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      April 8, 1840, Wilson Hall, Cockington, Devonshire

      Weary and travel sore, Adam Wilson, 5th Baronet of Cockington, stepped down from his dusty coach-and-four in front of his ancestral home and heaved a sigh of relief. Although his shadow loomed before him on the pavers that wound their way between the front gate and the three steps to the portico of the four-story pile known as Wilson Hall, the setting sun hadn’t yet disappeared below the horizon. For once, he might be able to say ‘good-night’ to his daughter before she was asleep.

      “Sir Adam,” the butler said in surprise when he opened the door to his master’s quick knock.

      “Harris,” Adam acknowledged. “Is Penelope in the nursery?” he asked as the servant saw to his top hat, greatcoat, and valise.

      “She is not, sir. Miss Penelope and Mrs. Longburn are in the parlor. I’ve left your correspondence and a couple of your daughter’s teeth—”

      “Mrs. Longburn?” Adam interrupted as he ignored the odd twinge he felt in his chest. “What is she doing here?” Another reaction to learning the young widow was in his house was occurring behind the skirt of his top coat, and he was glad he had buttoned it closed when he emerged from the traveling coach.

      Harris paused in his duties, as if he had to sort how to best answer the query. “Teaching, sir.”

      A myriad of possible topics Mrs. Longburn might be engaged in teaching his daughter paraded before his mind’s eye, not all of them proper and certainly not appropriate for such a young girl to know. Alarm had his eyes rounding until he remembered she was a parson’s widow. Surely she wouldn’t be teaching his daughter anything scandalous.

      His initial concern was further mitigated when Harris said, “Miss Penelope is learning how to host a dinner party.”

      Adam blinked again. “She’s only six years old.”

      His own eyes darting to the left, the butler said, “I believe she is still five, sir, at least until the end of the month.”

      Adam could feel the heat of embarrassment coloring his neck and face before he passed the servant and marched through the great hall and up the carpeted stairs to the first floor.

      Of course his daughter wasn’t six. How could he forget her age when it matched the amount of time since his wife had died in the childbed? And why did that sometimes seem like an eternity while other times it felt as if it had happened only yesterday?

      About to burst through the closed parlor door, Adam forced himself to pause and take a deep breath. The very last thing he wished to do was frighten Penelope with what he was about to say to Mrs. Longburn. He knew his daughter had taken a liking to the young widow, mostly because she showed her attention that other adults did not.

      Aware of voices on the other side, he pressed his ear to the door and listened, grinning when he heard his daughter’s voice.

      “When we come to the parlor after dinner, how long must we wait until the men join us?” he heard her ask.

      “Well, that all depends,” Mrs. Longburn replied. “Sometimes one of the gentlemen will note the time and be sure the ladies aren’t waiting more than a half-hour. But if they are engaged in a particularly diverting conversation, they may take longer to finish their glasses of port,” she explained.

      “What’s port?”

      “It’s an after dinner drink for men, darling.”

      “Can I try it?”

      “May...?”

      “May I try it?” Penelope asked.

      There was a pause before Mrs. Longburn said, “You’ll have to ask your father.”

      Deciding now was the perfect time to make his presence known, Adam knocked once and entered the parlor. Expecting his daughter to come running into his arms, he was startled when the two ladies turned their attentions to him and calmly stood in unison.

      At least Penelope tried to appear calm. From the way she nearly bounced on the balls of her slippered feet and the half-toothless grin she displayed, Adam knew she was excited to see him.

      Mrs. Longburn, not so much. She displayed an expression that might have been guilt or dismay—he couldn’t quite tell.

      “Ladies,” he said as he bowed. “I apologize that I took so long with my port,” he said as he approached them, deciding he could pretend he’d come from dinner. Given the length of time since he’d eaten, he was in truth quite ready for an evening meal.

      He lifted first Mrs. Longburn’s hand to his lips and then bent down to kiss his daughter’s chubby knuckles.

      Continuing to bounce in place, Penelope looked as if she was going to launch herself into his arms, but Mrs. Longburn’s curtsy had her copying the young widow before she said, “May I pour you a cup of tea, Father?”

      Adam gave Mrs. Longburn a nod and then turned back to his daughter, knelt, and pulled her into his arms. “Yes, you may, Poppet,” he replied.

      “Can.” The single word came from Mrs. Longburn, and Adam gave her a brief glance.

      “Pardon?”

      “Can. Yes, you can,” she said in a lowered voice.

      Adam rolled his eyes. “Yes, my dearest daughter, you can pour me a cup of tea,” he said as he pulled away from Penelope to regard his only child.

      At nearly six, Penelope still displayed the cherubic cheeks of a babe, but her golden blonde hair hung in soft curls to her shoulders. Dressed in a white gown with a white overdress, white stockings, and black slippers, she looked like any other blue-eyed English miss of five who could claim a baronet for a father. What she couldn’t claim was a mother, for Alice Winthorpe Wilson, the love of Adam’s life, had died giving birth to her.

      “Have you been a good girl?” he asked. “Minded your nursemaid?”

      Penelope nodded. “I have,” she said shyly. “And Charlotte.”

      Adam frowned. “Charlotte?”

      Mrs. Longburn cleared her throat and Penelope’s eyes widened. “Oh, I meant Mrs. Longburn.”

      Giving the widow a nod, Adam had to resist the urge to say something regarding her Christian name. He had never heard anyone use it since her marriage to the parson, and he wondered how his daughter had come to learn it.

      As if Mrs. Longburn could read his mind, she said, “Miss Penelope asked if I had a given name, and I gave her permission to use it when we are in private.”

      Penelope extracted herself from her father’s hold and stood before the tea table. With a quick look at Mrs. Longburn, she lifted the teapot and poured a cup. Not a drop escaped onto the table, but Penelope caught the brief grimace the widow displayed and immediately understood her error. “No,” she whined, stomping a foot when she realized her faux pax.

      “What is it?” her father asked in alarm.

      “I forgot to ask how you take your tea,” Penelope replied, her lower lip trembling.

      “Why, just like that,” he replied, pointing to the cup she had just poured.

      Penelope dared a glance at Mrs. Longburn before a watery grin replaced her look of disappointment. “You’re doing fine,” Mrs. Longburn whispered. “Now what’s the next question you ask?” she prompted.

      Penelope’s eyes rounded. “Would you like cake?” She was once again back to nearly bouncing on the balls of her feet when her father nodded and said, “Oh, yes.” About to take a seat, he paused. “Please,” he remembered to add, thinking if he didn’t do so, he would hear a reminder from the widow.

      As Penelope carefully cut a rather large slice of cake, Mrs. Longburn seemed about to put voice to a protest when Adam held out his hand and gave her a quick shake of his head. “I’m starving,” he whispered.

      Mrs. Longburn nodded her understanding and turned her attention back on her charge.

      Penelope attempted to use the serving utensil to place it on a plate when the slice tipped over. Half the cake ended up hanging over the edge, and Penelope looked to the widow. “I’ve ruined it,” she said as she once again stomped a slippered foot.

      “You haven’t. Simply use the server to push it into the middle of the plate,” Mrs. Longburn instructed, reaching over to place her own hand over Penelope’s to guide her. When the cake was somewhat presentable, Penelope held out the plate to her father. Rather than mention the lack of a fork, Mrs. Longburn simply offered him one from across the table, giving him an apologetic look as she did so.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Longburn, Miss Penelope,” he replied. “Now you must tell me what you’ve been doing whilst I was in Yorkshire.” He patted his knee, and Penelope was quick to move in front of him so he could lift her onto it.

      “I’m learning to read,” Penelope announced happily.

      Adam’s gaze immediately went to the widow, but her own eyes were downcast, as if she knew she was caught. “Indeed? Am I to suppose Mrs. Longburn has been your teacher?”

      Penelope nodded. “Oh, yes. Every day whilst you were gone, she read to me, and then taught me how to read the words that have two letters,” she said with some excitement as she held up two pudgy fingers. “We started the words with three letters today.”

      “Hmph,” Adam responded, hoping his expression wasn’t too harsh. Although he appreciated what Mrs. Longburn was attempting to do, he wasn’t sure he agreed with the timing. “Are you even old enough to be learning how to read?”

      Mrs. Longburn straightened so quickly, Adam was sure a lock of her brilliant red hair might have escaped a pin. He felt a stab of disappointment when he realized it was merely wishful thinking. The widow’s coiffure was entirely intact.

      For a moment, he imagined plucking every last pin from the perfect bun, flicking it apart with his thumb and forefinger, and combing his fingers through the silken strands. He wondered how long it was. How it would look splayed across his pillow. How it would feel beneath his face after a spirited round of lovemaking.

      He had to adjust his daughter’s position on his lap lest she notice what else was attempting to take up space there.

      “Miss Penelope is nearly six years old,” Mrs. Longburn said as she placed her teacup and saucer on the low table.

      From the manner in which she sat on the front edge of the settee, Adam thought she looked as if she might bolt from the velvet seat if he said so much as ‘boo!’ “Is my daughter’s education that important to you?” he asked between bites of the cake. Although he hadn’t intended to eat such large forkfuls and so quickly, he was hungry.

      “It is,” the widow replied, wincing when he brought another large bite of cake to his mouth. “I thought you would have seen to a governess for her by now.”

      It was Adam’s turn to wince. He had considered his daughter’s education—for about the first five minutes after he had departed Cockington on his latest trip. After that, thoughts of Penelope were pushed aside as he concentrated on the myriad details of what he needed to accomplish during the two weeks he was in York. He would think of her for a few minutes before he fell asleep each succeeding night, the guilt of leaving her behind warring with his need to succeed in his draper business.

      “I intended to place an advertisement for the position before I left,” he murmured.

      “You can’t possibly expect to find a suitable governess in the village,” Mrs. Longburn countered.

      Adam blinked. “I can’t?”

      Scoffing, Mrs. Longburn furrowed her brows and regarded him as if he’d grown horns on his head. “There isn’t a young woman—or an old one, for that matter—who could teach a baronet’s daughter what she should know to survive in polite Society,” she argued.

      Resisting the urge to chuckle at hearing her claim, Adam set his plate on the table and interlaced his fingers as he leaned his elbows on his knees. “Why, I was sure there was at least one,” he countered, a brow arching in challenge.

      Charlotte Longburn’s expression momentarily showed what he thought was fear, and he wondered what she was thinking. Apparently, she really was concerned for his daughter’s welfare, but what she expected to receive in return had him curious.

      “Who might that be?” she asked in a strangled whisper.

      Adam had to once again resist the urge to chuckle at her expense. “Why, you, of course, Mrs. Longburn.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes. You know French, do you not?”

      Her eyes darted to the side. “Oui.”

      “You’re already teaching her how to read.”

      “True.”

      “You can show Penelope how to draw and paint. How to dance.” He waved a hand. “And whatever else it is she needs to know,” he added, not really sure what else his young daughter needed to know. Sensing she would argue with him, he continued, “Now, if you’ll just give Harris a list of your terms for the employment contract, we can see to an appropriate start date. Day after tomorrow, perhaps?” He stood, lifting Penelope so her bottom rested on a forearm as she wrapped her pudgy arms around his neck. “And in the meantime, Miss Penelope and I are going to have some dinner. Would you care to join us?”

      Mrs. Longburn’s jaw dropped in a most unladylike manner before she snapped it shut. “Thank you, but... but no. My... my cook is seeing to a meal for me at the parsonage,” she stammered.

      Adam gave a start. “You’re still living there?” When he saw how her gaze dropped to the Turkish-carpeted floor and her face took on a blush, Adam felt pity for her. “Do Miss Kate and Miss Eloise still work in the parsonage?” he asked, looking to lighten the mood in the room.

      “They do,” she affirmed, her gaze lifting to meet his. “Neither apparently has any prospects.”

      Holding up a finger, Adam shook his head. “Actually, they might,” he hedged. “I passed by the Baker boys on my way into town,” he said, referring to two of his tenant farmers. The brothers weren’t particularly bright, but they were hard workers. They had successfully turned some hardscrabble Wilson ground into a productive farm. “One of them—I can never tell them apart—mentioned he thought this would be the year he would take a wife. He thinks he’ll have the winning lamb at this year’s village fair, which means he’ll earn a fair bit of blunt.”

      Charlotte gave a start. “You’ll be providing the prize money again?”

      Adam nodded. “I will. It’s a tradition that goes back quite a long time,” he replied. “I do wish the fair attracted more people, though. I thought having it on a regular market day would help with attendance, but we never seem to get a good crowd,” he lamented. “Apparently it used to be quite the spectacle back in my father’s day.”

      Since she had lived in Cockington for only a few years, Charlotte had attended just three of the village fairs. “Perhaps it needs another contest,” she suggested. “Maybe not the pie eating contest, though,” she added, wincing at the memory of one of the Baker boys and Elijah Stafford eating berry and lemon pies as fast as they could.

      “That was a bit of a mess,” Adam agreed. “Although Elijah ended up with a wife out of it,” Adam commented with a chuckle. “Even if he didn’t like Miss Sherman’s lemon pies.”

      Charlotte’s eyes rounded. “He didn’t?” she whispered, wondering how he could have consumed four of them during the contest. Then she remembered how he had displayed a rather sour expression after he was declared the winner.

      “He hates lemons,” Adam said, his attention going to the parlor window. The sun had nearly set. “Now, about your situation. You say you’re still living in the parsonage?” he asked, his gaze turning on the widow. He was sure he saw fear in her expression.

      “I am. I... The... the current parson—Mr. Trayfor—he has been most accommodating,” she stuttered. “I’m allowed to stay in the cottage until I can find a suitable arrangement. I was thinking of taking a room at Miss Barrow’s boarding house.” Her head lifted and her chin thrust out in a manner that suggested her momentary discomfort had passed. She was once again the proud widow Longburn.

      “Well, there’s no need to move into the boarding house,” Adam stated. “You can take the apartment on the third floor,” he offered. “I rather imagine you living here at Wilson Hall will make it easier to govern... governess... to see to your charge,” he said as he once again waved a hand in dismissal.

      Mrs. Longburn stared at him. “Move into the home of an unmarried man?” she asked in shock.

      Secretly pleased by her response, Adam struggled to keep a straight face. He didn’t know why he took such delight in seeing the strait-laced woman so vexed, but he did. That she had been married to Parson Longburn—a man nearly old enough to be her grandfather—always had Adam wondering what she had seen in the crotchety academic.

      He ignored the stab of jealousy he felt at the reminder of her late husband. Tried to erase the memory of seeing her on the arm of the parson as he proudly strutted about the village whilst on their afternoon walks.

      Adam dared a glance at his daughter, who apparently understood she was about to gain a governess. The smile on her face once again displayed a distinct lack of two bottom teeth, which had him momentarily curious. “I am a widower, actually,” he replied in response to Charlotte’s comment. “I’m usually gone more than I’m here in residence, and my apartments are on the second floor. We’ll rarely see one another.” He paused before he said, “Open your mouth, Poppet.”

      Penelope dutifully obeyed, and his brows furrowed. “What the...? Whatever has happened to your bottom teeth?”

      She beamed in delight. “They fell out when I was eating an apple,” she replied, obviously proud.

      “Just like that?” he asked, quite unsure as to why she seemed so happy. “Well, where are your teeth now?”

      Shrugging, Penelope said, “I don’t know. I put them in my shoe.”

      Adam gave a start. “Your shoe?” he repeated, confusion apparent on his face.

      She nodded. “The next day there were two pennies in my shoe,” she said as she held up two fingers.” I put them in my jewel box,” she added in a whisper.

      At hearing Mrs. Longburn’s throat clearing, Adam lowered Penelope until she was standing on her own. “Go on into the dining room, Poppet,” he said, his attention on the widow. “I’ll join you in a moment.”

      Once the girl was beyond the parlor door, he stepped toward the widow. “Did someone send for the physician?” he asked in a hoarse whisper as he took a seat next to her. His eyes blazed in a combination of worry and anger before the floral scent of honeysuckle surrounded him.

      Mrs. Longburn’s eyes rounded. “Whatever for?”

      “My daughter lost her teeth!” He scrubbed his face with a hand, wincing when he realized he was already in need of a shave. “And what’s this about pennies in her shoe?” he asked as he suddenly stood. He began pacing, his footfalls muffled in the thick Turkish carpeting.

      Her eyes widening—she looked as if he thought she was the reason the teeth had fallen out—Mrs. Longburn said, “I put them there.” When Sir Adam blinked and stopped pacing, she added, “I gave the teeth to Harris and asked that he pass them along to you for safekeeping.”

      Adam lifted a fist to his forehead. He used it to rub the space below his dark hair as he groaned.

      “Oh!” Mrs. Longburn said with a start, finally understanding the man’s point. “It’s quite normal for children to lose their small teeth, sir. Their baby teeth. The permanent ones will grow in to replace them. It doesn’t take long.”

      He blinked, vaguely remembering his own two front teeth went missing when he was six years old. He didn’t recall finding any blunt in his shoes, however. “And the pennies?”

      Mrs. Longburn sighed. “One of the children in the village knew the story about the little mouse. He told her she could trade her teeth for a treat or for money if she left them in her shoe.” When Adam continued to stare at her, apparently unfamiliar with the tale, she said, “La Bonne Petite Souris,” in perfect French.

      He rolled his eyes. “Damn French,” he muttered. “Pardon my... pardon the curse.”

      He had almost said, ‘French,’ but thought better of it.

      “Of course, sir. I hope I didn’t do wrong, but I didn’t want Miss Penelope to be disappointed. The other children all know about the story and have been bragging about the treats they’ve been receiving when they lose their teeth.”

      Adam waved a hand as if in dismissal. “It’s fine. You did the right thing,” he said on a sigh. “I owe you two pennies. I’ll add it to your pay.” When the faint whiff of his early dinner reached his nose, replacing the light scent of honeysuckle, he added, “May I escort you to the dining room?”

      For a moment, the widow looked as if she would accept the invitation, but she shook her head. “No, thank you. It seems I have some work to do. Terms to draw up and such,” she added with a wan grin. Not to mention packing, but she still wasn’t sure she would accept the offer of the apartment in Wilson Hall. “Besides, given your schedule of late, you really should spend some time alone with Miss Penelope.”

      Nodding reluctantly, Adam took her hand to his lips and brushed them over the back of her knuckles. “Have a good evening, Mrs. Longburn.”

      “You as well, Sir Adam,” she replied as she dipped a curtsy. “I’ll show myself out.”

      Adam watched as the widow practically ran from the parlor. He might have felt offense at her quick retreat from his presence, but watching her hips sway as she departed more than made up for any perceived cut.

      Direct or otherwise.
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            A WIDOW WITHOUT OPTIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      A few minutes later

      Charlotte Wentworth Longburn emerged from Wilson Hall so quickly, she nearly stumbled down the three stairs to the crushed granite drive.

      Never had she expected the baronet to offer her employment. Never would she have expected to be offered a paid position with a place to live.

      At first, she had thought to turn down Sir Adam’s offer outright. How outrageous that he would simply expect her to accept such an offer and move into Wilson Hall, no less! But once she was over her initial shock, reason had her reconsidering her reluctance.

      A thought of Miss Penelope Wilson had her reconsidering.

      The promise Charlotte had made to the girl’s mother, even more so.

      She was determined to fulfill that promise, and so far, she had discovered it wasn’t a hardship to do so.

      As much as she had tried to avoid developing feelings for the tyke, she couldn’t help herself. From the moment she had learned of Alice Wilson’s death in the childbed, Charlotte had felt sorrow for the newborn babe. Circumstances, such as the baronet’s frequent trips away from Cockington, made it possible for her to visit Penelope with the excuse that she looked forward to one day having a babe of her own.

      The Wilson Hall nursemaid, Mrs. Heber, was happy for the respite provided when Charlotte spent afternoons with Penelope, so after a time, her more frequent calls were not only appreciated but expected.

      Even after she was married to the parson, Charlotte continued to pay calls at Wilson Hall when the baronet wasn’t in residence. She delighted in spending time with the young girl, often sitting on the carpeted nursery floor and joining Penelope in her play with dolls or other toys Sir Adam brought back from his trips.

      One of Charlotte’s hands moved to her middle, and she inhaled softly. Despite her desire to have a child of her own, she had never been blessed with the parson’s babe. She knew why, of course, but it only made her want what she couldn’t have that much more frustrating.

      The dusty coach-and-four in which Adam Wilson had ridden from Yorkshire was still parked in the semicircular drive, two footmen seeing to a trunk that was mounted on the back and the driver and a groom about to lead the team to the carriage house at the back of the hall.

      “Evening, Mrs. Longburn,” the driver said as he tipped his hat.

      Nodding, Charlotte aimed a tentative smile at John Smithton before her attention went to the west. The sun had already set, and twilight was quickly replacing the brilliant colors that had painted the clouds with peaches and purples only moments earlier. A slight breeze brought the scent of the nearby English Channel. “Good evening, Mr. Smithton, Mr. Coulsden,” she replied, including the Wilson Hall groom in her greeting as she dipped a quick curtsy. A look of worry settled over her features. She had stayed entirely too long at Wilson Hall, and it would be dark before she completed the half-mile walk back to the parsonage.

      Apparently sensing her unease, John said, “The team is still hitched, Mrs. Longburn. Would you like a ride home? Me wife won’t have supper ready for an hour at least.”

      Charlotte inhaled softly. “It’s very kind of you to offer,” she replied.

      William Coulsden opened the coach door and offered a hand. “It’s no trouble, ma’am. Means I can go have supper with the servants and see to the ’orses later.”

      Charlotte regarded the groom with a knowing look. She knew Mr. Coulsden held a candle for the Wilson Hall housekeeper, Mrs. McNulty, and appreciated any excuse to be in her company.

      “If you’re sure it’s no trouble,” she replied. Charlotte stepped up and into the coach. The exterior lamps were both lit, and she inhaled softly upon seeing the light blue velvet squabs and blue curtains that graced the glass windows on either side.

      She had assumed the baronet would have leather seats in his traveling coach. The thought of the widower’s late wife had her reconsidering. Lady Wilson would have chosen the interior fabrics. Blue had been Alice’s favorite color.

      Settling in so she sat facing the direction of travel, Charlotte suppressed the urge to audibly sigh with pleasure as the coach jerked into motion.

      Surrounded by the scents of citrus and amber, Charlotte closed her eyes and took a deep breath, reminded of how Adam Wilson had smelled for those brief moments he had been sitting next to her in the parlor. Although she had been tempted to complain—he had sat entirely too close to her—she had remained silent.

      It wasn’t that his cologne was overpowering, for it was quite pleasant. It wasn’t that she was frightened by the baronet—she wasn’t. But for some reason, Adam Wilson reminded her of what might have been. What might have been if her father, Franklin Wentworth, hadn’t insisted she marry his friend, Ambrose Longburn.

      I’ll see you wed before I die, he had announced upon her twenty-third birthday. Although she hadn’t known her father was nearly at death’s door, he obviously had, for she was betrothed the following fortnight and married three weeks later.

      Apparently her father didn’t care that she would be a widow after only a few years. Ambrose Longburn had been about the same age as her father.

      Looking back, she now wished her father hadn’t taken her comment about living close to Alice’s daughter so seriously. Thoughts of having a child of her own had her wishing he had chosen somewhere else for them to live after her own mother had died of cholera.

      Back then, they had lived in London whilst her father taught at a local school for boys. By choosing to settle in Cockington, her father had unwittingly limited Charlotte’s options for an advantageous marriage. Other than a few farmers or fishermen who lived at least a mile from the village and the old parson who had traveled with them from London, there weren’t any eligible bachelors in search of wives.

      Charlotte had known Parson Longburn even before her father had moved them to Cockington. Having sat through his interminably long sermons every Sunday morning, she knew he was a learned man—a scholarly man who reveled in his study of history and philosophy. Having acted as hostess for the frequent dinners when her father hosted the parson, she knew him to be polite and civil and well-respected by all the villagers.

      He was also one of the few men who was taller than she was.

      If only the parson hadn’t thought of her as an empty-headed female.

      He rarely spoke to her of more than domestic concerns or tales from his youth. It wasn’t until after they were married that she had learned Ambrose had spent his boyhood near Cockington. After he finished his schooling, he had ended up with an Anglican parish in London and lived in the capital until his request to take on the parish in the Cockington area was granted.

      Despite the interest she pretended in his scholarly pursuits, Ambrose never shared what he was studying whilst they ate dinner. He answered her occasional queries, choosing his words carefully, as if he thought she couldn’t understand his explanations. Whenever they were in the parsonage, he behaved as if she didn’t exist. As if she were a mere servant.

      But when they walked about the village or in nearby Torquay, Ambrose Longburn proudly escorted her on his arm, his manner almost jovial with those who greeted them. The first time it had happened, Charlotte had thought something was wrong with him. How could he act one way behind closed doors and quite another when in the company of others?

      After a few weeks, she noticed how the other men in the village regarded him, waggling their brows and making comments that were clearly meant to be taken in a manner different from how they sounded to her.

      Embarrassment colored her cheeks when she realized what the villagers all thought.

      If only they knew the truth of the situation.

      Well, it mattered not now. Ambrose was dead, and his replacement had arrived in the village only a month later. Michael Trayfor was not only much younger than Ambrose, he was friendlier. His sermons were also shorter and his services better attended than those of his predecessor.

      He was also patient, for Charlotte had no place to live other than the parsonage. Her father’s home had been inherited by a distant cousin and sold to a local merchant. The new parson insisted she remain where she was until such time as a different situation presented itself. I already have the benefit of a place to live, he had told her, referring to Miss Barrow’s boarding house. And it doesn’t cost me anything, he had added as he waggled his brows.

      Charlotte remembered gasping before he explained why it was he was able to live there rent free. When he asked that she keep the news to herself, Charlotte was more than happy to comply. She was friends with Miss Barbara Barrow, after all, and keeping their secret was a source of amusement she experienced every time she heard gossip about the new parson.

      Remembering Sir Adam’s offer of an apartment, Charlotte realized a different situation had presented itself. Although she could move into the boarding house, making it possible for Michael Trayfor to inhabit the parsonage, she could simply choose to live at Wilson Hall.

      Charlotte sighed and once again inhaled, rather enjoying the citrus and amber scents left behind by the baronet. Having spent most of the past fortnight at Wilson Hall with Penelope, Charlotte knew those scents well. They lingered about the study and the parlor, the dining room and the breakfast parlor. Sometimes they were even evident in the nursery.

      Ambrose had never smelled of anything but old wool and sour breath.

      As the coach took the slight turn into the village, Charlotte’s thoughts drifted back to Adam Wilson’s offer of employment. His offer of a place to live.

      For a moment, she imagined waking up in Wilson Hall instead of the tiny parsonage. Waking up to citrus and amber-scented bed linens. Waking up to discover she wore nothing in the way of a night rail. Waking up to see Adam Wilson gazing down at her, mischief in his eyes.

      Before she could imagine what might come next, the coach stuttered to a halt and a moment later, Mr. Smithton opened the door.

      “Thank you so much, Mr. Smithton,” she said as the driver offered a hand, glad for the dark given how she was sure her cheeks were bright red with what she had just imagined. She stepped down and regarded the dimly lit parsonage.

      “Would you like me to escort you to the door, ma’am?” A light rain had begun to fall, and droplets collected on the driver’s tricorn hat.

      Pulling the key to the front door from her reticule—she rather doubted either of the servants would hear her knock—Charlotte said, “That won’t be necessary.”

      With a nod to the driver, she made her way into the house and an evening of restless thoughts.

      What else could she do but accept the baronet’s offer? Where else could she live given her meager monies?

      As the rain pattered on the parsonage roof, Charlotte pulled a sheet of parchment from the parson’s desk. Dipping the pen into the little bit of ink that remained in the pot, she wrote her response to the baronet’s offer.

      
        
        Dear Sir Adam,

        After careful deliberation, I have decided to accept your offer of employment as governess for your daughter, Miss Penelope, and your offer of an apartment in which to live whilst I perform my duties. In return, I request—

      

      

      Here Charlotte stopped writing. What did she want in return for acting as Penelope Wilson’s governess? What did governesses earn in pay in similar circumstances?

      One pound a month seemed entirely too little. She would be spending the majority of her day seeing to Miss Penelope. Three pounds seemed almost too much given she would have room and board at Wilson Hall.

      Two pounds. Surely Sir Adam could afford two pounds a month. Word in the village suggested he was one of the wealthiest men in Devonshire.

      She resumed writing the letter.

      
        
        Two pounds per month in compensation and Sunday mornings off to attend church services.

      

      

      Her own servants had all day Sunday to spend as they saw fit, but she knew she would wish to spend them in Miss Penelope’s company. She adored the young girl.

      
        
        I can begin my duties—

      

      

      Here Charlotte glanced up to discover Kate, the cook, regarding her with a quirked brow and her arms crossed over her substantial bosom. “What is it?” she asked in alarm.

      “Your dinner is cold,” Kate replied. “Again.”

      Charlotte managed a look of contrition. “I’ll be right there,” she replied as she quickly returned her attention to the letter.

      
        
        On the morrow.

        Thank you for the opportunity.

        Sincerely yours,

        Mrs. Charlotte Longburn

      

      

      Charlotte set the cork stopper on the ink bottle. Had the servant been able to read, she might have turned the letter over. Instead, she simply dropped the quill and stood. “I’ve just accepted a position,” she stated. “I’ll be moving out of this cottage tomorrow.” She rather enjoyed how the cook blinked, her mouth dropping open as Charlotte passed her on the way toward the tiny dining room.

      “A position?” Kate repeated, her brows waggling.

      “Really, Kate,” Charlotte protested as she turned to regard the cook with a look of rebuke. “Must you think the worst of me always?”

      The cook rolled her eyes. “You are rather easy to tease,” she replied with a shrug. She crossed her arms and leaned against the door jamb. “I would have guessed seamstress for Madame de la Quois, but I know you can’t sew a straight stitch—”

      “Kate!” Charlotte protested. Madame de la Quois was the only woman in nearby Torquay who could claim to be a modiste.

      “—Or a maid in someone’s household, but you haven’t the experience. Which means...” She frowned. “Mistress for Mr. Barkers at the mercantile in Torquay?”

      “Kate!” This time Charlotte moved her hands to her hips and glared at the servant. How could anyone think she would do such a thing as prostitute herself? She had been raised as a gentleman’s daughter. Been a parson’s wife. And for the past year, she’d been a perfectly respectable widow.

      The cook merely rolled her eyes, as if she didn’t care she had offended her mistress. “Does it really matter, Lottie? It’s not like you can behave like most widows,” she replied, making a suggestive move with her hips. “Everyone in Cockington would know.”

      “And all the wives would shun you,” Eloise, the housekeeper, said as she stepped up to join Kate.

      For a moment, Charlotte realized that in all of Cockington, the three of them were the only unattached women of marriageable age. Given the number of younger bachelors, she wondered how it was these two women were still unmarried. Neither were educated, but they were handsome enough with their dark blonde hair and blue eyes.

      “I’ve no intention of becoming anyone’s mistress,” Charlotte stated. “I have, however, accepted the position of governess for Miss Penelope Wilson.”

      The two servant’s stared at her a moment before they broke out in laughter.

      “Governess?” Kate repeated, her amusement slowly fading from her face.

      “Sir Adam’s daughter?” Eloise asked in a whisper.

      Rather happy to see she had the servants startled into near silence, Charlotte said, “I start my employment the day after tomorrow, but I plan to move into Wilson Hall on the morrow. That way, Reverend Trayfor can move in here before he gives his next sermon.”

      The two servants quickly sobered and exchanged glances. “You don’t think he’ll wish to stay on at the boarding house?” Eloise asked.

      Charlotte furrowed a brow, tempted to share what she knew. Instead, she feigned ignorance. “Why would he? He has to pay Miss Barrows to live there, does he not?”

      Glancing at one another again, the two servants both broke out in a fit of giggles. They obviously believed the new parson wasn’t as pious as he seemed.

      Not about to set them straight, Charlotte huffed and made her way to the dining room to eat her dinner.

      She didn’t even mind that the food was cold.
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