first time since she’d arrived, her eyes weren’t glazed over with the aftereffects of laudanum. 

“I am not sorry. I rejoice in his end.”  

Jane stood up to collect a napkin and wet it in the bowl of water on the side table, wringing it out. She walked over to the woman and sat again, slowly soothing her brow. “You are free from him now. No longer his property.” 

“You understand.” 

“Yes. My ...” Jane trailed off. No amount of empathy for this woman meant she needed to talk about her experiences. 

“Did your mother have a nervous disorder too?” 

“You don’t need that medicine anymore, Ma’am.” Jane ignored the assumption, although her heart skipped a beat as it always did on that topic. 

“It’s Lady Walfingham, but please call me Hyacinth.” 

“Hyacinth.” Jane understood not wanting to use the husband’s title, and it overrode the satisfaction in having guessed correctly that Hyacinth was rich. “My sister married a man who constantly belittled her, then beat her whenever he perceived that she had disobeyed him. Doctors prescribed her laudanum to ease her pain, agreeing with her husband that she had a nervous complaint. The medicine kept her quiet.” Jane had been employed in their household as a maid, because they weren’t sisters in the usual way, and this allowed her to stay close and nurse Betty as best she could. 

Tears ran down Hyacinth’s face. “A long time ago, I was a sprightly girl. I had plans to be involved in my family business, and then I made the mistake of falling in love. Oh, I was so naïve. It wasn’t love. It was infatuation. He charmed me, told me wonderful things, until we married, and then ... he became a rat with a gold tooth. All that wonder was replaced with—”

“Meanness?” Jane whispered into the long silence. 

“Yes. Slowly, over many years, until I believed what he said. That I was worthless, a bad wife who didn’t try hard enough to please him, who wasn’t pretty enough for him. Only my medicine made me feel better.” Hyacinth’s wobbly voice slowly grew stronger. 

Jane swallowed. “Laudanum is an escape, a moment of freedom, but you weren’t truly free.” 

“I am now.” Hyacinth breathed in deep and sat up straight and her eyes narrowed with a new focus. “He is dead. I am free from him. I refuse to take another drop of that medicine. His medicine.” 

Jane wished it were as easy as a declaration. “A laudable goal.” 

“Laudable...” Hyacinth shuddered. “This isn’t going to be easy, is it?” 

“No. But if you’ve survived this much, you can do this too.” Jane had more business orders to fill than she had time. Could she afford to make her clients wait? Could her own goals wait a little longer while she helped a stranger with the same problems Betty had had? And yet it was for that reason alone that she wanted to help. Was she strong enough to nurse another person through this? 
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