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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to all of my writer friends who helped me along the process, especially Janet Little, Roxanne Smolen, Elayne Cox, and Susan Kite.

			Thank you to my dear Welsh friends, Lin and Keith Davies who took me to Eversham England. The lush beauty of the area gave me the background for Apple Valley.

		

	
		
			Endorsements

			Fate’s Sweet Passion delivers everything readers love about historical romance, and more, transcending the genre with freshness and depth. Steep some chamomile, pull up your lap blanket, and prepare to be stunned. Lovers Alexina and Peyton await. —Chris Coward, Royal Palm Literary Awards chairperson and former president of the Florida Writers Association 

			Fate’s Sweet Passion is a book that grabs you from the first moment. The characters are real, major and minor alike. The reader could not be more immersed in the action if they had a time machine taking them to the Victorian past. There are twists and turns that will keep you riveted until the last satisfying moment. No matter what your favorite genre might be, this is a novel you can’t miss! —Susan Kite, author of the Mendel Experiment series, Mooncrusher, Realm of the Cat, and more. 

			If you love a historical romance with a hint of magic set in Victorian England, Fate’s Sweet Passion will check off all the boxes with its rich setting and characters filled with depth and passion.—Janet Franks Little, Author of Contemporary Romances

			As an action-adventure writer, I wasn’t sure I would enjoy an historical romance. To my very pleasant surprise, the story’s twists and turns held me right to the end. The author did a magnificent job of developing the character arc of her heroine.—Dick Berman, Author: The Collector, The Machalniks, The Hacker

			Fate’s Sweet Passion is one of the best historical romances I have ever read. The first chapter held me captive. Within those pages I smelled the bread, tasted the brandy, and relished the first thrill of new love. A delight for the senses.— A.E. Easterlin, Author of Winds Across the Prairie, Sonata by Moonlight, and A Necessary Woman.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Alexina Poole’s heart lurched when the thick oak door of her classroom groaned open. This is it.

			The school girls gazed at the young woman entering the room holding a folded paper. Without words, the woman gave Alexina the paper. Come to the office immediately. Miss Nixon will take over your class. 

			Shaken, Alexina put her finger on a page of an opened book. “I stopped here.” When Miss Nixon began reading aloud, Alexina headed to the office.

			That brat has placed me in trouble again. Another go-round with the headmistress. She will relieve me of my duties. There was nothing she could do to restrain Bernice, that nasty little demon.

			“Miss Poole!” The words echoed in the hallway. “Are you looking for me?” 

			Bernice. 

			“Come with me to the office.” She kept her voice level. In her deportment class, she coached the girls in maintaining grace under fire, and the teacher must practice what she taught. Bernice skipped to her side and took Alexina’s hand like a perfectly behaved child. 

			In the wood paneled hallway, Bernice paused for a moment to observe three workmen as they struggled to hang a large painting.

			“That’s the likeness of Her Highness, Queen Victoria,” Alexina said.

			The girl took a long look. “She looks like you, Miss Poole, pretty.”

			“Thank you.” Alexina wouldn’t be taken in by the compliment.

			Bernice wrinkled her nose. “That picture stinks.”

			“That’s the smell of the oil in the paint. Victoria is no longer a princess, so we have new paintings showing us how she looked at her coronation.”

			Bernice touched her own head as if she were looking for her crown. Alexina took the girl by her shoulders and steered her around the workmen. Bernice broke free and ran away to the nearest door. Letting out a long breath, one of many regarding Bernice, Alexina looked out the door, but there was no trace of the young menace. She picked up speed down the shiny planked floor of the hall nearing the school’s office, the place where Miss Poole—art, reading, deportment, and life skills teacher at the Greenfield School for Young Girls—had been called. It took a swallow and a self-push to enter. Katherine, the clerk, a sweet soul, indicated with her head toward the headmistress’s door.

			Once again, Alexina’s heart mis-beat. She knocked, and as usual, the stern voice said, “Enter.”

			“You called me out of class?”

			Narrowing her eyes, the headmistress held up a calling card. “Your attorney claimed his visit is of the most importance. He waits for you in the lobby. When you have finished with your business, find Bernice and bring her here.”

			“Thank you, Headmistress.” Alexina took the card announcing Ignace Smith, Esq., her solicitor. Well, who else visits me here?

			In the lobby, a familiar balding man with mutton-chop whiskers and dressed in a dark silk suit waited. “Good day, dear Alexina,” Ignace Smith said as he took her hand.

			“Good day,” she returned. “I didn’t expect you. No problems, I hope.”

			“None, dear cousin. In fact, I have something that will not only surprise you it may gratify you exceedingly. Pray, sit and listen.”

			“Please tell me you discovered a mistake in my yearly stipend that will allow me to quit teaching at this horrid school.”

			“Oh, Alexina, how hard it was to appoint you here. You cut my heart.”

			“And you haven’t found me another? All of those letters you said you wrote? I have three years’ experience. Surely, some other school—”

			“Now, now, my valued cousin, you know my ethics and how I feel about being dependable. You cannot doubt I sent those letters on your behalf.”

			She did doubt. Four years before, at her mother’s death, Ignace Smith had appeared, offering his help. Grandfather Geoffrey sent the man packing. The inherited assets, such as furniture, jewelry, clothes, and dishes, were to be kept with Geoffrey, but her financials were overseen by Ignace. In addition, to keep her away from her grandfather’s influence, Ignace secured her the position as a teacher at the Greenfield School. At that time, Ignace read her mother’s will describing Alexina’s assets and her small yearly stipend. He pointed out that Alexina had two choices—stay with her cranky and sometimes mad grandfather, or work. Smith advised her that the only employment for which she qualified would be governess or tutor. She often thought of marriage and having her own family, but no man had presented himself as a suitable husband. She accepted the position as a teacher, fully knowing she would meet no eligible men while working at this school. Since then, Smith had only visited her for business matters.

			“Ahem, Alexina?” 

			“I beg your pardon. You were saying?”

			“I have good news.”

			Alexina gathered her long skirt and took a seat on the red velvet couch meant to impress the visitors.

			Ignace moved a bowl of apples aside to make room on the small table in front of her. He took a paper from his leather valise and laid it down. The title of the page said in fancy script, Marriage Contract.

			“What is this?”

			“Oh, my dear. Listen carefully. Today is your twenty-first birthday.”

			Alexina nodded. “So it is.”

			“As of today, your grandfather has no further hold over you. Look.” Ignace ran his finger along the bottom of the document, indicating the signatures. “Both your mother and your father signed this when you were three.”

			Alexina picked up the certificate. “My parents? I see they signed, but who are Clive and Bertha Woodleigh? And their son, Peyton? I do not know these people.”

			“Your parents did and thought enough of them to betroth you to their son. You do not have to abide by this, but allow me to say it was your mother’s final wish. She whispered to me to give you this on your day of maturity. And so, I am.”

			Alexina read the record carefully. “I do not know what to say.”

			“Have you other prospects? I speak of work or marriage. You should know that I believe the gentleman will acquiesce to the arrangement.”

			Alexina bit her lip and looked away. A husband. A home. Children. She pictured what it would be like teaching here at this school for years to come. In a nearby office, the headmistress’s voice echoed sharp notes as she reprimanded an unfortunate teacher. 

			Alexina turned and caught the man’s gaze. “I have no other prospects. You are sure the gentleman, Peyton Woodleigh, will accept the bargain?”

			“Quite sure.”

			Alexina reread the contract. The signatures in her mother’s fine script left no doubt of its authenticity. She remembered little of her father, but she recognized the sure strokes of his masculine hand. A marriage contract? A serendipitous birthday present?

			Another sharp reproach emanating from the executive quarters forced her decision. “I am interested.”

			“Excellent,” Ignace said, rummaging through his case for a pen. He brought forth a sharpened quill and small cut glass inkwell. “Sign here, and,” he produced another document, “this will take care of moving your belongings.”

			“To where?” Alexina did not take the pen.

			“Northern England, where your betrothed lives on his estate.”

			She couldn’t suppress the wave of delight rippling through her. “A landed gentleman?”

			“No great wealth, but he does come from a highly regarded family.”

			That caught Alexina’s attention. She had heard about Ignace’s deceptive devices. Her grandfather, Geoffrey Downing, had complained about Smith’s devious ways, including untruths disguised in twisted words. Edwina had put her trust in her first cousin and allowed him to handle all her legal matters. But that didn’t mean Alexina would allow him, or anyone else, to expect her to blindly accept direction without reason. 

			“Sir, I need more information.”

			Ignace smiled. 

			Grandfather said that was when the man was most dangerous.

			“Of course, you do. I shall tell you as much as I know.”

			Alexina read the marriage contract for the third time. “You say Peyton Woodleigh has an estate in Northern England. He will abide by the contract our parents made over seventeen years ago. I am to bring my worldly goods as my dowry.”

			Ignace stared into her eyes. His face became rigid, and he pointed at her. “All of your assets. Your furniture, dishes, silver, linens, and personal items left by your mother.”

			“Does the man have no furnishings? You said there was an estate—doesn’t that include a home?”

			He relaxed.

			There’s that smile again.

			He steepled his fingers. “Needing a woman’s touch, my dear, which you can provide. I have a contract ready for Davis and Sons Removing Company. I will arrange everything. Once you have signed, that irrational grandfather of yours can’t stop you from taking your goods from his house.”

			“Grandfather doesn’t use the items Mother left. He stores them in vacant rooms. Although I’ll admit, he won’t like anyone violating his peace, as he calls it.”

			Ignace snarled. “His peace. That man needs to be put down like a mad dog.”

			“Even though you are my mother’s first cousin, I cannot let you besmirch my grandfather. Please do not say anything more. He is a good man, even if he can be cranky or unpredictable.”

			Ignace mumbled unintelligible words. “Sign here. I’ll have Davis start the move. Oh, and I will arrange for a maid to accompany you on your journey.”

			Alexina picked up the pen, but as she lowered it to the document, a howl echoed from the courtyard outside. She recognized that howl.

			“Bernice!”

			Alexina ran from the lobby, down the hallway, and out into the courtyard. Bernice and another girl rolled on the grass, screaming obscenities and pulling each other’s hair. Before she could get to her charge, Bernice took a bite from the arm of her combatant. As Alexina pulled her from the bleeding child, the girl broke free and kicked the unfortunate opponent several times with her dainty black patent leather shoes.

			Alexina gave Bernice a good shaking. If Alexina hadn’t pulled her arm from the vicious bared teeth, she, too, would have donated her blood to the rich grass of the Greenfield School for Young Girls.

			Alexina turned to see the headmistress, her hands upon her hips and her lips pulled together like a tight purse. “I’ll see you in my office,” the headmistress said, “just as soon as you take Bernice to her room and calm her down.”

			Her freedom from the school existed in the contract she had yet to sign. Moving close to the headmistress and trying to keep control, Alexina modulated her voice. “I should come to your office to hear of my discharge?”

			The headmistress sputtered, obviously unable to gather her words at this indignation. “Uhm, er, why—”

			“Don’t bother. I’m leaving. I’ll be gone this afternoon.”

			Alexina held her head high and forcefully glided her steps toward the lobby. She strode in and without words signed the marriage contract. 

			“Now the contract for the removing,” Ignace said.

			“Later. I have to tell Grandfather I will be married. I will tell him about the furniture later.”

			“But my dear—”

			Buoyed by her performance with the headmistress, she put her hand on her hip and stared at the balding man. Unhappily, he shoved the paperwork into his valise. She stood for a few moments reviewing the last fifteen minutes and how her life was about to change. Could she even imagine what would unfold?

			Alexina ambled down the hall, past the new queen’s portrait. 

			It took her less than an hour to pack, and within two hours, she stood outside the wall of the school waiting for the cab she’d ordered. Weeks ago, she wouldn’t have been able to catch a cab with all the visitors jamming the city, but now the hoopla of the coronation had settled, and transportation had returned to normal. Would the small amount of money in her reticule be enough to get her to her grandfather’s house? Once she took her seat in the cab, she wondered how Grandfather Geoffrey would react to her quitting her position at the school, signing the marriage contract, and moving to northern England to marry a man she had never met.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The little boy with blond curls flying ran into the barn. He pointed at the open barn door. “Bad man here.” 

			“Hold on a minute, Jim.” Aligning the final nail with the shoe’s hole, Peyton Woodleigh drove it at an angle through the hoof of his favorite horse, Dragon. Peyton rose from his crouched position and tussled the child’s hair. “Now then, what is it you want to tell me?”

			“Big-house bad-man. Said important.”

			Casting his glare in the direction of the gravel road near the house, Peyton scowled. “The mean man?”

			The boy nodded.

			“I figured it was him when I heard the coach on the pass.”

			All visitors to Peyton’s land were announced by the gravel road. Horses and wheels made grating sounds as they crunched on the stony lane of the pass, the southern entrance into the valley. His valley. He could have made the road smoother, but the grating served as an alarm, the sound alerting him that his protected world had been invaded.

			Peyton flexed his arms and stretched his back, then led Dragon to the rear, where Dragon trotted to the meadow. He walked to the wide doorway of the building, cupped his hands into a bucket of clean water, and splashed his face. Using the towel hanging on a peg, he dried. In no hurry to see his guest, he took his time brushing back his dark hair with his fingers.

			“Woodleigh!” a smallish young man in the finely appointed carriage yelled. “I know you are in there. I can see you.”

			Peyton removed his leather apron and strode to the buggy. “Get off my property.”

			Smith pushed his head through the opening of the buggy door. The midday sun shone on patches where his wispy brown hair thinned. “If you don’t see me right now, you will not have any property, you ruffian.”

			Enjoying the ability to annoy Rufus Smith, Peyton stroked the neck on one of the fine white horses harnessed to the luxurious conveyance. The driver hopped from his perch and opened the door for his employer.

			“You kept me waiting. I’m an impatient fellow,” Smith said, smoothing his embroidered satin waistcoat.

			Peyton, being a head taller than the slight-bodied interloper, stepped close to the man and stared down. “State your business.” He moved even closer, catching the man’s attention with a threatening glare.

			“One day, you will go too far.” Smith backed up a few inches, enough to proclaim his cowardice.

			“Then what?” Peyton asked.

			“I’ll call you out, and you’ll—”

			“Say what you have come for and be quick about it.”

			Rufus Smith flinched. He snapped his fingers at his man, who handed him a crocodile skin valise. Making a show of the gaudy case, he unsnapped the top, brought forth two documents, and held up the first. “You recognize this, of course.”

			The top of the document said Deed in large letters. Peyton took the paper. “Why do you have a copy?”

			Rufus pointed to the bottom. “Listen, and you’ll find out. See where it says addendum?”

			“There’s no addendum on my deed.”

			“But there is. That is why it says addendum on the bottom.” Rufus held up a second sheet and twirled it in the air. “If you had bothered to read it.”

			Peyton snatched the sheet. “I know every word on my deed, and there is but one page. The word addendum is nowhere on it. What are you up to?”

			“Perhaps, not being educated in the law, you don’t know that when a document says addendum, it means there are additional clauses. As it does here, on your deed.”

			Peyton’s nostrils flared. “This is outrageous.” 

			“It is no fault of mine if you lost your addendum. As a matter of fact, you are indebted to me for bringing this matter to your attention.”

			“The only thing I could possibly owe you is a sound thrashing.”

			Rufus waved his arm in a wide arc, indicating the vast valley. “Oh, yes, how like a man who willingly works in the dirt to threaten physical violence.”

			“Get out of my valley,” Peyton snarled.

			“Your property now. Not in the future if you don’t abide by the terms of the deed.”

			Peyton read the second page, then balled the parchment and threw it on the ground. Smith’s driver picked up the ball and straightened the wrinkles.

			Smirking, Rufus Smith, Esquire, pulled a third document from his valise. “Your marriage contract. Take a long look. If you do not comply with the terms of the deed’s addendum, this estate shall be forfeited by you and sold, the proceeds to be distributed equally to you and your heirs.”

			“I have no heirs.”

			“Your mother and two stepbrothers would be considered suitable heirs.”

			“My mother?” His face grew hot. “And those two reprobates? What do they have to do with this?”

			“I was under the impression you retained some of your education. The information contained in the addendum should be clear to even the most casual of readers. However, I shall spell it out for you. Slowly, if you need it to be so. Therefore, understand; if you are not wed in three months’ time, by your twenty-fifth birthday, you will lose possession of this…well, whatever this place is. And the document I hold here,” Smith rattled the paper with the heading Marriage Contract, “is the answer to the problem. Furthermore, if you notice the signatures and the dates, you will see your parents signed this when you were seven.”

			Peyton scowled. “I don’t remember any of that.”

			“You do not need to remember. That is why we have official documents. Your parents contracted with Alexander and Edwina Poole to marry you to their daughter, Alexina. You have a short time left. I suggest you sign and hope the lady agrees.”

			“The lady? Alexina Poole?”

			“Yes. She has reached the age of maturity and no longer has to abide by this contract.” Rufus pulled a pen and inkwell from his valise and extended them toward Peyton. 

			Peyton’s jaw moved as he clenched his teeth. He jerked the pen from the solicitor’s hand, dipped the point into the ink, and signed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Later that afternoon, Alexina rested her carpet bag on the step and rapped the lion’s head knocker on the door of her grandfather’s house. It had been a long day, and the temptation to lean against the doorjamb grew stronger as she waited. When no one answered her knock, she tried the handle. The door opened to a dark and musty-smelling house. Dropping her bag on the step, Alexina entered the parlor one slow step at a time. With her eyes unaccustomed to the dark interior, the drawn draperies offered no assistance to her movements. 

			In front of the low flames of the fireplace sat her gray-haired grandfather, head back and mouth open.

			“Grandfather, are you all right?”

			He snorted and sputtered. “Uh, what? Who are you? I’ll take a poker to you, intruder.”

			She moved closer to him and brushed his gnarled hair back with her hand. “I’m Alexina, your granddaughter.”

			“You’ve come for my money. You can’t have it.”

			Alexina pulled a burgundy damask silk wing chair closer to the old man. “I haven’t come for your money, Grandfather. I’ve come for—” She broke off her explanation. With Geoffrey Downing, her cantankerous grandfather, one must carefully plan one’s words. She moved to the windows and opened each set of draperies, allowing light into the room. 

			Grandfather Geoffrey shielded his eyes. “Don’t do that.” 

			“Sitting in the dark is not good for you. When did you last eat? Wash?”

			He waved his hand in the air to dismiss the questions. Alexina retrieved a towel and a washbasin from his bedroom and put water into the bowl, warmed in a metal pitcher by the fire. She dabbed his face until he sat still and allowed her to finish his head and hands.

			Taking his coat and hat from the pegs by the door, she brought them to him. “We’re going out for a walk. The fresh air will do you good.” 

			Geoffrey offered little resistance and even produced a key to lock the door behind them. They strolled for a quarter hour. When they reached the park, Geoffrey pointed to a restaurant overlooking a small duck pond. Alexina hoped the purse that had contained the key also held money. The host led them to a table, and they ordered. Even though it was still light, a candle flickered on the table.

			Geoffrey’s eyes seem to clear, and his face took on a bright expression. “Oh, my darling, how lovely you look. I shall propose to you all over again. Isn’t this the place we made our promise to each other?”

			Alexina winced from a tug on her heart. “Oh, Grandfather, I am not your darling Abigail, but her granddaughter.”

			Geoffrey’s face fell. “Yes, I see. Where is Abigail?”

			“In Heaven, Grandfather, with her daughter, my beloved mother.”

			He put his hands on the table and then fidgeted with his watch chain. “I remember now. You’re Alexina.”

			“Yes, Grandfather. You’ll feel better when you’ve dined. Here comes our tea now.”

			When the roast beef came, Alexina’s complaining stomach reminded her of the last time she ate, hours before—breakfast at the school. She had taught deportment and employed manners to overcome her hungry inclinations, even though on the plate lay the finest Yorkshire pudding she had ever tasted. Grandfather Geoffrey labored under no restrictions and wolfed his food. 

			During the after-meal coffee, Alexina observed her grandfather’s face. She could ask questions now.

			“Where is your housekeeper? Your cook?”

			“I fired the cook. She was stealing from me. The housekeeper comes once a week.”

			“Do you still visit your club?”

			“Of course. Why wouldn’t I keep my membership?”

			“You feel a membership to your gentleman’s club is more important than a clean house?”

			Geoffrey mulled the question for a few moments. “Yes. I take my evening meals there.”

			“Oh, good. At least you get a proper meal every once in a while.”

			“I go most every day.”

			“Truly? Do you still have your carriage and driver?”

			“No. I don’t remember what happened to the horse. The buggy needed repair, and the driver stole from me. I take a cab to the club.”

			By the expression on his face, she knew Grandfather had reached his limit for questions. Later, when they arrived home, with his nightly glass of port, he would be amenable to answer further queries and to hear her news. After consuming a wonderful treacle, Geoffrey put money on the table and pulled the chair for his granddaughter. Alexina was pleased he associated this meal with the proper etiquette. He took her arm inside of his bent elbow on the walk home.

			In the house, Alexina bade him sit while she assembled his evening nip. His liquor cabinet fairly bulged with assorted ports, sherries, and fine vintages. She sat a tray with a cut-glass decanter and a clean tumbler on the small table near the old man’s chair. He tasted the drink, and with an audible breath, proclaimed it satisfactory.

			“How lovely you look in the firelight, my precious Abby.”

			At first, Alexina thought Grandfather was drifting again, but he was looking over the fireplace to the magnificent portrait of a lovely woman, brown hair curling on one side of her alabaster face, green eyes smiling, revealing her true, sweet nature. Geoffrey held his glass high in the painting’s direction. 

			“How much like them you appear,” he said.

			A miniature of her mother sat on the mantle. Alexina agreed; she did resemble Abigail and Edwina.

			“I am to be married, Grandfather.”

			He jerked with a quick movement and glared. “I doubt you truly understand what that means, young lady.”

			She understood. After the death of her father, her mother, Edwina, had clung to Alexina, keeping her home sheltered and adored. Hired tutors provided much of her education. However, the cultured necessities—French lessons, piano, embroidery—had been accomplished by Edwina herself. The poor woman had bouts of uncontrollable sadness, but occasionally she had moments of absolute joy as she remembered the love she shared with her husband, Alexander. When Alexina was fifteen, in uncommon action between mother and daughter, Edwina disclosed a few details of the physical love she had shared with her husband. She recalled her mother’s reference to the joy and pleasure of becoming as one. Alexina knew what it meant, but not the details of achieving this union. The knowledge of this act had taken root in Alexina’s mind, and she longed for the same intimacy.

			“Grandfather, I am twenty-one today. I have reached the age of maturity.”

			Geoffrey put down his glass with a clink on the tray. “What do you want from me? Why are you here?”

			“I do not wish anything from you. I am here to tell you of my engagement and to arrange to move my belongings.”

			“You’ll get no dowry from me. I’ll not give you anything.”

			“Grandfather!” She took a breath and calmed her voice. “I wish to move the items I inherited from my mother’s will to my new residence.” She scowled. “I’m not so sure where that is, however. I will have to ask Ignace for the location. I believe he has arranged for a remover.”

			“Ignace Smith! That charlatan, that robber, thief, degenerate—”

			“He is my solicitor, my mother’s cousin. He looks after my business.”

			“Fire him immediately. I’m sure he has stolen from you because he stole from Abigail. She was the only one of the Smiths that came to good. I could not say no to her, and she insisted on having that malefactor run her business. She convinced your mother to use him as well, and so on down to you. I tell you, he is a criminal. My dear girl, your sainted mother was the only one of my children who gained the sweet nature of my Abigail. Those others may have my name, but they are Smiths through and through.”

			“Your own children, Grandfather? Shame on you for saying that.”

			“Shame? It is true. Even a crazy man knows truth once in a while.”

			Alexina laughed. Geoffrey Downing could be amusing at times. “My aunts and uncles—”

			“Are miscreants, just like Ignace and that wily son of his. Ignace married my good friend’s daughter and abused her terribly. I jumped at the chance to help her flee that monster. She was a good soul. It broke her heart to leave that boy. And he turned out like his sire. You must not allow that man to control your property.”

			“But, Grandfather. I need to have my possessions removed.”

			“I have an associate at the club who owns a transportation company. I’ll speak to him. You can trust him.”

			“I don’t know….”

			Geoffrey turned his head toward the painting. “What, my dearest Abby?” he said. “Of course.” He nodded his head and turned to Alexina. “Dear Granddaughter, allow me this favor to assist you.” He pointed to the portrait and then to the miniature. “For them.”

			His words and the feeling her mother and grandmother would wish it so gave Alexina a kind of comfort as if through the old man, her departed loved ones desired to help her. 

			“All right, Grandfather. Let us strike a bargain. I will agree to your help if you hire your housekeeper for three times a week and give her an extra fee to keep your pantry stocked.”

			Geoffrey Downing shot a glance toward the mantel and looked once more at the portrait. “I’ll think about it.” He rose and headed toward the front door. 

			“Grandfather?”

			He took his hat, coat, and walking stick from the oak hall tree. “I’m off to my club.” 

			“Tonight?”

			“I shall speak to the owner of the transportation company. Yes, in all things, it is who you know.” Then he added, “And, who you can trust.”

			She nodded. “That is quite so.” Alexina sighed. “I wonder whom I can trust.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Peyton moved through the northern apple orchard marking the date, the trees’ location, blossoming capacity, and progress of the fruit in his leather-bound book. As he had for the past eight years, each evening, he compared the current conditions to past years’ records. After his confrontation with Rufus Smith, Peyton found it difficult to concentrate on his work. He hadn’t considered marriage. In fact, he seldom thought about women, much less a permanent female relationship. He treasured his land, the thousand acres and deep lake surrounded by the ring of high hills, his valley, his “Applewood.” This estate and its animals headed his list of loved ones.

			Marriage. According to the addendum of the deed, unfamiliar to him before a few days earlier, if he didn’t wed, he would lose this, the only place on earth he wished to be. Why wasn’t the contract invoked before now? What if the woman doesn’t agree? Smith said she had reached her maturity. If she refuses, I could marry one of the Wagon Girls. I like the Wagon Girls when I visit, but so do a lot of men in Applewood and in the nearby villages, as well. Although Peyton had removed himself from proper society, his upbringing wouldn’t allow him to swear his vows with one of the friendly girls who lived in the wagons parked near the northern pass. He thought he had left the chaos of city rigors when he left Harrow. I must forget Harrow.

			He checked the color of the cords circling the trees. In this section, yellow cords marked the trees that blossomed early. Small buds tucked behind leaves assured him apples would ripen in the summer. He moved to the grove with the red cords. These trees had the largest fruit when he first arrived after he left Harrow. Peyton picked up a thin branch that tapered to a point. He whisked it through the air like a sword, making the sound of a whip. The memory of Antony Sutledge came to mind. I should have finished the fight and not let the other boys pull me from him. The event played over in his memory as if it had happened the week before.

			The problem with Sutledge had started on the cricket field and spilled over to fencing practice. When he opposed Sutledge in fencing, the boy removed his tip guard, but Peyton saw it and dodged the cut. Later, on the squash court, Peyton had come to the end of his tolerance. The fight immediately became one-sided when Sutledge cried foul. Both young men were brought before the dean, and both participants were sentenced to five strikes. Sutledge’s father, a well-known judge, tried to bargain with the dean, but to the dean’s credit, he wouldn’t budge. The judge pulled his boy out of Harrow. Peyton, not a coward, submitted to the punishment, willing himself to make no sound. Afterward, he walked, head high, to his room. That night he threw his hat into the fireplace. He left school, and at sixteen, struck out on his own. Without a ha’pence, he made his way to London to the office of his family’s solicitor, Ignace Smith. 

			When Peyton came into Smith’s office demanding to see the deed he knew his father had drawn, the solicitor tried to dismiss him, but Peyton stood his ground.

			“My father left me his estate, a large parcel. I want to go there now.”

			“Come back in a few days. I’ll locate the original and draw up the new deed in your name. I’ll have it registered for you.”

			“I’ll have to pay you later for your service,” Peyton said.

			A broad smile came over Ignace’s face. “No charge, in honor of your father.” Peyton stayed in a stable, trading grooming for his board and bed, his bed being a bale of sweet hay. It was two days before Smith produced the new deed. Peyton accepted the document and memorized the directions on how to get to his father’s, now his own, estate. He worked his way north until he found the valley. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The next morning, when Alexina awoke, her grandfather had already left the house. Mrs. Pribble, a plump, older woman who served as the housekeeper and cook, worked in the kitchen. 

			“Morning,” Mrs. Pribble said.

			“Hello. Is this your day to work for my grandfather?” 

			“No. Strange thing. He visited me early this morning and asked if I would come today and then increased my work to three days a week. I’ll bet you had something to do with that.”

			Alexina smiled. “I hope so.”

			Mrs. Pribble resumed dusting. “Life would be easier if you could, perhaps, have a good influence over Mr. Downing.” She paused, seeming to search for words.

			“I understand what you mean. I know he can be difficult, but he doesn’t mean anyone ill.”

			The woman made a face. “I’m not sure about that. When I was here last week, a Mr. Smith came round, and the old man took up his walking stick screaming, ‘Thief, charlatan, swindler!’ That man ran for his life, I can tell you.”

			Alexina nodded. “I do not know how Mr. Smith crossed Grandfather, but it must have been something serious.” She went to the front window and opened the drapery. “Light. That alone will be a good influence on Grandfather.”

			“I agree,” Mrs. Pribble said. “I’ve kept the porridge and sausage warm for your breakfast, Miss.”

			“Thank you,” Alexina pulled out a chair. After breakfast, she answered a knock on the door.

			“Miss Poole?” A gray-haired man in a dark business suit tipped his hat. “I am Ralph Anderson, a friend of Geoffrey’s. He said you needed my services.” He handed her an engraved business card. 

			“Oh, the remover.”

			“Geoff saw me last night and told me to put your needs at the top of my list.” 

			“Come in, sir.” 

			The man walked with a slight limp. Alexina led him to the parlor and offered him a seat. 

			“There are so many articles, I don’t know how you will go about it. You will have to see my solicitor for the payment. Actually, I don’t know exactly where my things will go, just that it’s North England.”

			Anderson patted Alexina’s hand. “You are not to worry about anything other than providing an address. I have large vans, and we go to far places. We guarantee the safety of your goods. There will be armed guards riding with the wagon.”

			“Armed?”

			“Absolutely. My record is perfect. Not one loss. Further, you must not consider payment, for I am so indebted to Geoffrey, I can never repay him. I am exceedingly joyous to have this opportunity to serve him.”

			“My grandfather?”

			“Perhaps you don’t know,” Anderson said. “When Geoff and I were young, we bought shares in a transport ship, and for a lark, we sailed on it to the Caribbean. Being summer, the weather was beastly, and I decided to swim. I jumped off the deck into the harbor of San Juan, Puerto Rico. Almost immediately, I felt a jolt and saw the water turn red with my own blood. A huge shark had taken my leg as his lunch. Of all the men on deck, only Geoff dove into the water to save me. He hauled me up the side ropes and made a tourniquet with his shirt to stop the bleeding.” Anderson tapped his right leg with his walking stick, causing hollow wood to sound. “I live because of Geoffrey Downing. Due to my near-death experience, I appreciate every day and have worked hard, leading to remarkable success in the transporting business. Geoff has asked for so little over the years, and now I can do something for him by helping his granddaughter. Yes, Miss, Geoffrey is a hero and a gentleman. Like none other.” He rose and walked with Alexina to the front door. “Pray supply me with an address. I’ll have my men come tomorrow, and your goods will be on their way.”

			“Tomorrow? Oh, kind sir. It’s all happening so fast.” 

			“Ah, yes, many important things happen fast.” He tapped his wooden leg again. “Like this.” He donned his hat. “Good day, Miss Poole. My best wishes to you.”

			Alexina returned to the room that had once served as her bedroom and rummaged through the dark mahogany desk, her escritoire. “I must write a few letters.” Selecting a sheet of paper, she dipped her pen into the inkwell. Dear Hester….

			Her only friend at the Greenfield School had been the music teacher, Hester Langley, who offered a glimmer of light in a dark world. Hester, with her talents and charming sense of humor, was also skilled at the cello, multiple violins, and the mandolin. She provided Alexina with hours of enjoyment. The school presented frequent concerts, where Hester played the strings and Alexina accompanied on the piano. On a few occasions, Alexina and Hester had taken a dozen or so girls to matinee concerts and ballets in London. 

			Rumors of Alexina’s hasty departure must be flying around the school by now, and she intended to set it straight, at least with Hester, the only one whose opinion mattered. Hester, three years older than Alexina, was tall and ungainly, long-boned by her own description, and understood how unlikely it was that she would meet a gentleman who would whisk her away from the world of education to a family of her own. 

			After completing that and other correspondence, Alexina opened the two wardrobes in her room and studied the dresses hanging inside. She and her mother had the designer from Paris visit them with sketches and materials. Edwina had been keen for fashionable clothes and had ordered many for herself and her daughter. The clothes remained untouched because for the last three years, the school uniform, dull brown dresses topped with tan pinafores, had been Alexina’s only apparel. She had all but forgotten the pleasure of fine fabric and sleek designs and stared at the dresses. Which ones would suit my new life on the estate in North England? What she needed right now was an audience with Ignace Smith.

			Ready to take her hat from the peg in the foyer, the door knocker sounded. A young woman stood outside, dressed in a flowered cotton dress and an impractical straw hat.

			“May I speak with Miss Poole?” the girl asked.

			“I am Alexina Poole. Who are you?”

			The young woman entered without invitation. A hole in her glove exposed a dirty fingernail. She pulled off the hat, allowing greasy blonde hair to hang in locks. Pink ears peeked through the uncombed mane. “I’m Daisy Bently, your personal maid.” 

			Alexina took a reflexive step back. “My maid?”

			“Yes’em. Mr. Smith sent me. I’m to travel with you and take care of you.”

			Mrs. Pribble peered out from the corner she’d cleaned.

			Alexina looked the girl up and down. “You are trained as a lady’s maid?”

			“Yes’em.”

			“Ha!” the housekeeper said from afar.

			“I see.” Alexina tried to keep the doubting look from her face. “How old are you?” 

			“Eighteen, Miss.”

			The housekeeper put down her duster. “Ha!” she repeated, and with hands on her ample hips, approached the girl.

			Alexina shook her head. “Although I will require a traveling companion, I won’t need a lady’s maid.”

			Daisy’s bottom lip trembled. Her eyes watered, and she put her hands together in supplication. “Oh, Miss, I must have this job. My old dad owes Mr. Smith money, and he can’t pay. I work for you, and that man writes off the debt. If that debt ain’t satisfied, my old dad will surely beat me. Please.”

			The housekeeper’s throat-clearing punctuated the quiet.

			Alexina sighed. “We can’t have that. I am off to see Mr. Smith and post these letters. You stay here.” She shot a glance to the housekeeper. “Have some tea. When I return, we’ll talk.” Alexina pulled Mrs. Pribble into the butler’s pantry. “I’ll give you a pound note if you’ll clean that girl up,” she said in a whisper.

			The woman gave a long look at the challenge. “I’ll be earning my pound, all right. I have control?” She pulled at her chin. “She might not like it and run away.”

			Permitting a smile to form, Alexina said, “I might have to pay you more for that!”

			The housekeeper nodded. “Right then. We’ll see you later this afternoon.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			With only one bedroom in the house, Peyton needed to supply private quarters for the woman. Two walls, one butting against his room and another angled at the outside wall, would provide another bedroom. He reached for the bellows to ignite the waning flame in the forge. Fire. His shoulders sagged. That woman would need heat, too. 

			“Little Jim,” Peyton said. “Find Simon.”

			The boy grinned, his usual response to things, and skipped from the barn. The lad usually kept quiet, but like a shadow, remained near Peyton on most days. He appreciated the child’s company. Simple or not, the boy kept the silence Peyton needed to think. And Little Jim often served as messenger, as long as the message wasn’t too complicated.

			After giving Simon directions to build a small fireplace in the room, Peyton motioned to Little Jim to follow him to the edge of the lake. Peyton threw a canvas bag into a small boat and pushed it to the water’s edge. He jerked his head, and without a word, invited the boy into the boat.

			“Fish?” Little Jim asked.

			“Maybe.” Peyton sent them toward the other side with a swift stroke of the oar.

			When they reached the far shore, he guided the boat into a groove between the sand and the high bank, where the craft barely floated over rugged rocks. Coming out of the narrows, the boat drifted. He banged the side of the wooden craft, and three fish jumped nearby. Again, he banged, and more fish jumped. Handing Little Jim a long-handled net, Peyton nodded. “Ready?”

			Grinning, the boy stood.

			Peyton banged on the boat sides and shouted, “Hoo-hoo!”

			Five fish jumped, and Little Jim leaned outward, holding the net. He caught one of the fish midair. Peyton grabbed the handle because the fish was so large poor Jim had started to lean too far.

			“Well done, Jim,” Peyton said, hauling the net to the boat floor. “We’ll eat good tonight.”

			The sides of a ghoulish silver-pink fish moved as the gills pulsed. Keeping his smile, Little Jim made a face at the creature beside his feet.

			“I know,” Peyton said. “Ugliest fish I ever saw, but tastiest, too.”

			Little Jim nodded and rubbed his stomach.

			Peyton patted the boy’s back. “We shall have a feast because you are such a good catcherman.”

			Little Jim beamed. The pride and affection in the boy’s face grabbed Peyton. His vow to not have children caught in his throat. Jim, in spite of his imperfection, was a glorious example of a child Peyton would cherish. He chided himself. Why in hell am I thinking about having children? Clearing his mind, he pushed the boat away from the rocks and caught the light current that took them to the home side of the lake.

			The next day at the forge, Peyton struck the chisel with the hammer forcefully on the metal sheet. It pinged, and the sound echoed against the stone walls. He threw the cut piece, now a nail, into a leather pouch sitting on the workbench.

			A man dressed in kneeless, tattered work clothes approached. “Master Peyton, you want the lumber brought into the house?”

			Peyton nodded at his workmen and cut another nail. “I’ve marked the lines. You and Tony erect the walls. “Here.” He handed the man the leather pouch full of nails.

			“Ah,” Phillip said, “is this going to be a guest room?”

			Peyton lost the grip on the chisel as he looked up.

			Phillip grinned. “Later, it can be a nursery.”

			The barn became silent. Peyton frowned. “Bad news travels fast, I see.”

			Phillip shrugged. “No secrets in the valley.” He took the batch of nails and left.

			How did Phillip know about the woman? Peyton let out a long breath and reflected on the day Rufus Smith came. What difference did it make, anyway? Everyone in the valley would know sooner or later. Peyton would honor the bargain and wed the woman to keep his land. When she had had enough of the austere country ways, she would leave. He wanted no part of city traditions or city people. The harsh realities of living in this area would wear thin on a woman accustomed to the finer things of life.

			The quicker she departs, the faster I can get back to normal. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Alexina began her long walk to Smith’s office but didn’t mind the distance. It gave her time to think. Her whole life had changed in less than forty-eight hours. She had signed a marriage contract. Am I engaged? What is the man like? What do I know of him? He was four years older, lived on a large estate to the north, and came from a good family. He must come from a fine heritage, or Mother would not have aligned with them.

			The name Woodleigh sounded vaguely familiar. Lovely name. It rolled off her tongue. She said it aloud. “Alexina Woodleigh.” A soft sound, pleasant. During one of her grandfather’s lucid moments at supper the night before, she’d asked about the name. Grandfather said he knew of Bertha Woodleigh, once Lady Dunforth, but their food came, and the conversation ended.

			She reviewed the past few years working at the Greenfield School and her decision to leave. Her thoughts jumbled with questions and doubts. What does he look like? Is he kind? Why would he marry a woman he hasn’t met? She didn’t know enough. Was I too hasty? Mr. Smith would give her the details. After all, Ignace had her best interests at heart, didn’t he? Certainly, Mr. Woodleigh would give her time to know him. He needed to acclimate as well.

			When she arrived at the office, the clerk offered her a seat in front of Smith’s desk. As she placed her basket on the floor, two letters slipped from its confines. Smith retrieved them and began to hand them to her but stopped. He read the address of one, set in on the blotter, and read the other.

			“I see you have a letter to the Woodleigh Family.”

			“I wrote it this morning. I’d like to meet them, but if that’s not possible, I have introduced myself. I hope some of his family can come to the wedding.”

			Ignace smiled. He put the envelopes together on his desktop. “His father is deceased, leaving a mother and two stepbrothers. The stepbrothers live abroad, and his mother travels frequently. I doubt she will return in time for your wedding. I will post these letters for you. Mrs. Woodleigh will get hers when she returns. Let’s talk about moving your dowry.”

			“My dowry? My grandfather won’t—”

			“Your yearly stipend, my dear. And, oh yes, your furniture and other items inherited from your mother’s estate. I understand you have some jewelry. You still have it, don’t you?”

			“My jewelry?” She fingered the chain hidden by her blouse. She had worn that fine gold chain for as long as she could remember, along with a pendant, a small flower comprised of rubies and diamonds. Although she didn’t recall the event, she knew her father had given her the pendant. When her mother died, Alexina added Edwina’s slim gold wedding band. Wearing the two items together on the chain made her feel like her parents were with her.

			“Alexina?”

			“Oh, forgive me.”

			“You haven’t sold your jewelry…or given it to your mad grandfather?”

			“You mean my mother’s jewelry?”

			“It’s yours. You still have it?”

			“I suppose I do.”

			“Good,” he said, forming a steeple with his fingers. “Now, as for the removers—”

			“Please, don’t bother. I have already spoken with Mr. Anderson about that.”

			The mutton chop whiskers in his jaw moved as he clenched his teeth. “What?” Smith’s face turned red. In a moment, he regained his color and smiled. “I see. Mr. Anderson is a member of your grandfather’s club?” 

			“Yes. He’ll need the address. Therefore, please tell me the exact location where I shall be traveling. I should like to go to the library and see it on a map.” 

			Smith grabbed a sheet of paper and filled his pen from an ink bottle. He scratched the pen on the paper, blew it, and slid it toward her.

			Alexina read it and looked at him. “Eversham?”

			He nodded. “West of.”

			Alexina read the directions aloud. “To Eversham, west to Stowston, south to Ravenswood, west to Kerrstead, on to Turnersfield…. This is accurate?”

			Smith frowned. “It is.”

			“But, shouldn’t you consult something? You wrote it without a reference.” She had always accepted her solicitor’s business acumen, but this didn’t feel right. She needed an exact map for Mr. Anderson.

			“Why do you question me?” His lips formed a thin line. Then he smiled. Reaching into the bookcase behind him, he pulled out an atlas. “Here.” He flipped through the pages and stopped his finger at Eversham. “You might want this, as well.” He handed her a printed map of the stage routes.

			Alexina examined the map, matching it to the routes, noting the many stops and carriage changes. According to Smith’s handwritten directions, the last change occurred at Turnersfield, where the instructions directed the traveler to take the western road toward the pass, but first, see the dry goods merchant in town to arrange for a guide into the valley. 

			“How do you know the way?

			“Trust me.”

			“Have you been there?”

			Smith looked at her as if he had been caught in a guilty act, then smiled. “Uhm, yes…some years ago.” 

			Alexina thought of Grandfather Geoffrey’s warning regarding Smith. The wider the smile, the more grievous the lie.

			Smith cleared his throat as if clearing away the subject. He stood, indicating her time with him had come to an end. “Since you have used little of your stipend for this year, here is the remainder. Next year I will send you the amount in full in January.” He handed her an envelope. “I have booked your passage for three days hence. You will be met at Turnersfield, for no cab goes beyond the hills there. All is arranged, dear little Alexina. Ah, so much like Edwina, you are.” 

			Alexina had noted a long time before the soft tone Mr. Smith used when he referred to her mother. 

			He stretched out his hand, an extra gesture to end the audience. “Your lady’s maid will call today. You should be there to receive her.” Smith placed his hand on her back as a gentle escort out of the office.

			Alexina didn’t like his touch and stopped in the doorway. “Daisy. She’s already called.” Her words left no question to the annoyance produced by the young woman.

			Smith’s eyebrows rose. “Oh, she’ll be fine, if perhaps a little rough around the edges. You can train her. Think of what a boon that will be to the poor girl. After being with you, the girl can be employed in service. You wouldn’t deny that favor, would you?”

			I’ve been manipulated. Yes, she would take Daisy and, using her experience gained at the Greenfield School, help the girl. At that minute, she couldn’t get out of his office fast enough, repelled by his practiced charm. Unlike her previous dealings, his manner gave her a turn of unease.

			When she returned to Grandfather’s house, a cleaner, pinker, and unhappier Daisy waited. The girl’s ill humor diminished when Alexina gave her two dresses, one a pale-yellow linen and the other a blue and green paisley cotton. 

			“There’s no time to alter them. Perhaps we can put some weight on you,” Alexina said.

			“Thank you, Miss. I like them just fine.”

			“Since we will leave in a few days, we only have time to get you a few new things.”

			“New things, Miss?”

			They spent the next day shopping, which netted Daisy a new felt hat, white leather shoes, and a traveling smock. As they spent time together, Alexina did her best to show Daisy proper behavior and etiquette. 

			Later that evening, Grandfather Geoffrey complained that someone had stolen half a bottle of port.

			“Grandfather, there is no one here to steal your port. You drank it and forgot about it.”

			He huffed and thought for a bit. “No. My port is half gone. I’m certain.”

			“Good night, Grandfather.” She kissed his cheek. “Sleep well. Have some more port.”

			He eyed the dark liquid level in the cut glass decanter and reached for a tumbler. “Good night, Granddaughter.”

			The following morning the removers were scheduled to arrive. Geoffrey ordered the housekeeper to provide a substantial breakfast. Daisy sat, picking at the plate.

			“Your eyes are red. Are you ill?” Alexina asked.

			“I didn’t sleep well,” Daisy said and moved a bit of sausage around. 

			“Girl,” Geoffrey said to Daisy. “You need to eat.”

			Daisy whined and left the table.

			“She’s probably not hungry because she drank my port.”

			“Grandfather, please.” Alexina waited a moment, hoping he wouldn’t speak further of petty thievery. “I wish to leave a few things here if you don’t mind. I won’t have a need for ball gowns or the jewelry. I can always get them later. Are you sure I should take the bedroom furniture?”

			“Yes, yes, girl. Why do I need a guest room? You are leaving me, and you are the only one worth having about.”

			“Grandfather! I don’t know what to say.”

			“You could say you changed your mind. Contracts can be broken, especially foolish ones. You should marry for love, girl.”

			She sighed, bringing her shoulders up, then down. “This is the first time in my life I have a real future. He must be a good man. I trust my parents’ choice.”

			Geoffrey pushed his hand into his vest pocket and withdrew a small leather wallet sewn shut. “This is your getaway fund. If you realize you have made a mistake, open this and leave. There’s enough here to get you back. Back to your home…to someone who loves you.”

			“Grandfather.” She bit her lip and squeezed her eyes shut. “I—”

			“Tut, tut. Don’t go all sentimental on me. Allow an old man to bestow his wisdom.” His lips turned up at the corners. “While he’s in charge of it!”

			“Thank you.”

			The old fellow’s eyes glazed over. She sighed again, wondering if that loving bit of humanity had just passed.

			Geoffrey’s pointer finger went up. “Keep that wallet hidden from everyone. People will steal from you.”

			Within the hour, the removers arrived. A dozen brawny men, each with thick quilted blankets, wrapped the items and stowed the pieces in a large covered van. Neighbors watched as the draft horses stomped and whinnied, appearing to be impatient to get on their way. When the last pair of removers took the trunks out, the house seemed different. None of the rooms seen from the foyer had changed, but Alexina felt the emptiness around her. 

			That evening Geoffrey did not go to his club. “My dear granddaughter, dine with me tonight. We’ll choose an elegant place and toast your new life.”

			“Thank you. Daisy, get your new hat.”

			Geoffrey grabbed Alexina’s elbow and guided her into the pantry. “Just you. Not that silly goose. Leave it to Smith to scheme something like this. I wouldn’t allow such a girl to be your maid, but you can’t travel alone.”

			“Grandfather, she needs to learn how to behave in social situations. We have to start sometime.”

			“Ah, how wise. You take after my side of the family. Have I ever told you that?”

			“Yes,” she said and touched the tip of his nose. “When you weren’t accusing me of wanting something from you.”

			He shook his head. “I never thought that of you.”

			“Good.” She kissed his forehead. “Shall we go?”

			Daisy appeared with her new felt hat, tied on the side, and looked amazingly appropriate.

			They dined at a refined restaurant, where under the glare of a haughty waiter Alexina whispered proper etiquette to her grandfather and Daisy. Geoffrey eventually summoned his manners from a proper upbringing, but Daisy became frustrated while trying to acquire the use of multiple forks. Even the girls at the Greenfield School did not require as much overseeing as her companions at this table. Alexina enjoyed her dinner despite the whispers and eye movements in her quest to tame these two wild animals.

			In the morning, a cabbie rapped sharply on the door, asking for the two ladies he was to take to the coach station. The housekeeper hugged Alexina and would have hugged Daisy, but the girl had whisked out the door and jumped into the cab. 

			Geoffrey kissed Alexina’s cheek. “Remember, you have a get-away clause in your contract.”

			“No, I don’t, Grandfather.”

			“Money always trumps contracts.” He wiped his eyes and cleared his throat. “But, love trumps everything.”

			“I love you, dear Grandfather.”

			“I know,” he said, and walked her to the door.

			At the station, Alexina and Daisy boarded a large coach, taking a seat inside the crowded interior. Lesser paying customers sat on the top of the coach. The buzz of conversation lulled to quiet as they reached the northern boundary of London. It wasn’t long before the uniform clop-clop of the horses put many of the passengers into a slumber. The city gave way to the countryside.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Within the quiet of the coach, Alexina reached into her handbasket and retrieved a small red-covered book. She remembered another red-covered book from her recent past. Hester, the music teacher, had accepted her single status as permanent, but she hadn’t given up speculating on the amusements enjoyed by married ladies. Many evenings she and Alexina, under the guise of composing cello music, hypothesized about what actually took place in the nuptial bed. Hester had a small red book left to her by the previous deportment teacher, Alexina’s predecessor. 

			“Claire Dermott left this in her room.” Hester handed over the soiled and well-used book and explained that Claire had been expelled from teaching. “She told me she was going to have a child.”

			Alexina shook her head at this notion. “A child? Married ladies aren’t hired at the school. You can’t have children until you’re married.”

			“Apparently, you can,” Hester said. “Claire told me she became one with the groundskeeper. I’m uncertain what that means.”

			Became one. The term my mother used. “The groundskeeper?”

			“Handsome, he was, but unfortunately quite poor. He married her. Before she left, she said it was worth it—that is, losing her job. I wanted to know more but didn’t have time to ask.” Hester touched the red book. “It once had many drawings, but there are pages missing. It’s written in French. How are your translation skills?”

			“My French is adequate. But you speak French. It is a prerequisite of employment.”

			“You’d think so, wouldn’t you? However, my skills are greatly lacking. When I sat for my hiring consultation, the headmistress asked me to translate a page in French. I just said what I thought it meant. She didn’t question my translation, so I tried an experiment and told her I had a problem with one of the words. Would she be so kind to tell me its meaning? She snatched the paper from me and said she’d heard enough. I was hired. The look on her face told me she didn’t know French at all.”

			“The headmistress is a fraud!” Alexina clapped her hands.

			“True, but so am I, and I don’t know what’s written in this book.”

			Alexina flipped open to the first page. As she read, her French did not live up to her claim, for many words stumped her. According to the text, gentlemen possessed stovepipes, chimneys, and one-eyed dragons, as close as she could reckon. The females used their furry little pets, black foxes, red kittens, and honey pots to please the gentlemen. The book did not inform as much as frustrate. They needed a more detailed book.

			Shortly thereafter, when Alexina and Hester took a dozen girls to a ballet in London, Hester pulled a pair of dark spectacles from her purse.

			“I need to use your hooded cape,” she told Alexina. Hester donned the cape, pulled the hood around her face, and wore the glasses.

			“What are you doing?”

			“See that bookstore? It’s the same as the label on that one we tried to read. And today, we are blessed not to have the headmistress with us. Watch the girls and give me but a minute.”

			Before Alexina could protest, Hester had rushed into the small bookstore. She returned with two books, one red and one blue.

			“Put this,” she handed Alexina the blue book, “in your purse, and for heaven’s sake, don’t touch it until we’re back in our rooms. Oh, Lexy! There are pictures!”

			Alexina could hardly wait until the girls were shuffled off to bed so she and Hester could dive into their reading material. Opening the red book, she translated the title: The Naughty Menu at Corrine’s Table.

			Hester flipped past the words and found the first picture, a beautiful little watercolor of a Marie Antoinette-like lady, Corrine, sitting on a festooned swing, wearing only a bustier. Her legs were wide open, exposing a dark cavernous area. A gentleman stood in front of her, his trousers puddled at his feet, knees bent, waiting for Corrine to swing his way. The translated caption said: First course, Swinging Sausage.

			“I can’t see his front!” Hester took the book and pretended to peer at the edge of the page for a closer look. They both fell on the bed in peals of laughter. But then they heard footfalls on the wooden hallway and knew
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