
Chapter One

			Shropshire, 1814

			Joan, the Duchess of Stanmere, widow of two weeks to a man she couldn’t bring herself to think of as dearly departed, had always liked being a duchess. She danced at Almack’s most Wednesdays and found it delightful. She took tea with the Queen whenever she was beckoned. She attended church at St. George’s and plays at the Theatre-Royal and never wore the same gown twice to a ball.

			But when the mourning wreath was fixed to the front door of Astley Park, Joan had a change of heart. Beneath the glamorous surface, the dukedom had turned out to be nothing more than a nest of vipers. She had simply never looked down long enough to notice.

			The day that the duke’s will was read was bright and beautiful, with birds chirping and nary a cloud in the sky. It was a stark contrast to the library, teeming with black-clad ducal relations and dark rumors. Joan sat by herself near the doorway, unable to think through the roar of voices. She had yet to touch the cup of tea that steamed beside her on the checkerboard table.

			None of the conversation was directed at her.

			And yet, all of it was about her.

			Stanmere’s two brothers, clad in superfine wool and gleaming Hessians, were laughing by the window. Jackals, the pair of them. Lord Peter, the younger, was slim and elegant and smirking. He kept brushing his hand over his pocket where Joan knew he kept his cigars. Lord Paul, the elder, was slouched against the windowsill sipping his second brandy despite the early hour.

			Stanmere’s sister, Lady Mary, was fanning herself on the settee. Her eyes were bright above the painted silk fan and her hair towered with feathers. She leaned forward so far that she almost toppled from her perch in her efforts not to miss even one word from the lawyers.

			The late duke’s two daughters were eying the refreshments that had been laid out on the side tables, uninterested in the proceedings as their papa’s will contained not a single mention of a ball, a rout, or a handsome gentleman.

			And Stanmere’s only son, the new duke and the head of the family, was flanked by the family’s lawyers as he gazed at the documents spread across the oak desk.

			His only legitimate son, that was.

			“I don’t understand,” Joan said.

			Her voice sounded hoarse to her own ears, as if she had shrieked her outrage. Maybe the tea would help after all. She grasped the teacup, heard it rattle against the saucer, and then set it down and clasped her shaking hands in her lap.

			“It is simple.” The Marquess of Chetleigh gestured at the head of the firm that had been employed by the duchy for decades, a gentleman who squinted at Joan as if she were nothing more than a clause that needed removal. “However, Mr. Walton can go through it again for you.”

			“I understood the words well enough, Chetleigh.”

			“Stanmere,” he corrected her gently with a slight cough. “I know it may take time to accustom yourself not to use my lesser title now, but I do implore you to try.”

			Before today, Joan hadn’t thought herself capable of hating anyone. But as she stared into Chetleigh’s pale blue eyes, devoid of even a hint of kindness, a mess of anger and hatred bubbled in her chest. He was her stepson, a mere two years younger than her five and twenty. His perfectly trimmed sideburns touched the crisp height of his collar, his lips held the faintest impression of a sneer. He was the perfect appearance of a perfect gentleman, and Joan’s fury knew no bounds.

			It startled her.

			She wasn’t accustomed to emotions of any sort of intensity. What need did she have for anger? Doors opened for her if she glanced at them, events were planned on her behalf if she thought of them, and shopkeepers fawned over her the instant she stepped a toe past the threshold.

			“If everything is clear, then there is nothing to discuss,” he said, leaning back in his armchair.

			“It does not make any sense that my husband would leave a fortune to his illegitimate children, and yet leave his widow with nothing.” Joan’s hands started to shake again, and she clasped them firmer together.

			“Nothing is not quite true, Your Grace.” Mr. Walton raised a finger, his brow creasing as he glanced at the will. “It is unfortunate that everything is tied up in entail, or you would have been entitled to one third of the income from the land as is right and proper for a widow. But Stanmere did bequeath you two hundred pounds per annum to use at your discretion.”

			“And I say, we do deserve something!” cried Alexander, one of the sons of whose existence Joan had learned about a half hour prior. The eldest of them at nineteen years old, he was the spit of his father, down to his sandy hair and pointed chin.

			“Indeed we do,” his younger brother, James, piped up. “Does ducal blood mean nothing to anyone?”

			There were five of them crowded together on the Chesterfield, sprawled together like puppies with knobby knees and elbows. All of them unmistakably cast from the Astley lineage.

			Family secrets, large as life and thrust into the sunlight.

			Joan’s cheeks were hot, which was strange because the rest of her felt made of ice. “And yet I have not been left enough funds to pay for one year’s worth of candles at Hanover Square.”

			Lady Mary fanned herself. “Then it is a good thing that you shall no longer be living there.”

			Joan sucked in a breath. “It was a figure of speech. Obviously I shall depart soon to the dower house.”

			Chetleigh’s lips twitched into a true sneer now. “Actually, no. You won’t.”

			Any moment now, she would wake up from this nightmare and laugh at these absurdities. Maybe Stanmere was still alive and she would learn to appreciate the devil she knew. If she half-closed her eyes, she could almost see him there, tall and broad-shouldered, joining his brothers in laughter. She shuddered and blinked away the illusion.

			“My mother still resides in the dower house, and my father specified in his will that she shall remain there,” Chetleigh said. “Perhaps if you were a more attentive listener, you would not have so many questions.”

			Stanmere’s daughters tittered.

			Joan stared at them. Had they always been so disrespectful?

			“I won’t be ousted by that gel with the atrocious hair,” Stanmere’s mother boomed. “I’m staying right where I’ve been since my Richard departed this earth, and I’ll move for no one.”

			Joan tucked one of her curls behind her ear, as if she could hide the mass of bright red hair that her mother-in-law had decried as dreadfully unfashionable since the day they had met.

			“Oh, Her Grace won’t be inconvenienced in the least, would you?” Lady Mary smiled at her. “Mother is so comfortable where she is. It would be a great disservice to remove her from her rightful place when she has been there for so many decades. Think of the hardship for our frail mother!”

			Stanmere’s mother was a woman of excellent health at seventy-five years of age, who could ride better than any in the county and was always the first to shout tallyho at a fox hunt. She might well outlive them all.

			“Then I shall live on the income from the rents on the land I brought as my dowry.” She glared at Mr. Walton.

			“Sadly, your land has not generated profit in some time. It operates at a loss.”

			“How can that be?” Joan stared at him. “I was an heiress upon my marriage.”

			“Circumstances change,” he said with a shake of his head. “I remember drawing up the papers with Stanmere and your father. You had a pretty enough amount tied up in investments, all of which have failed over the years. And you have a nice parcel of land, but there have been years of drought and hardship. Someday it may yet generate money again.”

			Her father had explained her marriage settlement as best he could, but she had not been much interested at twenty to learn the details of something that might affect her so far in the future.

			It turned out that the lesson once delayed was learned much more harshly now.

			“If that is true, then Stanmere would have left a larger sum to me. He wouldn’t have done this. Not to me.”

			This was beyond the pale for any husband, let alone one of the wealthiest dukes of the realm.

			Chetleigh sighed. “You are assigning blame where there is none to be had. Your bereavement has gotten the best of you. As great a man as my father was, not even he could know when the bell would toll for him. These circumstances are beyond the control of man.”

			She really ought to have that tea now. She needed every reinforcement she could get in the onslaught of such shocks. Joan picked up the cup and drank deep, but it didn’t do her any good. It would have felt rather better to have thrown the teacup at Chetleigh’s head.

			Shocked at her own thoughts, she shrank back in her chair.

			“But you raise a valid point. My father must have had good reason for doing what he did.” Chetleigh tapped his finger on his chin. “He never made mistakes. You should know that better than anyone.”

			Stanmere’s daughter bit into a biscuit and licked the cream from her crimson lips. “Is there no indiscretion on your side that you can think of, which may have led my father to make these decisions?”

			Joan staggered as if she had been slapped. “I cannot believe you have the poor manners to imply that I have been adulterous.” She glanced at the brood of ill-begotten sons, grinning like fools as if they were attending a farce on a London stage. “I am not the one who strayed from my marital bed.”

			“It is the primary reason when a widow is left with nothing.” Mr. Walton cleared his throat. “In light of such events, two hundred pounds was generous of His Grace. Many women live in great comfort on a good deal less.”

			“Are any of those women duchesses?” Joan asked. “I would be hard-pressed to believe even a genteel lady raised with nothing could be satisfied by such an income.”

			Lord Peter fished out a cigar and lit it. “You are getting high in the instep. You were a duchess for a scant five years.”

			“I am still a duchess, and the daughter of an earl. Until this moment, I thought I was also a member of this family.”

			“You ought to have thought of that before you were unfaithful!” Lord Paul shook his head. “Disgraceful.”

			Joan found it hard to breathe as she gazed around the room without finding a single sympathetic face. Panic clawed its way up her throat as she watched them nod at each other and smirk at her. They were united by blood. It appeared that relations by marriage were of little concern.

			“She clearly did it,” one of the daughters said to the other.

			“Of course she did. Brazen as anything. Why, the evidence is in the inheritance. Or in the disinheritance, I should say.”

			They giggled.

			“Our father must have known what you were about.” Chetleigh shrugged. “It is against God to challenge his decision. We will abide by his ruling.”

			“There are no such sins in my past,” Joan said, striving for dignity. “I shall excuse myself if all I am met with are insults.”

			Joan fled up the grand staircase and down the long hallway to her bedchamber, her heart racing. Her wedding was a blur in her memory, grand and elaborate and exhausting as it had been. But she remembered how her father had mopped his brow and her mother had beamed, and she had gazed up at Stanmere’s stern face and thought—this is the end of all trouble, and the start of all happiness.

			More fool she.

			* * *

			“Must we endure the tonic? I much prefer the seaweed treatments. Or sea bathing.”

			Maeve Balfour knew her voice was plaintive, but the situation was dire. The seaside resort of Inverley was lovely. Why ruin it with tonics that tasted like sulphur mixed with brimstone? Mama had lectured her into enough glasses of it over the past two summers for her to know to avoid it at all costs.

			“I credit it with my improved good health.” Mama downed it in one gulp. “You would be wise to drink up so you may avoid my many indispositions when you reach my age.”

			Mama was in her late forties, with a few lines on her face and a handful of silver streaks in her black hair to attest to her age, but she had complained of everything from megrims to stomach pains to swollen ligaments to stressed nerves since they had left Ireland three years ago on a tour of England’s resort towns. 

			Maeve poked her nose in the glass. It smelled worse than it tasted, but she finished it. “Do let us have a seaweed treatment. I must insist.”

			“I suppose we have time.”

			They followed Miss Alice down a stone hallway to a small chamber with a window overlooking the sea, where a cauldron of water bubbled on a small fire and released steam into the room. Miss Alice was their usual attendant, a portly woman with cheerful manners who could always be relied upon for good conversation and excellent treatments.

			It was a relief to lie back in a comfortable chair while Miss Alice chatted with her and massaged crushed seaweed paste onto her cheeks and forehead before draping long strips of seaweed to cover her face and neck. Maeve sighed and tipped her head to rest against the padded back of the chair. It was much better to sit than to stand, and a gentle incline was even better. One’s figure showed to every advantage in a recline, after all. It didn’t matter that there was no one here to admire it. She always liked to look her best, for herself if for no one else. This was much nicer than the tonic, and it was ever so comfortable to listen to the waves crash upon the shore and to think of nothing at all.

			“I shall never understand why you enjoy this so much,” Mama said after Miss Alice left them. “My seaweed is always too cold. It tingles the face in a most disagreeable manner.”

			“I have never found anything so refreshing,” Maeve replied without opening her eyes. “I am told it has marvelous benefits for the skin. It’s a necessity that we have greatly overlooked in our time here. You always say we cannot put a price on health.”

			“With a visit to the doctor costing what it does these days, I think one can. I suppose our money is better spent here at a fraction of the price.”

			“You always say you feel better after one of our spa days.”

			“I must admit you are wise to think of such things as radiant skin now,” Mama said. “You still have youth on your side, but you are getting no younger. Such things matter when one is out to catch a husband.”

			Maeve was grateful that the seaweed on her face obscured her frown. “Is husband hunting to be the sole use for any improvement to my health? Whyever can it not be for my benefit, instead of a future lord and master?”

			“Because it is most unnatural to declare yourself destined for spinsterhood, and from such a young age! I remember you being but a girl of fourteen when first you mentioned it.”

			Maeve remembered it well. She had been in a fever over a girl who lived in the next parish and had realized then and there that there could be no room for men in her life when feelings such as these existed for the fairer sex.

			What use did she have for the cold hands of a mealy-mouthed suitor when her heart fluttered at the merest glimpse of a fine-faced lady in Spitalfields silks or French lace?

			“My spinsterhood has allowed me to be your traveling companion. How dismal you would have found the journey without me!”

			“You shall be released from your duty as your mother’s companion in a month’s time.”

			Maeve bolted up. Seaweed slimed off her cheeks and plopped to her lap in a sodden mess. “I do beg your pardon?”

			“The banns have been cried for a week now.” Mama stared straight ahead.

			“What banns?” Her heart pounded. “Whose banns?”

			There was but one church within the confines of the town, and of course it was the Church of England. As Catholics, neither Maeve nor her mother had ever attended the Sunday service. Or so Maeve had thought.

			Mama peeled the seaweed away and wiped her face. “Did you never wonder what all of this travel was for?” Her voice was muffled through the towel, but Maeve could hear her exasperation as clear as if she had shouted.

			“For your health. For our pleasure. Because Scotland’s dramatic hills should not be missed if one can help it, and Bath is a lovely place to spend one’s winters, and Inverley in summer is the most charming place I have ever encountered in all my life.”

			“I thought I raised you better than this.” Mama clicked her tongue. “You are clever enough, little as you like to exert yourself. Did you not notice how I have been in pursuit of the Count of Aducci since your stepfather died last year? Why, we even followed him to London when he left Bath in the autumn. I cannot believe how it escaped your notice. But you have always been in pursuit of your own pleasures.”

			Water from the seaweed on Maeve’s lap seeped into her skirts. To avoid looking her mother in the eye, she scooped up the sodden mess and dumped it onto the table. “The count is distasteful,” she said. He was the type of man who leered at the actresses when they had attended the theatre together.

			“He is rich.”

			“And that excuses his behavior?”

			“You know that it does.”

			“We shall live with him in Italy?” That wasn’t such a bad prospect. The ruins of Rome would be a marvel to see, and the country had plenty of art and wine to recommend it. She could find plenty of ways to avoid the count.

			“My dear, it is no longer we.”

			It felt as if a fresh piece of seaweed had slipped down the back of her dress. Maeve stared at her, but now it was her mother who did not meet her eye. “Whyever not?”

			Mama’s face softened. “I tried to tell him that you should come with us. I tried, my dear. But he won’t listen. He says you are a grown woman and need to care for yourself. And he’s right. You are eight and twenty, and clever enough. You shall be fine.”

			“I very well shan’t be.” She tried to think of a life without her mother’s presence, and failed.

			“Of course you shall. There is plenty of summer left. You will find a man to marry.”

			“I don’t wish for a husband!”

			“A sensible sentiment, as they are a nuisance. But they are a necessary nuisance. We could not have spent such a merry time these past three years without a husband to fund it, and all I needed to do was send a letter each quarter inquiring after his health. Being a wife need not be such an onerous task. You shall see.”

			“I won’t do it.”

			“You will have six months of money for room and board, and then you will see how difficult it is for a single woman of no fortune.” Mama’s jaw was set. “But if it takes more than three, I would be surprised indeed. I am leaving you in choice pastures, Maeve. There are plenty of eligible men here on holiday. You have the looks, you have the charm. All you need is the will. Now let us be off for home, dear.”

			Maeve’s hands were shaking as she tossed the towel aside and picked up her reticule.

			What would become of her if she was left alone with no protection?

			Why, what if this was the last seaweed treatment she ever received, and she had squandered it?

			It didn’t bear thinking about.

			




Chapter Ten

			The next morning, Maeve arrived at the general store, located at the busiest intersection in the center of Inverley. She wore her next-next-best day dress for the occasion, which had now become her best. The dress that Mrs. Firth had worn yesterday previously held that title, the yellow linen twill walking frock given to Mr. Culpepper in exchange for four guineas (and eight extra shillings when Maeve had refused to hear any slander against the darling ivory bows at its neckline and hem).

			Mr. Culpepper was proving to be an indispensable friend. He had been the one to suggest Maeve seek out employment at the general store, as the owner was a dear friend of his and he had put in a good word for her. Today was her first day as a shop attendant.

			It wasn’t something she had ever expected for herself. She was a patroness of such establishments. Selling her belongings had been difficult enough, but working was another thing entirely. This was the true beginning of her descent from good society. After today, acquaintances from her former evenings at the assembly rooms would no longer even acknowledge her, and it would be a surprise if anyone invited her even to the smallest event that Inverley had to offer. It was not that she was no longer a visitor, but that she was casting off her gentility to soil her hands and fraternize with a different sort of people altogether.

			She adjusted her favorite straw bonnet with its arrangement of ribbons and faux fruit, glad enough that she had been able to keep her best of something for herself, and sailed inside.

			“Good morning, Mr. Jackson,” she greeted the owner.

			“Good morning, Miss Balfour. Happy to have you here with us today.” He glanced at the clock in the corner. “We open at ten sharp, you know, and it’s best to arrive a little early to help open up.”

			It had taken longer to walk from Fairview Manor than she had thought. “I can do that, sir.”

			“Good, good.”

			After listening to a lecture on the running of the store and keeping the till and counting the inventory, Maeve was put behind the big wooden desk where the money and ledgers were kept and was told to keep the customers happy and to give them what they wanted.

			That was when Maeve realized that working in a shop was akin to the very best part of a party. A good soiree had dancing and a light supper, all of which was enjoyable, but her favorite part of such an evening was talking with friends and exchanging the best on dits about the latest goings-on.

			At the general shop, everyone wanted to gossip.

			They were people she had never met before, and who wished nothing more than to talk about themselves and their predicaments. Mrs. Frances wanted a new jelly mold, on account of her daughter-in-law making off with hers and refusing to return it, and so she wanted to show her up with a fancier dessert at her next dinner. Maeve happily looked through molds with her, but in the end recommended an elegant lemon tart instead. “Much more refined than a jelly,” she promised Mrs. Frances, who left the shop empty handed but filled with good cheer.

			Then Mr. Talcott needed a new leather harness for his horse because his son had come home drunk. Maeve understood it to be a common trouble, given the level of his exasperation. He had somehow lost the harness when he had put the horse to stable in his condition. “Ought to be him in here paying for a new one,” he said with a shake of his head, “but I reckon he’s best off where he is sleeping it off.”

			Maeve frowned. “He should learn to take his responsibility! He should search every inch of the stable until he finds the harness instead of wasting your time and money to purchase new. I do hope he finds it, sir.”

			A bevy of young ladies came in, giggling over the merits of the brawny sailors compared to the red-coated militiamen stationed outside of town, and Maeve passed a comfortable half hour with them as they fawned over handkerchiefs and lace and beads before they left without even purchasing half a length of ribbon.

			Mr. Jackson touched Maeve’s elbow. “Now, mind that we have to encourage people to make purchases,” he said. “Not while the hours away with chatter. How about you go handle the inventory? We received bolts of cloth from London this afternoon, and they need counting and sorting.”

			Maeve brightened. She did love fabrics.

			But the storeroom was dark and dull with no one to talk to. Maeve lost track of time while she was stroking the velvets and patting the corduroy and sorting the leather hides.

			Mr. Jackson’s face fell when he checked in on her. “How have you sorted these?” He poked one of the piles.

			Maeve smiled up at him. “By color, of course. Don’t they look lovely?”

			“It’s more practical to sort by purpose, isn’t it?” He scratched at his beard. “People will come in looking for cloth by type, for whatever they want to make of it. They’re not going to look by color.”

			She recognized the truth of it immediately. It was what she would be looking for herself as a customer. Her face burned. “Of course. I will re-sort them.”

			“It’s a bit late, I’ll finish up.” He hesitated. “But I’m not so sure I need the help after all, Miss Balfour. Mr. Culpepper was right that you’re a good enough lass, but you’re altogether a bit too chatty for my store.”

			Maeve was exhausted when she left the general store. It had been most obliging of Mr. Culpepper to recommend her to Mr. Jackson, but her heart was heavy. She was left wishing that she had not tried her hand at working after all. What if she could never find permanent employment? Her shillings would drift away from her like grains of sand being pulled back into the ocean. And then how would she live?

			The thought haunted her more than anything she had seen thus far at Fairview Manor.

			Oh, what a predicament Mama had left her in.

			It was a struggle not to think of her with bitterness, though she also missed her terribly. It was still so odd to think that she wouldn’t be at home waiting to pour her a cup of tea when Maeve returned.

			Mama hadn’t always been wise, nor had she always been thoughtful. But she had been quick with an observation or a pithy comment and had been wonderful company through their travels.

			Mr. Jackson may have thought her too chatty, but it had been a balm to her soul to finally talk to people again. It was lonely whiling away the hours in her new bedchamber by herself.

			Wouldn’t Mama have been surprised to see Maeve working at the general store where they had passed so many hours shopping together? She had always called Maeve a layabout, and she knew it to be no less than the truth. Today had been a test of her mettle, standing for far longer than she typically did in a day. Her shoes pinched her feet, which felt swollen twice their size. She frowned down at the beribboned shoes. They hadn’t been a practical choice, but she didn’t own much that wasn’t ornamental.

			It was most distressing to wonder if perhaps the truth was that she was merely ornamental too.

			* * *

			For all that Miss Balfour had kept out of Joan’s sight during the past week, she nevertheless made her presence felt.

			She left for her daily turn about the garden each afternoon at half past two, when Joan always caught sight of her from her bedchamber window.

			She left a prettily embroidered handkerchief in the Blue Parlor where she was not supposed to have been at all, and which Joan asked Sarah to return to her posthaste.

			And on Thursday afternoon, she slammed the front door so hard that Joan heard it all the way from her sitting room on the second floor.

			Miss Balfour’s voice was agitated as she spoke with Everson—and loud, for the walls in the manor were thick and sound didn’t travel easily.

			Joan swallowed. It was none of her business. Miss Balfour was a boarder, and a reluctantly invited one at that. It wouldn’t do to further their strange acquaintanceship.

			And yet the truth of the matter was that Joan was starting to wish for more than the society of her maids. With her self-imposed solitude, the only available person who could provide her with some distraction was Miss Balfour.

			Perhaps Miss Balfour might welcome a distraction from whatever was troubling her today. She had seemed to enjoy talking on the day that she had moved in. It had been Joan’s coldness that had ended their conversation before it could properly begin.

			That decided the matter for her. Eager to see Miss Balfour in the flesh after days of encountering nothing more than ephemera, Joan put aside her letter.

			She found her in the kitchen. Miss Balfour looked up from the cup of tea cradled in her hands, her face cross. Joan realized with a start that although she owned this house, she felt like she was trespassing where she did not belong.

			Cook had been patting Miss Balfour’s arm but stood when Joan entered. “Ah, Your—oh, Mrs. Firth! May I offer you a cup of tea? The pot is still fresh.”

			Joan had never in her life been offered tea in a kitchen. Not when she had been a girl, and certainly never as a duchess. She looked around, uncertain if she had even set foot in the kitchen since her arrival in Inverley. It was as unfamiliar to her as an alchemist’s laboratory. Everything was scrubbed neat and clean, and mysterious herbs hung from the ceiling and perfumed the air in a most pleasing manner.

			“I would like a cup of tea,” she said, surprising herself. She took a step into the room, then hesitated. A divide still existed between mistress and servant among the middle class that she was pretending to belong to, and yet here was Miss Balfour, a gentlewoman, ensconced in the kitchen as comfortable as you please. Perhaps she should follow her instinct. “And of course you must join us,” she said to Cook, in a bluster of counterfeit confidence. Whether or not it was normal for other households, it was going to happen in hers.

			Sarah bustled in, her arms full of laundry, and stopped short when she saw Joan.

			“You must have a cup of tea with us, Sarah,” she said, desperate for a familiar face around the table.

			“Oh!” Her mouth was an oval of surprise, and the bundle in her arms teetered. “Yes, I would be most appreciative of tea.” She sounded uncertain, and her brow was creased as she deposited the sheets in a basket by the door. She sat down, glancing at Joan while Cook poured fresh cups for everyone.

			This was promising. It wasn’t comfortable, and Joan was sure that both Cook and Sarah would talk about this with some confusion between themselves later, but her priority was to provide comfort for Miss Balfour.

			Miss Balfour, however, did not appear comforted. She still had a storm cloud on her face, and she scowled into her teacup.

			Joan sipped her tea, unable to recall whether she had put lemon in her cup or honey. Perhaps she had worsened the situation. Should she ask Miss Balfour what was the matter, or had the opportunity passed? It would be gauche to bring up her ill temper in front of Cook and Sarah.

			Tilda wandered in and of course she must be served her own dish of tea, which meant that a crowd of chattering women now sat around the big scarred table. Dishes clacked against each other, spoons clinked against the china, and then a plate of biscuits appeared. Without knowing quite how it happened, Joan realized that it was a little party.

			She met Miss Balfour’s eyes. They were expressive, luminous and large, and held a wry sort of humor. Despite the awkwardness she had felt upon entering the kitchen, she felt her shoulders relax.

			“Thank you for joining me,” Miss Balfour said, her lilting voice hardly above a whisper. She leaned close and touched Joan’s wrist with a gloved finger.

			A shock of awareness flooded her at the contact, though it lasted no more than a moment.

			Was this how people touched when they were not of the noblesse? How intriguing. She knew well enough that the common folk touched all the time. She had heard vague tales of footmen and maids cavorting in stables and storage closets. But she had never thought much about those in between the ranks of service and the nobility.

			She wanted to reach out and touch Miss Balfour too. Her fingers twitched, but she managed to restrain herself.

			The conversation continued to swell, and somehow they were enclosed within their own pocket of air and space, even as Luke came in cheekily begging for a cup of his own and Cook was reprimanding him and the roars of laughter crashed around them like the waves.

			Joan felt a funny warmth in her chest.

			It was pleasure.

			She was startled to recognize the truth of it. It had not been duty that had compelled her to find Miss Balfour, nor curiosity. It had been pleasure. She wasn’t sure how much she wanted to dwell on that. She had always been happy to see her friends, but she knew that this was not in the same category.

			She didn’t know how she knew, given that she had never felt this way, but it was a truth that she felt to her marrow.

			With everyone else around them occupied, she could speak freely. “Are you feeling better now?” she asked, her voice as soft and low as she could make it. 

			Miss Balfour frowned. “How did you know that I was upset?”

			“Forgive me, but I heard you enter the manor and you did not sound like yourself.”

			Miss Balfour swirled the dregs of tea in her cup. “I am in dire need of employment and have yet to find a position. My services, limited as they are, were declined last week at the stationer’s shop and the circulating library. Today, after starting in a position at the general store that I thought would suit me, I made a fool of myself trying to fit in and I was let go.” She drew in a deep breath. “I am feeling vexed.”

			Joan nodded. She was feeling much the same these days. She didn’t belong in her new life any more than Miss Balfour did. “That sounds most concerning.”

			Miss Balfour looked away. “Worry not, I can pay my room and board for next month. And I would like you to know that I am not taking advantage of your cook. She offered me tea when I came in. I wasn’t looking for more than my share.”

			Joan felt a hot flush start at the base of her throat. “I didn’t think any such thing. You are more than welcome to refresh yourself.”

			“In the kitchens, of course.”

			Joan could tell there was the hint of an insult there, some disfavor at being forbidden from the parlor, but she felt helpless to correct Miss Balfour. After all, it was true. That was the stipulation that she had set out, and there was nothing unusual in it. As a boarder, Miss Balfour was not a guest of the manor and therefore was not welcomed to the rest of the house beyond her bedchamber and the kitchen.

			And yet Joan wanted more than the lingering scent of her rose petal perfume in the great hall and her forgotten handkerchief in the parlor and the sound of her laughter, lush and low, as it floated from the garden to her bedchamber window.

			Joan couldn’t name the emotion that she felt, but she knew that she wanted to chase it as long as she could, to hold it close to her chest while they were in the same room together.

			There was something warm and vibrant about Miss Balfour. It wasn’t wise to enter into a friendship, however. She was easy to talk to, which meant Joan was liable to say too much about her past, or to trip over the lies that she must weave to convincingly play the part of the sea captain’s widow. Falsehoods didn’t come easily to her at the best of times.

			But the look on Miss Balfour’s face, pale and drawn, decided it for her.

			“Would you care for a turn about the grounds, Miss Balfour?” The words rushed out of her in a tumble, leaving her breathless and lightheaded. Nerves such as these were ridiculous. Taking one’s constitutional was an unexceptional part of one’s day, after all, whether it was alone or with a friend.

			Was Miss Balfour a friend, though?

			Joan thought she might like it if she were.

			The warmth in her chest blossomed when Miss Balfour smiled up at her. “I would like that very much indeed, Mrs. Firth.”

			




Chapter Eleven

			Maeve felt an absurd pleasure at being asked to walk. Mrs. Firth had been so solicitous at tea. Perhaps her earlier reticence had been due to shyness. Or perhaps her grief had rendered her unwilling to socialize and she was now rusty at the practice, preferring to isolate herself in her house on the hill.

			“I hope the fresh air brightens your mood,” Mrs. Firth said once the kitchen door swung shut behind them.

			“It never fails. Inverley is lovely in August, and you own a fine allotment of it.”

			“Yes, I suppose so.”

			The disinterest in her voice surprised Maeve. Mrs. Firth had confessed to not liking the ocean, but she must see the merits of the rest of the property. “It must be a far cry from what you’re used to in London.”

			“London?” Her tone was sharp.

			“Why, is that not where you both lived when Captain Firth was at sea?”

			“Oh. Yes.” She paused. “I also spent time in Shropshire with his family.”

			“Did he have a large family? I always wished for one.”

			“Two younger brothers, an insufferable sister, and two daughters from a previous marriage. And several sons. I ought not forget about his sons.” There was a tight smile on her face.

			“I hope they were a comfort to you when he passed.”

			“They did not care for him, nor for me. Not when he was alive, and certainly not now.” Her mouth snapped shut, as if she hadn’t meant to say so much.

			How dramatic. Maeve was aching to know more, but Mrs. Firth seemed disinclined to elaborate. She had eyes that Maeve suspected would be lovely if they sparkled, but so far Maeve had only seen a nervous sort of energy behind them.

			She pushed away the thought that she would like to make them sparkle and could think of a way or two to make that happen. She had always enjoyed the company of other women, regardless of whether she could make a conquest. The thought of such desires might well send Mrs. Firth to the fainting couch. Maeve had implied such things before to women who had reacted with confusion or outrage. She wasn’t going to take such a chance with the woman she was renting from.

			Still, there was much to admire in Mrs. Firth’s trim figure as she marched beside her, the summer breeze catching in her bonnet ribbons.

			“I meant to hear more about your day, if you wish to talk about it.” Mrs. Firth’s tone was warm again, her composure regained.

			“It is of no import,” Maeve said, more to be polite. She ached to say what she felt, to release it and to move on from it. One of the most difficult parts of solitary living was that there was no friendly ear to listen to her woes, and likewise no one to confide in her. She was accustomed to a life intertwined.

			“I do not mean to pry, but are you certain?” Her gentle tone was a balm to the hurt that she felt.

			It never took much to encourage Maeve to talk, and she seized the opportunity. “No. I am distraught and do not wish to show my ill humors in front of you.”

			“It must have been a difficult day.”

			“It was the worst, if I may be honest with you,” Maeve said with a sigh.

			Mrs. Firth’s lips twitched. “The worst?”

			Maeve laughed. “Perhaps not, but is that not the way it feels sometimes? I know it won’t hurt as much tomorrow or the next day, but I fear I have always dwelt too much in the present.”

			“What happened?”

			“I suppose I wasn’t being helpful in the way that they needed.” Emotion flooded her again, as fresh as it was in the moment that Mr. Jackson had dismissed her. “The part that hurts is that I felt I was doing well, so it was a shock to find I wasn’t.”

			“That is a most difficult position to be in.”

			“I failed at something that I must succeed at, but at which I have never had to try in my life. It is an exhausting reality, to labor for one’s coin.” She shook her head, embarrassed. “I am by no means even a true laborer. I am not breaking my back and ruining my eyes with sewing, or anything of the ilk. Instead, I am wretched at the easiest of tasks set to me.”

			Lazy, and frivolous. Words she had heard time and again from Mama.

			“It sounds like you are trying, and you are learning as you go on. It’s admirable.”

			“Do you reckon the learning is as important as the doing?” Maeve asked. “I’m not so certain my pockets would agree, as learning does not seem to help earn my keep.”

			Mrs. Firth’s face was thoughtful. “We all find ourselves in unpredictable circumstances at some point or another. Perhaps all you need is time to adjust to your new surroundings, and the new expectations that come with them.”

			“Time is another commodity that I do not have in ample supply. But it is kind of you to take the time to listen.”

			“Sometimes I think time is my only valuable commodity. It is the one thing that I can give and no one can take from me.” She looked away as she said it, and her voice was sad.

			When they reached the edge of the bluff, Maeve turned out of habit toward the path that led to the private cove.

			“Where are you going?” Mrs. Firth’s tone surprised her.

			“I never miss an opportunity to go to the shore when I am walking.”

			Her fists balled at her sides and her face was blanched. “I don’t care much for the sea.”

			“Of course. I should have remembered.” Maeve reached out and touched her arm. “I am sorry, I did not mean to be inconsiderate.” It seemed a cruel fate to live by the shore when one was so afraid of it.

			“You have no need to apologize. It is normal to speak of the sea when it is so near.” Mrs. Firth’s smile was strained.

			“I see storm clouds gathering. Do let us return to the house.” The dark clouds were plenty far enough away that they could have made a half dozen excursions to the shore before any drop of rain landed, but Maeve wished to end the tension that had sprung up between them and to soothe Mrs. Firth from her fears.

			“Yes. The house.” She said it with a heavy sigh, the subject seeming to displease her as much as the sea.

			They were quiet on the stroll back, Maeve pondering the new questions that she had about her mysterious landlady.

			* * *

			Joan lay in bed that night, blankets tossed asunder, wishing she had purchased a house anywhere else in England. The storm had come on after dinner, the sky turning dark as midnight in the blink of an eye. With the rain lashing the windows and the wind howling down the chimney, the house was more melancholy than usual.

			The gauzy curtains hanging from her bedposts fluttered even though the windows were latched closed. Joan was disheartened to find that the draft chilled the air enough to wish for the winter woolen socks that had been sold the minute she left London.

			Had she become nothing more than
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