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1802

“Can you believe her?”

Mrs. Haynes sent a warning look at the younger woman. “Mind your tongue, Mary,” she said. “That is the mistress you’re speaking of and you best not forget it, do you hear?”

“But to come without warning like that? And with a child, no less! And then to complain that the bed is damp and the room stuffy?” sixteen-year-old Mary said, shaking out her towel with a snap. “What could she have expected? Am I to just take her scolds when I don’t deserve them?”

“I might not know what the mistress thinks, but I know what I expect of you,” Mrs. Haynes snapped, out of patience. “No gossiping. There're big ears in the room and she doesn’t need to be hearing you spout your opinion.”

Mary glanced over to the table where a six-year-old girl sat watching them both. “Poor little tyke.” Mary lowered her voice. “Where do you think she came from?”

“It is the captain’s daughter, of course. Why else would the mistress bring her to

Meadowbrooke?”

“When was the last time the master was at Meadowbrooke, though? Why would the mistress bring the child here?”

Mrs. Haynes shook her head, refusing to be drawn into gossip and speculation with the young lady. The bell against the wall startled them both with how loud it rang. “Go on with you,” the housekeeper said, straightening her shoulders. “I’ll prepare the tray for the mistress’ breakfast.”

Heaving a sigh, Mary gave a nod and untied her apron. She hurried past the oak table and left the kitchen. At the table, the little girl scraped out the last bit of porridge in the bowl. “Did you have enough to eat?” Mrs. Haynes asked, pouring boiling water into the teapot. The little girl nodded slowly. “What’s your name, child?”

“Papa calls me Ellie,” the girl said, her voice soft. “Is my papa here, ma’am?”

The question sent a chill down Mrs. Haynes’ spine. “No, child. Captain Burke isn’t here. Last I heard, he was to be in London with your Mama.”

“She is not my Mama.” Ellie’s soft voice held a note of resentment. “She is my step-mama.”

Before the housekeeper could press further, Mary came racing into the kitchen, her cheeks flushed red. “Mrs. Burke wants her morning chocolate, and she has demanded the carriage be made ready for her in one hour.”

“Chocolate?” Mrs. Haynes repeated. “Where are we supposed to get chocolate? This isn’t

London!”

“I know that!” 

Mrs. Haynes shook her head. "Well, you'll just have to take up the tea and inform her it is the best we can do. And then run for the livery and let them know to send back the carriage."

Heaving a sigh, Mary lifted the tray and hurried out. Mrs. Haynes turned her attention back to Ellie. “It seems you are to leave us, little miss,” she said. “You’ll be glad to go back home to your papa.”

Ellie shook her head, her blue eyes wide. “Papa isn’t in London. She said Papa is gone.”

Worry churned in Mrs. Haynes’ stomach, but she kept it to herself. While Mary ran to the livery stable in the village, the housekeeper left off her preparations for baking the bread for the day to take the child up to the nursery. She cleaned the child up and found a clean frock in the small trunk that came with the girl.

When the hour was up, Mrs. Haynes had Ellie waiting at the front door. The carriage was at the gate. Mary dragged down Mrs. Burke’s trunk and managed to get it to the door where the driver heaved it onto his shoulder. But there was no sign of Mrs. Burke.

In fact, it was a half hour before the woman made her appearance. She came down the stairs with her head high. Her bonnet already tied on, she tugged gloves onto her hands. Mrs.

Haynes made the correct curtsy as the woman came to a halt in front of them.

“Well, I trust you will see to the child,” Mrs. Burke said with barely a glance at Ellie.

“Ma’am?” Mrs. Haynes asked, startled by the statement. 

“The child. I leave her in your care until I decide otherwise. Captain Burke is dead. She has no family left. I must look after my own daughter in London, so she is to be left here until I can make arrangements.”

“But-” Mrs. Haynes tried to protest, but Mrs. Burke strode to the door. The housekeeper glanced once at Ellie, who was staring at her stepmother with a stony expression. “Now, wait just a moment! Mrs. Burke!”

She rushed to the door. “I’m sure she won't give you any trouble. She’s a quiet, strange creature,” Mrs. Burke called over her shoulder. “I must be off. I have a long journey.”

“Mrs. Burke!”

But the woman closed the carriage door. At her command, the driver set off as Mrs. Haynes stared after her in confusion. When she turned back around, Mary was standing in the doorway with her hand on young Ellie’s shoulder. Taking a deep breath, the housekeeper slowly walked back to join them.

“My papa isn’t coming back, is he?” Ellie asked, her voice trembling. Tears welled up in her eyes.

Kneeling down, Mrs. Haynes broke every unspoken rule of a servant and embraced the child. “Don’t you worry. We’re going to look after you.” What else could she do?
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Chapter One: Ellie
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1814

“Ellie!”

My hands went still as I held my breath. Maybe she wouldn’t see me, or thought I went for a walk.

“Elinor Burke! I know you’re back there. Where are you?”

With a sigh, I looked up from the rosebush in front of me. “I’m coming, Mrs. Haynes,” I called out. I scrambled up from where I was pulling weeds from the flower bed. Though I knew it would do little, I brushed at my brown skirt, hoping to remove all traces of dirt or bark.

Then, I set off for the back of the cottage. I passed the flowerbeds that were once well tended and manicured. Now, they were overgrown and neglected. It had been five years since they’d had a gardener at Meadowbrooke Cottage and the negligence was obvious.

In the last two years, I had taken it upon myself to tame the jungle, but I put most of my focus on the vegetables and herbs. It was only on days like this, when I had a few minutes, that I could see to the flowers.

Why didn’t Mrs. Burke just sell the cottage since she didn’t seem to care for it?

“There you are,” Mrs. Haynes said, her tone impatient as I reached the door. “You’ve been out there for over an hour. What have you been doing?”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Haynes,” I said, smiling at her. I held my hands behind my back. “I lost track of time. I have missed these summer days and wanted to make the most of it.”

“Hmmm. Is that so?” The housekeeper raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms. “Well, you’d better wash your hands and smooth your hair. You have a visitor now.”

“Miss Sharpe has come?”

Mrs. Haynes gave a hum, sounding disapproving. “She’s in the sitting room. Now hurry along while I put together a tea tray.”

Nodding, I hurried to do as I was told. The floor creaked under my feet; something I’d become used to in the last ten years. At least we finished all the dusting for the week, so there were no rolls of dust hiding in the corners or under the tables. Some days, it was difficult to finish everything that needed to be done when there were only two people to do the work.

Why Mrs. Haynes stayed was a mystery. I knew her wages were long past due, and it was next to impossible to get the funds needed to keep the cottage in running order. Letters from London were few. I tried to request money from my stepmother once, but never received an answer from her or from my father’s solicitor.

“Miss Sharpe,” I said, putting a smile on my face as I entered the sitting room. “I’m sorry I kept you waiting for so long.”

“Good afternoon, Miss Elinor,” the middle-aged woman said with a smile as she rose from the chair by the window. “It was hardly more than a few minutes. Never fear. Were you tending your garden?”

“I’m afraid I was. I couldn’t resist taking in the sunshine on a day like today.”

“You could have read in the sun.”

Guiltily, I shook my head. “I’m afraid if I were to sit down and read when there is weeding to be done, Mrs. Haynes might throw my books out!”

It was a poorly phrased joke, but Miss Sharpe didn’t seem to see any humor at all in my words. “She wouldn’t!” she protested, sending a glance at the doorway. Alarm showed in her brown eyes. “Surely, she knows how important reading and education are for a young lady. You must expand your mind with as much reading as possible.”

“Of course she believes education is important,” I said hastily. “You know she taught me how to read so many years ago? But education cannot come at the cost of doing what needs done around the cottage, you know.”

“It is terrible that you have to work like a maid,” Miss Sharpe said, shaking her head. She reached over and caught my hands. “Your poor hands are rough when they should be soft. What can your stepmother be thinking? You have not been prepared for the future like you ought to have been.”

My cheeks burned with embarrassment as I pulled my hands free. I didn’t want her to see where dirt lingered under my nails. “You are welcome to write Mrs. Burke and ask her yourself. She seems to have forgotten I even exist.” I gestured to the chairs in front of the fireplace.

“Would you like to sit down? Mrs. Haynes will bring us a tea tray soon.”

Sighing, Miss Sharpe sat back down. “You don’t deserve to be hidden away in the country like this. You should be in London making your debut. With your beauty, you would be sure to make a match in no time. If your stepmother wishes to be rid of you, that would be the quickest way to make it happen.”

It wasn’t the first time she commented on my beauty. My hair was blonde, almost white when I spent hours in the sun during the summer, but that wasn’t anything truly remarkable.

There were other fair-haired women in the village. I didn’t deserve to be singled out.

“Dreams are all well and good for the night, but the day is for thinking seriously about what is,” I said, echoing the words Mrs. Haynes said many times over the years. “I wouldn’t know what to do if I were to go to London now.”

“That makes it all the worse! I’ve tried to teach you what I can, but your stepmother ought to be taken to task for this neglect.”

I shrugged. This was a topic that had been repeated over and over with nothing new added. “You can’t have come all this way just to bemoan my lack of parental supervision.”  

“No, that’s true.” Miss Sharpe shook her head as she reached over to the side table where a book rested. “I actually came to give you this.”

Surprised, I took the book from her. “What is it about?”

“It is one of Maria Edgeworth’s novels, The Absentee,” Miss Sharpe said. “One of my former pupils sent it to me and I think you will enjoy it as well. You may not appreciate the beauty of poetry, but prose might appeal to you. Since I am to be away for a few days to visit my sister, I thought I would bring it to you now.”

Mrs. Haynes carried in a tray and raised an eyebrow at seeing the volume in my hand but didn’t say anything. “Thank you, Mrs. Haynes,” I said, smiling to appease her unspoken disapproval.

With a shake of her head, Mrs. Haynes retreated from the sitting room. Carefully, I focused on pouring tea. The previous summer I spent hours at Miss Sharpe’s cottage, learning the intricacies of the task. I was still nervous about doing something wrong, somehow.

Thankfully, we seemed to have abandoned the topic of my poor upbringing. For the moment, at least. Miss Sharpe accepted the teacup from me and didn’t make any corrections. There was no praise either, so I could only assume I had been merely passable in executing the task.

“Berdwell Manor is being opened up,” the former governess said after sipping the liquid in her cup.

“Is it?” I raised my own cup to my lips and tried not to grimace at how weak it was. No amount of excellent pouring could hide that fact. “No one has been there for as long as I can remember.”

“The Webbers say the earl has visited for the winter holidays occasionally, but you may have been too young to take notice. Certainly, you would have been too young to be invited to the festivities there.”

“Does anyone know what brings the earl here after so many years away?”

“Well, the old earl passed away last year, so the current earl must be taking stock of his holdings.”

“The tenants will be pleased to know this. Some of them have had issues with their roofs these past two years.”

Miss Sharpe nodded in agreement and shifted the conversation. She asked what my thoughts were on the reverend’s sermon the previous Sunday and asked if I read any of the recent newspapers. Honestly, I paid little attention to the sermon, and I hadn’t seen a newspaper in several weeks. There was no one in the neighborhood who would share it, and the cost of having a newspaper delivered was too dear in the face of keeping food on the table.

By the time Miss Sharpe took her leave, I was feeling mentally tired. As much as I loved the chats with her, there were times I didn’t feel clever enough to keep up with Miss Sharpe’s active mind.

So much for enjoying my spare time.

~*~
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MRS. HAYNES SAID NOTHING about Miss Sharpe’s visit until that evening. “Did you have a good chat?” the housekeeper asked. “It seems Miss Sharpe was here for longer than usual.”

“She wanted to tell me that Berdwell Manor is being opened for the new earl.” I finished drying the last of the dishes used for the evening meal. “She thinks it will be of some benefit to the neighborhood.”

Mrs. Haynes’ eyebrows went up. “Is it, indeed? Well, it has been some time since the Berdwell family was in residence. That will supply some positions for our neighbors.”

“Have you ever been inside the manor?”

“Heavens, what kind of question is that? What need or reason would I have to be inside the manor?” Mrs. Haynes shook her head. “One of my cousins was a maid there twenty years ago, but I never had a reason to go over myself. Why do you ask?”

“It looks so pretty from the outside,” I said, sitting down at the table. So many times I had walked past the manor, admiring it from afar. “I wonder what it looks like inside. Is it very grand?”

“Grand? I suppose it must be. It would be hard to imagine a place like the Manor being simple on the inside,” Mrs. Haynes said, her tone puzzled. “Does it matter whether it is grand?”

“No. I was just thinking it would be strange to live in such a place like that.”

Slowly, the housekeeper turned to face her. “Miss Sharpe hasn’t been putting impossible dreams in your head, has she?”

“No!” I protested. “I’ve been curious. That’s all.”

The older woman hummed “Well, I don’t reckon you’ll get the chance to see inside the Manor unless the earl remains for the holidays. They used to invite all the neighbors and tenants to the servant’s ball. Or is there another reason they might invite you?”

Ducking my head, I tried to hide my embarrassment. “I am a captain’s daughter, after all, and he might have known my father. I thought...” I broke off and shook my head. “Never mind.” 

“Ellie, I know as well as anyone that you’ve not been brought up as you should have,” Mrs. Haynes said, her tone becoming gentle. “But the truth of the matter is, things are the way they are. You’re a beautiful girl and that might attract a gentleman’s attention, but what else will you have to bring to a marriage?”

Running my fingertips over the top of the table, I shook my head again. “I know how to be thrifty and manage a household, thanks to you. That’s something, isn’t it?”

“Fine qualities, of course, but not exactly what a gentleman expects from his wife.”

“My father was a gentleman.”

Mrs. Haynes nodded. “Of course he was, and a very brave captain. And had you been raised a lady, you could expect to marry a gentleman. You haven’t been educated to suit your station in life, though. When your stepmother left you here with only me to look after you, she must have known I couldn’t possibly give that to you.”

“Then what options are there for me?” I asked, trying to hold back frustrated tears. “Am I to marry a farmer? One of the Webbers’ sons?”

“Of course not.” Mrs. Haynes shook her head. “Would you disgrace your father’s name like that?”

How had the conversation turned to this? “So I am left with remaining unmarried for the rest of my days? Because my stepmother refused to take care of me?”

Pinching the bridge of her nose, Mrs. Haynes sighed. “It is a complicated situation, I’ll give you that,” she said as she sank into her chair. “I’m not the person to advise you, Ellie. I’m only a housekeeper.”

Silence fell between us. “I wish I knew why my stepmother just left me here that day,” I said quietly. “It wouldn’t change anything, but it might make it easier to bear.”

“I’m afraid I can’t explain it.” Mrs. Haynes shook her head. “Well, there’s some mending to be done. I found several worn holes in the linen when it came back from the laundress.” “I’ll get my sewing basket,” I said, forcing a smile.

~*~
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THE NEXT DAY BROUGHT more fine weather. To my surprise, Mrs. Haynes encouraged me to go out for an afternoon walk. “There’s nothing pressing which needs to be done, so you may as well enjoy yourself for a bit.”

Always eager for time away from the cottage, I put on my bonnet and set off. Overhead, the sun was bright in the sky and there was barely a cloud to be seen. A gentle breeze carried with it the scent of leaves and the wildflowers growing along the road.

I tried not to think about the previous day’s conversations. Mrs. Haynes was the closest thing to a mother in my life, keeping me dressed and fed. Over the long winter months she was the one who built on the basics of reading and writing, and how to do figures. Mrs. Burke hadn’t responded to requests for a governess.

For years, I took it for granted that this was how the world worked. It wasn’t until Miss Sharpe retired to the cottage closest to Meadowbrooke that I learned I was an aberration. Other girls of my station would have been with a governess for years if their own mother hadn’t seen to their education.

It became clear I was not educated well, which was why I took Miss Sharpe’s lessons in comportment and manners in stride.

But, it seemed, even that was not enough. Never had Mrs. Haynes spoken so bluntly before. What future did I have if matters stood exactly as she said?

Over the years, I was often angry with my stepmother, a person I only had vague memories of. Mrs. Burke had merely tolerated me and my stepsister Harriet had been indifferent. I’d been glad when I was left at Meadowbrooke.

Now I had only questions.

My steps took me toward Berdwell Manor, the largest house in the neighborhood. Even from the road, I could see activity around the building. The windows were no longer shuttered and the glass sparkled in the sunshine. Several men were at work trimming bushes and tending the trees along the drive.

When was the earl supposed to arrive? Miss Sharpe hadn’t said, and I hadn’t thought to ask. But it looked as though the house expected his arrival at any moment.

After a moment, I moved on, making my way further down the road. With ease, I climbed the fence into a long disused pasture and cut across to check the pond.

Birds swooped overhead, singing their songs. My bonnet fell back as I tilted my head to look up at the winged creatures. How free they looked as they danced in the sky.

Out of nowhere, a dog barked, making me twist around. Where was it? I saw the grass shift and part, marking the path of a mid-sized brown dog. My heart pounded in my ears as I remained rooted where I stood. If I tried to run, how far would I get before this unfamiliar dog caught up to me?

“Stay back,” I said, my voice quivering. “Leave me alone.”

Instead of obeying, the dog continued to bark. He didn’t growl like some dogs might have, but I wasn’t willing to risk him becoming angry if I tried to move.

“Brutus! Brutus, come back! Sit!”

Someone was coming, but I didn’t dare lift my gaze to see who was in charge of the dog.

The voice wasn’t familiar, and I could only assume the man must be attached to Berdwell Manor. The bull mastiff sniffed at my skirts before jumping back with another bark.

“Brutus, sit!”

This time, the dog obeyed the command, though he continued to bark. Then, a tall young man entered my sight. “No wonder Hodges wanted nothing to do with you, you crazy dog,” he said, panting to get his breath back. “Sorry, miss. I hope he didn’t scare you.”

Swallowing hard, I didn’t say anything, not even to lie. The young man straightened up, and I saw his brown eyes for the first time. “You’re not hurt, are you?” he asked with a concerned frown starting to crease his forehead.

“N-no,” I said. “Just...a little startled is all. I’ve often walked this way and wasn’t expecting to be chased down like I was a trespasser.”

“I can promise you Brutus is all bark and no bite,” he said, bending down to pat the dog’s head. “He won’t hurt you.”

“Are you sure?”

He looked up with a grin. “I promise. Just let him smell your hand. He’ll be your best friend before you know it.”

Tentatively, I held my hand out. Brutus surged forward to sniff and then, to my surprise and disgust, he licked my fingers. The animal wagged his tail vigorously. “See?” The man straightened up. “I suppose I should introduce myself. My name is Alexander Turner.”
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Chapter Two: Alexander
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The poor girl’s terror was fading into wariness as she met my gaze. Introducing myself like this would have been rude if I were back in London. Thankfully, this was the country and the rules of polite society could be bent.

“E-Ellie,” she finally said, before her gaze returned to Brutus. “My friends call me Ellie.”

A first name but no family name? How strange. “Pleasure to meet you, Miss Ellie,” I said, my curiosity piqued. “You don’t have to worry. Brutus wouldn’t hurt a flea. That’s why he’s with me instead of with the grooms. He’s not much use in keeping intruders off the land.”

“He certainly sounds like he would hurt someone,” she said, her shoulders relaxing a little. She tentatively patted the top of Brutus’s head. “Nice to meet you, Brutus. Shall we be friends?

Much to my relief, Brutus sat on his haunches and let his tongue loll out of his mouth. “Do you live near here, Miss Ellie?” I asked curiously. I’d only been on the estate for a week but had met several of the tenants. She looked nothing like them, but there were bound to be many more neighbors for me to meet. She glanced at me in surprise. “You did say you walk in this pasture often.”

“Oh, yes. And yes.” She gestured to the north. “I live at Meadowbrooke Cottage.”

Meadowbrooke Cottage? More than a tenant’s cottage if it had its own name. “Then, we are to be neighbors.”

“I suppose,” she said slowly. “Do you intend to remain long at the Manor, Mr. Turner?”

“I certainly hope so. I’m the new steward.”

To my surprise, the young woman’s eyes brightened as she smiled. “Oh, so you will see to the tenants’ roofs and walls,” she exclaimed. “They will be so pleased to see the work done.”

Roofs and walls? Were the cottages in disrepair? No one mentioned it since I arrived. Then again, I hadn’t been told anything of importance since I set foot on the estate. “If something needs to be fixed, I’ll speak to the tenants and make the arrangements.”

“After the winter we endured, I know the Webbers especially will be relieved to hear that,” she continued. “They have seven children now and another one coming in the fall. A sound roof will be welcome.”

“Well, we will do our best to make sure the family is dry,” I said, amused by her ready knowledge of Berdwell’s tenants. “I take it you grew up in the neighborhood?”

“Yes, I did.”

“In that case, I will know who to turn to for advice when I run into trouble.”

A blush colored her cheeks. “Do you expect trouble?”

Trouble. The simple answer was yes, I did expect trouble. I’d never been a steward, hadn’t even been raised to know the ins and outs of managing an estate. The previous steward of the estate had left without warning, so I didn’t even have that person to turn to for advice.

“I hope there is no trouble or emergency for some time,” I said honestly. “But what kind of steward would I be if I didn’t at least consider the possibility that everything could come crashing down around me and I won't have the slightest idea how to fix it.”

A frown formed on her face. “What could come crashing down?”

The concern in her voice made me shift from foot to foot. “Oh, nothing I suppose. Or anything.” I shook my head. “Never mind. I know I’m not making any sense. Ignore me.”

“Expecting everything to fail sounds like a difficult way to look at life.” Miss Ellie heaved a sigh and looked beyond me. “Be realistic as Mrs. Haynes says. She believes I have my head up in the clouds too often.”

Her blush deepened as she realized just how frank she was being. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “Mrs. Haynes is always telling me I should mind my tongue. That no one wants to hear every thought that comes to mind.”

“Who is Mrs. Haynes?” I asked. “She sounds like an admirable person.”

“Oh, she’s the housekeeper at Meadowbrooke.”

Which really didn’t explain anything at all. I realized then that the young woman had kept petting Brutus, showing no hint of the fear she’d had no more than ten minutes earlier.

“Well, Brutus and I will let you continue your walk,” I said, reluctantly remembering the accounts books which waited for me at my desk. “Will I see you at the service on Sunday?”

“Of course.” She smiled at him. “Good day, Mr. Turner.”

“Good day, Miss Ellie.” Automatically, I reached for my head, only to realize I hadn’t put on a hat before I went for my walk.

Miss Ellie turned and continued on her way. Brutus stood up, but I bent down and caught the dog. “Not this time, Old Boy,” I said, holding him from chasing after the young woman. “Let her be.”

It was several seconds before I was sure the dog would obey me. He let out a whine as we watched Miss Ellie cross the pasture. She climbed the fence and dropped down on the opposite side. She raised her hand in a wave before she walked on.

“What do you think?” I asked, patting Brutus’ neck. “Are we going to settle down here?The company is better than I might have hoped for.”

Tongue lolling out his mouth, Brutus looked up at me with nothing to say. “Right. Come on, boy. Let’s go back. There’s work to be done.” I couldn’t quite bring myself to say home, but it was more comfortable than any place I'd been in years.

~*~
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THE GARDENERS ALL NODDED respectfully as I walked past. I wasn’t used to such deference and awkwardly nodded in return before I quickened my steps. Once I was inside the manor, I used the servants’ hallways to get to what would be my office for the foreseeable future.

Any hope of having some time to study the books fled when I saw the room already had an occupant: a tall, brown-haired man in a tailcoat more suited for a London drawing room than the country.

“When did you get here?” I asked, unsure if I was pleased or concerned to see my cousin.

“Is that how you greet an earl?” William Turner, Earl of Berdwell, asked as he turned. He grinned. “My aunt would be appalled that you didn’t recall all your manners she painstakingly taught you.”

Resisting the urge to roll my eyes, I asked, “Do you want me to my lord you, my lord?

Because I can do so if you want, my lord.”

William shook his head. “Absolutely not. I had enough of that in London. Besides, it would be strange coming from you. I seem to recall you had more interesting names for me in our youth.”

“Is that why you’re here? You have been ‘my lorded’ away from polite society?”

My cousin dropped his gaze. “I thought I ought to take the time to be better acquainted with my new responsibilities. I haven’t been to the manor in ages. I must have been ten or eleven the last time the family came here for the holidays.”

“Why did you stop coming here? Visiting here was always the highlight of the summer.”

The Earl shook his head. “I really don’t know. I went to school, and then it just seemed like too much trouble to come all the way here. But I’m here now. I know I haven’t given you much time to look into how things stand here, but I thought to kill two birds with one stone, as they say.”

I crossed to the desk. “Two birds? Let me guess. Some enterprising young lady made you uncomfortable in London, so you came to the country to escape her.”

A glance over revealed a flush creeping up William’s neck as he cleared his throat. “No. That’s not the whole reason.”

“But it is part of the reason? Who was she?”

“I’d rather not talk about it or the lady,” William said with a huff. “I’d hate to blacken her reputation over something best left alone.”

If my cousin’s tone hadn’t been so serious, I might have thought he was joking.

“Blacken? Good heavens, what did she do?”

Stubbornly, the Earl shook his head. “Besides, I’ve been informed of a pressing issue which I need to talk to you about.”

Miss Ellie’s warning about the roof on one of the tenants flashed through my mind. “A pressing issue? What’s happened? What do I need to do?”

“What?” William looked over and blinked. “Oh. No. It has nothing to do with the estate.”

Though I was relieved, I couldn’t decide if I should be even more worried about that bit of information. “Well, what’s this about, then?”

My cousin shifted from one foot to the other before he finally spoke. “Apparently, when I inherited my father’s title, I also inherited the guardianship of a young lady I’ve never met.”

“Guardian? You are a guardian?” I said in surprise. Of all the things I might have expected my cousin to say, this wouldn’t have been one. “Of whom? How?” 

“Bellows informed me that my father became the guardian of a friend’s daughter, a Captain Burke or something like that.” William shook his head. “I don’t recall this person at all. My father has never mentioned this responsibility before. But the solicitor showed me the money that has been provided to the girl’s stepmother for school and such for the last twelve years.”

“That’s...unexpected.” I shifted closer to his desk, eager to take notes. “Twelve years? I hadn’t heard anything about it. What seems to be the problem? Is the girl demanding more money? To have a Season next year?”

“Problem? I don’t know the first thing about who this young lady is! And suddenly I am responsible for her?”

“So? Weren’t you responsible for Mary last year? You sent her off into society with no problem.”

William threw up his hands. “I haven’t met her, Alex. That’s the issue! Shouldn’t I have met her before this? Should I take an interest in her now or should I not interfere? What steps have been taken for her future already?”

“Has her stepmother asked for help?” I asked, trying to think logically. “She would be the first person I would talk to if I were you. Wouldn’t she know what should be done about this girl?”

“I have no idea,” William answered, shrugging his shoulders. “But don’t you find it odd that my father never mentioned being a guardian before? Why didn’t he have this girl brought to the manor? Or to London? She could have shared the governess with my sisters, Olivia and Penelope. Why send her to a school?”

“Not so strange. Perhaps the stepmother was attached to the girl and didn’t want to be separated from her.”

“Again, why a school? I don’t even know how old she is. Why didn’t Father mention this at all before he died?”

To that question, I had no answer. I sank into his chair behind the desk. “So what do you want to do, Will?” I asked, trying to understand my cousin’s thinking. “Are you going to invite the young lady here?”

“I already did.” William shook his head. “What I mean to say is I invited her to join me in London. Mrs. Burke claimed that it would be impossible to bring the girl from school at this time of year. She said she was satisfied with the arrangement that has been in place this long.”

Tilting my head, I tried to piece together the logic. “She does realize that your sisters have been to school and you would know that most students are at home this time of year?”

His cousin heaved a heavy sigh. “Apparently not. Nothing about this makes any sense,

Alex.”

“Couldn’t you visit the lady in London to get the story? Learn what you can about your ward and then you will be in a better position to decide what to do. Making decisions without facts can get you into trouble.”

That seemed the most logical way to approach the situation. But my cousin only shook his head. “She claimed that she had no time for me to visit before she left to visit her husband’s home in the country. I feel like she is hiding something at this point. I am determined to get to the bottom of this.”

Putting my elbows on the desk, I leaned forward. “Let me guess. That home is in this neighborhood?”

“Indeed. There must be a reason my father and this Captain Burke knew each other. If they were neighbors, it would make sense.”

“Do you think following this Mrs. Burke all the way to the country will make her more willing to produce the girl?”

“I’m willing to try anything at the moment. I don’t like being kept in the dark, Alex. I don't even know how old this Miss Burke is. Or even what her first name is. But I’m somehow responsible for her?” William heaved a sigh. “A little warning would have been nice.”

“Well, do you know anything about Mrs. Burke?” Helping my cousin was something I enjoyed doing, but I’d never been handed a puzzle like this before.

“I’ve never seen her before. But Olivia says she’s met the woman’s daughter at some of the social functions this year.” The Earl shook his head. “I don’t think my sister thinks much of her, but she didn’t say as much.”

“Did Mrs. Burke specify where in the neighborhood she would be?”

Again, William gave a shake of his head. “Even if I’m not able to meet her right away, I hoped someone in the neighborhood might be able to tell me something of the family. Even that would give me something to work with.”

“I met a young lady just this afternoon who might be able to help,” I said, thinking of Miss Ellie. “She said she grew up here, so she could know who you’re looking for.”

“A young lady?” William repeated with interest. “Why didn’t you say something earlier?

What’s her name? Who is her family?”

“She told me her name was Ellie.” I sat back, already regretting saying a word about it.

“She was pleasant. Brutus scared her and I wanted to reassure her.”

“Brutus? The dog who you claim won't hurt a flea? I thought young ladies who grew up in the country were made of sterner stuff.”

“What if we were to invite your ward for a house party?” I asked to change the subject. “You could even include the stepmother. Your sisters would be more than happy to bring their husbands here for a few weeks.”

“I knew I could count on you to help me make a plan,” William said with a grin. “Though don't think I didn’t notice how you avoided the subject. You’ll have to introduce me to this young lady. As the head of the family, I’ll have to give my approval.”

“She was a pleasant woman, and that’s all I have to say about it,” I said as I grabbed the closest account book. “Now, do you have any other pressing matters for me to solve? Or can I start on the job you’re paying me to do?”

“I really do appreciate you taking the position, Alex,” William said, his tone becoming sincere. “You’ll be joining me for dinner?”

It was a question, but it didn’t feel like I had a real choice. As my cousin, he would insist

I share his meal. “I wouldn’t miss it.”
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Chapter Three: Ellie
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When I told Mrs. Haynes about the activity at the manor, the housekeeper didn’t pay much attention and asked no questions. This shouldn’t have been a surprise. Mrs. Haynes was never one to be overly interested in what the neighbors were doing. I kept my encounter with the handsome Mr. Turner to myself.

Because Mrs. Haynes would absolutely not approve.

Since it was unlikely I would spend any time with the steward of Berdwell Manor, there was no point in worrying her over a brief meeting.

Refusing to think too much about why, I did check my best dress for any stains or tears in need of mending. With the help of Mrs. Haynes last winter, I used an old dress from a trunk in the attic to make it. The green color of the fabric was faded with age, and the lace was yellowed from age. 

Still, it was better than my everyday dress, even if it was not by much.

We sat down for our evening meal in the kitchen. I’d barely taken a bite of bread when there was knocking from the front door. Mrs. Haynes dropped her fork. “Who could that possibly be?” she wondered, pushing her chair back. “I hope there’s not been any trouble. Though who would come here if something has happened?”

Again, there was banging on the door. “Well, whoever it is seems to be in a hurry,” I said, folding my napkin as Miss Sharpe had shown me. “I’ll go see who it is and what they need from us.”

It took barely two minutes to get from the kitchen to the front door, but the loud pounding continued the whole time. I reached it in time to hear someone on the outside say, “Why is this door locked? Why is no one coming?”

Even muffled, there was something familiar about the voice. Where had I heard it before? I turned the lock as someone banged on the oak. “Yes? Can I help you?” I asked once I had the door open.

There were two figures standing there. Even though the sun already started to go down, it wasn’t hard to miss the fine cut of their dresses. The closest woman to the door recoiled with a sharp gasp.

“Mrs. Burke,” I said, a pit of dread forming in my stomach.

“Finally,” the second, younger woman said, her tone impatient. She pushed past the first woman and put her hand on the door. “You will be the first to be dismissed! Just for making us wait. Now let us in already.”

“Who are you?” I asked, holding onto the door. “What do you want?”

The young woman narrowed her eyes. “Such rudeness! Let us in our house, you stupid creature! My mother is the mistress here!”

Behind me, I heard Mrs. Haynes call out, “Who is it, Ellie?”

“So, you are Elinor,” the older woman on the doorstep said, her tone ice cold. Though we were the same height, somehow the woman managed to look down her nose at me.

“Well, move out of the way, girl. My daughter and I have had a long journey, and we have been left standing here long enough.”

“This is Elinor?” the second woman—Harriet, I now realized—said incredulously. She let out a laugh. “This is my stepsister? She looks no better than a kitchen maid! What a joke this is! I cannot wait to tell my friends.”

Letting go of the door, I backed up. “It is my stepmother, Mrs. Haynes,” I said over my shoulder. “And her daughter.”

Mrs. Angela Burke and her daughter crossed the threshold. “Have our luggage brought to our rooms,” Mrs. Burke ordered as Mrs. Haynes rushed into the room. “The driver is impatient to be on his way. Though where he thinks he will go at this time of night, I do not know. It isn't as though he is going to make it back to London tonight.”

Flustered, poor Mrs. Haynes made a hasty curtsy. “Ma’am,” she said. She glanced uncertainly at me, her eyes wide. “Perhaps the driver could bring your trunks in? With only Miss Ellie and myself, we might be able to manage, but I don’t want...” Her voice trailed off.

“Call for the groom.” Mrs. Burke waved her hand at the door before untying the ribbons of her bonnet. “Or the gardener. Either one will do. Just bring in our trunks.”

What groom did she think there was? “There is no groom or gardener at

Meadowbrooke,” I said bluntly. Years of frustration impelled me to speak honestly. “You would not pay their wages and they left several years ago. It is only Mrs. Haynes and myself here now.”

“Oh, fine then,” Mrs. Burke said with an exaggerated sigh. “Call the driver. No doubt he’ll demand extra for the task, but there is nothing else to be done about it. Just be quick about it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mrs. Haynes said, her tone subdued. She hurried past to the front door, but not before giving a warning look.

No doubt she would think it best if I minded what I said.

“Well, Elinor,” Mrs. Burke said, getting my attention. She shook her head and removed her gloves. “Good heavens, child, what are you wearing? Harriet is right. You look no better than a servant.”

Any resolve to be circumspect abandoned me then, and I raised my chin. “I’m sorry my appearance offends you. I have done the best I could with what is here. You never sent funds to improve my wardrobe. Do you not remember?”

My stepmother ignored the question and implied accusation. “I really think you might have done a bit better with what you have. What would your father think of you looking like this?” She waved a careless hand at me. “Disgraceful. I would be ashamed if my own daughter were to present herself in such a careless manner.”

“I would never do so, Mama,” Harriet exclaimed. “Ellie, are you just going to stand there? Summon the maid to take our gloves and bonnets.”

I resisted the urge to say I was glad not to be Mrs. Burke’s daughter. “As I have already said, there is only myself and Mrs. Haynes here.”

“No maid? I knew this place would be primitive, but this is ridiculous!” Harriet tossed her bonnet at me. “Well, if you insist on looking like a maid, make yourself useful.”

Though I managed to catch the hat by its ribbons, Harriet’s gloves fell short. I wasn’t about to make a fool of myself by lunging for them. “Are you planning to stay long?” I asked, hoping the answer would be negative.

“I have no idea,” Mrs. Burke said, her tone irritated. “I wouldn’t even be here but for that meddling earl. I don’t understand why he can’t just let things be. His father was reasonable.”

“Earl?” She could only mean... “The Earl of Berdwell?”

Mrs. Burke spun around. “What do you know of the matter?”

“N-nothing,” I stammered, surprised by her sudden vehemence. "Just that the earl sent staff to open the manor this week. He is the only earl in the neighborhood, so I just assumed that was who you meant.”

My stepmother gave a huff and turned away. “Do you intend to have us stand here to explain ourselves, Elinor?”

The driver dragged in one trunk, with Mrs. Haynes following a few steps behind. The housekeeper’s face was lined with anxiety as she managed to get around the man. “This way,” she said, moving to take the lead.

Grimacing, the man hefted the trunk up and carried it to the stairs. “Where am I supposed to sleep in this place?” Harriet asked, wrinkling her nose. “It’s so small. How can anyone live in a place like this?”

“The bedrooms are upstairs.” I set Harriet’s bonnet on the small table and walked towards the stairs. “Two of them have been closed up since you were last here, ma’am. Do you want us to open them both?”

“Of course I do! The very idea of my daughter and I sharing a bedchamber!” Mrs. Burke said sharply. “You will have to make a second bedroom ready for her. And tonight!”

I didn’t wait to see if they followed. The stair squeaked under my steps. What could have brought Mrs. Burke here when she’d said so many years ago that she hated the country? Had she changed her mind? And why bring Harriet with her? Why would Mrs. Burke have business with the earl?

When I reached the top of the stairs, I found Mrs. Haynes already carrying an armful of mended linens into the second bed chamber. The housekeeper had not lost her anxious, stressed expression.

“Miss,” the driver said as he passed me. He nodded respectfully, but there was no mistaking the annoyance on his face. The poor man must not have had a pleasant journey.

“How many trunks did you bring with you?” I asked as the man went down the stairs.

“We brought everything we might need for our stay, since we had to assume that there would be nothing here. It’s a good thing we did, too,” Harriet said, opening the door to what was my room. “Mama, may I have this room? It looks out over the garden.”

“That’s my room!” I exclaimed, moving to block her from entering.

“Oh?” Harriet let out a laugh, though her blue eyes were not amused. “I thought you might sleep in the attic like a maid would. Or in the kitchen, since this place is so small. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised you would have taken the best bedroom for yourself.”

Anything I might have said to that was lost as Mrs. Burke snapped out, “Mrs. Haynes, do you really expect me to sleep in this bedroom? Do you think I would ignore that?”

Flinching, I remembered the spot where the damp from the previous winter leaked into the ceiling. “The room is sound, Stepmother,” I said, trying to be reassuring. If she didn’t sleep there and she was adamant she would not share with Harriet... “We traded with the thatcher to have it repaired this spring.”

The thatcher was kind and had not charged what he might have to do the work. It was a point of pride that I thought of a way to get the work done without having the money.

“Well, neither Harriet nor myself will be sleeping in there,” Mrs. Burke said, backing away. “The other two bedrooms will have to suffice. Make up the beds in them and be quick! We have been kept waiting long enough to relax in solitude.” 

“But—” I tried to protest.

“Get your things out of the bedroom, Elinor,” the woman said, cutting me off. “With any luck, we will put this all behind us soon enough and you can have your little room back. Are you really so selfish you cannot do this one thing that I ask of you?”

For a moment, I wavered between fighting for the room that had been mine for the past twelve years and submitting gracefully to keep the peace. Mrs. Haynes’ troubled eyes met mine.

What kind of trouble might come down on the housekeeper’s head if I were to refuse?

“I’ll get my things,” I said quietly. Ducking my head, I slipped into the bedroom. There were so many small things I collected over the years: interesting stones, flowers I pressed the previous summer. There wasn’t time to gather them all up and I could only hope Harriet wouldn’t do anything to harm them.

In a matter of minutes, I collected my clothing and the novel Miss Sharpe lent me.

“Mrs. Haynes, prepare a tray of something to eat,” Mrs. Burke ordered. “Why wasn’t it offered before this? My goodness, Ellie, you know nothing about hospitality.”

~*~
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SATURDAY DAWNED GRAY and cloudy, which suited my mood exactly. The morning was a difficult one. Mrs. Burke and her daughter both rang for trays to be brought to them in bed. Mrs. Haynes managed one tray but returned with a pained expression.

“My old knees aren’t up for those steps like they used to be,” she said as she moved to arrange the second tray. She paused to lean down and rub her left knee. “It’s long past time I retired, I’m thinking.”

Seeing her in pain was heartbreaking. “I will take it up for you,” I volunteered, though I hated doing anything that would benefit my stepmother. “I have young legs. It won’t trouble me.”

The housekeeper hesitated. “I don’t know,” she said, her tone uncertain. “I heard the young lady’s comments last night, and I don’t think we should encourage the idea that you are no better than a maid. You’re just as much a lady as she is, even if you haven’t been brought up right.”

“Now that Mrs. Burke and her daughter are here, surely she intends to expand the staff.” I reached over and picked up the tray. “She must have realized you cannot see to her needs alone. This is for one morning. I’m sure no harm will come of it.” 

At least, that was my hope.

Mrs. Haynes shook her head but didn’t try to argue the point. I carried the tray up to what had been my room. Harriet was half asleep and had nothing to say about who delivered her tray.

As soon as I finished the morning chores, I changed into my second-best gown. It was tight under my arms and the hem inches above the ground, but Mrs. Rushman chided me the last time I’d worn my brown everyday dress.

When the vicar’s wife knocked on the door at precisely eleven o’clock, I had just sat down at the window with my book. Mrs. Burke had not come downstairs, and I hoped the woman’s London habits would keep her upstairs until my visitor left.

“Good morning, Ellie,” Mrs. Rushman said as she entered ahead of Mrs. Haynes. “I didn’t expect you to be inside on a beautiful day like this. Not so long ago, you were running the garden like a wild child.”

It had been nearly three years since that description would have fit. There was too much to do for there to be time for running around the garden. “I would not forget your weekly visit, ma’am,” I said, forcing a smile as I curtsied. “Won’t you sit down?”

“Now what is this I hear about a carriage coming here last night?” Mrs. Rushman asked as she sat across from me. “It’s all I have heard on my visits today. Everyone is very curious. Had someone lost their way and needed directions? Or is there something more to the story?”

“No, ma’am.” I cast a look at the door, but Mrs. Haynes was not in sight. “Mrs. Burke has come from London with her daughter.”

“Have they? What news!” Mrs. Rushman’s eyes shone with delight. She liked nothing better than to have the latest gossip before anyone else. “And you never warned us? For shame, dear girl! We would have seen that they were greeted properly, though I am sure you did the best you could.”

I bit my lip to keep from saying something that was better left unsaid. It also gave me a moment to think of what to say. Just as I opened my mouth to explain that it had been an unexpected visit, a voice came from the doorway.

“A visitor? Ma’am, please accept my apologies for not being informed of your arrival.” Mrs. Burke sailed into the room, dressed in a lovely rose-colored gown. “Elinor, really. You should have told me straight away. How do you do, ma’am? Welcome to my home.”

But Meadowbrooke wasn’t her home. Why was she implying that it was? Why was she taking over as if she were the mistress?

Mrs. Rushman sprang up with the enthusiasm of a young child. “Not at all. Not at all. I am Mrs. Rushman, the vicar's wife,” she said. “You are Mrs. Burke?”

“I am,” Mrs. Burke said with a regalness I never saw before. “Thank you for waiting. Had I been informed you had arrived, I would have been down immediately. After such a long journey yesterday, I was slow to begin my day today.”

Then she glanced at me. If it could be called that. Her eyes were in my direction for no more than a second. “Ellie, I’m sure you are not needed now. No doubt Mrs. Haynes will need your help in the kitchen. Tea for my guest. Hurry now.”

Though close conversation with the vicar’s wife was a tedious visit I disliked, I hesitated. “Mrs. Haynes will have it in hand, ma’am,” I said. “Mrs. Rushman has visited me each week since she and her husband came to us. I—”

“I am not in the habit of repeating myself, Elinor,” Mrs. Burke interrupted, her tone becoming cool. “You may leave us. If you need something to do, there is a great deal to do upstairs.”

Manners, Miss Sharpe had drilled into me, kept me from arguing. I curtsied and withdrew, only to pause outside the door.

“I hope you will forgive her,” Mrs. Burke said. “She has always been a headstrong and impossible girl. But what can one expect from a girl with such pedigree or lack thereof? I’d hoped her time in the country would calm her, but I can see she needs to be taken into hand.”

“My husband and I have often expressed our concern for her here, with no one but a servant, however loyal, to guide her,” Mrs. Rushman responded, her tone betraying her curiosity. “It is hardly the usual situation.”

“Her mother was not quite an equal with you and I, you understand,” Mrs. Burke said ruthlessly. “I have done what I thought best for the girl, but I could hardly expect to have her intimate with my own daughter, could I?” There was a pause. “Forgive me. You did not come here to hear my woes concerning my stepdaughter. Please. Sit down and we can become better acquainted. You have not been in the area long, I assume?”
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