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  The House That Threw a Tile at Me


Clara
The first thing Brambleford Hall did after becoming mine was attempt to murder me with its roof. 
To its credit, the attempt was half-hearted. The tile slid loose from the left side of the roof with a scraping sound, dropped through the damp morning air, and landed in the mud three inches from my boot with the wet, final dignity of a failed assassination. I looked at it for a moment, then looked up at the house, which appeared to be staring back with several cracked windows and absolutely no remorse.
“Well,” I said, because one ought to say something when one’s inheritance begins with violence. “That was honest.”
Behind me, the hired carter made a sound in his throat that suggested he was reconsidering every life choice that had brought him to this particular drive. He had already complained twice about the ruts, once about the mist, and once, more privately, about the state of the gate, which had required him to climb down and persuade it open with his shoulder. I could not blame him. Brambleford Hall did not so much welcome visitors as measure how badly they wished to arrive.
The house stood at the end of the long drive in a state of grand exhaustion. It was not ruined exactly, for ruined houses had the decency to know they were finished. Brambleford looked as if it had been meaning to improve itself for twenty years and had been interrupted by rain, debt, and possibly a family argument. Its gray stone front was streaked with damp. Ivy had conquered the eastern wall and made serious advances toward the roofline, while the garden on either side of the steps had clearly declared independence from human authority, with rose canes, nettles, and something tall and yellowish staging what appeared to be a local uprising.
Yet beneath the cracked plaster work and sagging gutters, beneath the weeds and mist and the roof’s early hostility, there was still beauty. Not the polished, obedient beauty of houses that belonged to people with gardeners, but something older and more stubborn. Wide windows. Good bones. A sweep of land rolling away behind it. A door broad enough to make an entrance through, if it could be persuaded to open without complaint.
And it was mine.
The thought arrived carefully, as if afraid of being overheard and corrected. Mine. For most of my life, my possessions had been small enough to fit in trunks: a few gowns that had belonged to cousins before they belonged to me, a shawl mended twice at the edge, a silver thimble that had been my mother’s, though I had never liked sewing enough to deserve it. Even my rooms had never been truly mine. They were guest rooms, cousin rooms, borrowed rooms, rooms one must keep tidy because gratitude was easier to live with when it did not leave stockings on chairs.
But Brambleford Hall, according to the letter folded inside my reticule, had been left to me by my great-aunt Viola Bramble, who had met me only twice in person and had once sent me a birthday parcel containing sugared violets, two books on household accounts, and a note that said, Never trust a man who praises your patience.
I had always liked her.
Before I could take a step toward the house, the front door opened. It did not open smoothly. It resisted first, groaned next, and then surrendered with the theatrical air of a person forgiving an insult. A man stood in the doorway, tall and thin and very straight, with silver hair combed neatly back from a long face that was solemn without being unfriendly. His black coat had been brushed with care, though age had softened it at the cuffs, and his expression belonged to someone who had seen disaster, served it tea, and continued with his duties.
He came down the steps with measured dignity, avoiding a cracked place in the stone without looking at it, and bowed as if nothing about my arrival had involved falling slate.
“Miss Wetherell,” he said. “Welcome to Brambleford Hall.”
Another small piece of mortar dropped from somewhere above and landed on the step behind him. The man did not turn, but there was the smallest pause before he added, “I must apologize. The house is excited.”
That settled it. I liked him immediately.
“Then I shall try not to take the roof tile personally,” I said.
“A wise beginning, miss. Mr. Fenn, at your service.” He straightened and looked toward the tile in the mud with the mild disappointment of a butler whose employer had spoken too loudly at dinner. “It has been a difficult winter.”
“It appears to have been a difficult century.”
His mouth moved by perhaps one-eighth of an inch. “The house has endured.”
“So have I,” I said, and then regretted the answer because it sounded more honest than I had intended.
Mr. Fenn’s gaze rested on me for a brief moment, not prying, not pitying, merely noticing. I had known many households where servants noticed everything and said nothing until it could be used against someone. Mr. Fenn noticed like a man placing facts carefully upon shelves, and for reasons I did not entirely understand, it made me stand a little straighter.
Behind us, the carter began unloading my trunk with loud, wet displeasure. Mr. Fenn glanced toward him, assessed both the trunk and the man’s temperament, then returned his attention to me.
“Peg will assist with your things,” he said. “Mrs. Beale has prepared tea. She wished me to say that the kettle behaved, though the range did not.”
“I am grateful to the kettle.”
“It will be informed.”
He turned and gestured me toward the house. I gathered my skirts, stepped around the fallen tile, and climbed the cracked stone steps with the solemnity of a woman entering her future and the caution of a woman aware that her future had loose masonry.
The entrance hall smelled of beeswax, damp wool, old smoke, and something faintly green that might have been ivy coming through the walls or hope refusing to die. It was larger than I expected, with a black-and-white stone floor, a wide staircase rising opposite the door, and portraits hung along both walls. A few had been dusted recently. Others wore a grayish film that made their ancestors appear to be judging us through fog.
A young maid came hurrying from the side passage, all bright eyes, flushed cheeks, and cap strings not quite even. “Oh, miss, you’re here,” she said, then stopped short as if remembering that enthusiasm was not, strictly speaking, a form of etiquette. She dropped a curtsy so deep it nearly became a medical event. “That is, welcome, miss. I’m Peg. I can carry anything small, folded, wrapped, boxed, or not alive.”
“An excellent range of skills,” I said.
Peg brightened. “I can carry alive things too, miss, if they’re friendly.”
“Let us begin with my trunk and see how ambitious the day becomes.”
She beamed at me as if I had said something clever, then hurried outside with the speed of someone who had never yet been betrayed by enthusiasm. Mr. Fenn watched her go with a resigned fondness that told me Peg had been both useful and a trial since the day she entered the household.
“Peg has been with us nine months,” he said. “She has improved the general atmosphere and broken only six items of consequence.”
“That seems a fair exchange.”
“Mrs. Beale disagrees regarding the blue basin.”
Before I could answer, a woman emerged from the passage Peg had left by. She was broad, square-shouldered, and dressed in dark stuff with her sleeves rolled precisely to the forearm. Her hair was pinned beneath a cap so clean it looked moral. She carried no tray, but somehow gave the impression that somewhere nearby a tray had been judged and found wanting.
“Mrs. Beale,” Mr. Fenn said. “Our cook.”
Mrs. Beale looked me up and down. Not rudely. Thoroughly. Her gaze paused at my hem, which was muddy, then at my gloves, which were worn at the fingertips, then at my face, where I had arranged what I hoped was a calm expression and feared was something closer to hopeful terror.
“You’ll want tea,” she said.
“Yes,” I replied. “Very much.”
“Good. People who say they do not want tea when they clearly do are not to be trusted.”
“I agree entirely.”
Her eyes narrowed slightly, as if she had not expected me to pass the first test. “There are seed cakes. They’re not my best.”
“I shall receive them as a warning rather than an insult.”
This time her mouth definitely softened. “Hm.”
Then she turned and went back the way she had come, having apparently spent as much conversation as the morning deserved. Mr. Fenn inclined his head, and his voice lowered just enough to give the impression of confidential household wisdom.
“Mrs. Beale communicates largely through provision. If she serves you plain toast, she is displeased. If she sends custard, she has forgiven you. If she bakes the plum cake, someone has either died or been accepted.”
“I shall attempt to earn custard before I attempt plum cake.”
“A prudent ambition.”
The hall had begun to feel less like a stranger’s house and more like a household waiting to see what I would do with it. That was a dangerous feeling. Affection, in my experience, often arrived before security and then had to be packed away in a hurry. But I could not help looking around with a small, growing ache. The ceiling rose high above us, though one corner bore a water stain the size of Wales. A vase of dried lavender stood on a side table. Someone had polished the banister. A threadbare runner had been mended rather than discarded.
Care survived here, even where money had not.
Mr. Fenn seemed to know where my gaze had gone. “The late Mrs. Bramble preferred repairs that could be managed without inviting tradesmen who asked questions.”
“What sort of questions?”
“The expensive kind.”
“Ah.”
He folded his hands behind his back. “If you are ready, miss, I can show you the principal rooms before tea. The household accounts are in the morning room. The east wing is closed for the present. The roof above the blue bedchamber is temperamental. The downstairs library is serviceable if one does not lean upon the third shelf from the fireplace. The yellow sitting room is dry in ordinary rain.”
“And in extraordinary rain?”
“It becomes philosophical.”
I pressed my lips together and nodded with grave appreciation. “I see.”
“There is also the matter of Duchess.”
I turned to him. “Duchess?”
“The cow, miss.”
“Of course,” I said, because what else could Duchess be? “Is she important?”
“At present, she is the only resident of Brambleford Hall who produces a reliable income.”
That was when I began to suspect my inheritance might be more complicated than the solicitor’s letter had suggested.
Mr. Fenn led me through the hall while Peg and the carter wrestled my trunk inside behind us. As we passed the portraits, he named a few of them in the respectful voice used for the dead, the titled, and relatives too far removed to be blamed for current problems. Brambles stared down from their frames in various states of dignity. Some looked severe. Some looked bored. One gentleman in a red coat had a face so satisfied with itself that I disliked him immediately.
Near the foot of the staircase, Mr. Fenn paused before the portrait of a woman in a dark gown, seated near a window with one hand resting on a closed book. She was not painted as a beauty in the usual soft, empty way that made women look interchangeable. Her face had intelligence in it, and restraint, and a stillness that did not feel weak. Dark eyes. Composed mouth. A pearl at her throat. She looked like someone who had learned early how much could be hidden by perfect posture.
The small brass plate beneath the frame read:
Lady Eleanor Bramble, Duchess of Ravenscar.
“Who was she?” I asked.
Mr. Fenn’s face did not change, but his pause was long enough to be noticeable.
“Previous family, miss.”
I looked at the portrait again. “Previous?”
“The Hall has passed through several hands.”
“That sounds very neat.”
“It was not always neat.”
The answer held a door closed inside it. I heard the latch click, metaphorically speaking, and had the sense not to rattle it on my first day. Besides, I had already acquired a murderous roof, a philosophical sitting room, a financially productive cow, and seed cakes of uncertain emotional meaning. I could not investigate every oddity before luncheon.
Still, Lady Eleanor’s painted gaze followed me as we moved on.
The morning room was bright despite the mist, with windows facing the neglected garden. One window had been propped shut with a folded scrap of wood. A writing desk stood near the hearth, and beside it lay a stack of ledgers tied with string. They looked less like household accounts and more like a threat arranged by date.
Mr. Fenn noticed me noticing.
“The accounts, miss.”
“How bad are they?”
He considered this with the care of a man choosing between honesty and mercy.
“Meaningful.”
“That is a very elegant word for disaster.”
“It allows disaster to retain its dignity.”
I crossed to the desk and touched the top ledger. The leather cover was worn soft at the corners. My fingers rested there longer than necessary. I had expected debts, of course. Great-aunt Viola had not left me a polished estate with fat rents and obedient hedges. I was not a heroine in one of those novels where good fortune arrived wearing ribbons. But expectation and reality were different animals. Expectation sat politely in the mind. Reality dropped roof tiles.
“Will I be able to manage them?” I asked.
Mr. Fenn did not answer at once, and the silence, politely held though it was, told me more than reassurance could have done.
“I see,” I said.
“I do not wish to discourage you on your first morning, miss.”
“No, please do. I prefer my discouragement early, before I have unpacked.”
This time Mr. Fenn’s mouth definitely twitched. “There are rents due next quarter. Some tenants are behind, but not unwilling. The west pasture needs fencing before it can be properly leased. Duchess produces well.”
“Duchess sounds increasingly like a pillar of the estate.”
“She has a strong sense of duty.”
“And the ghost?” I asked, because once a household includes a wealthy cow, one should gather all remaining absurdities quickly.
Mr. Fenn became very still, and in that stillness I understood that the ghost was not one of the harmless absurdities.
“The servants mentioned it in passing?” I guessed.
“Peg mentioned it before you entered, during, or after she carried your trunk?”
“Not yet.”
“She will.”
“Then perhaps I should be prepared.”
He looked toward the window. Outside, the garden shifted in the mist, branches moving with the soft persistence of things that had not been pruned in some time. When he spoke again, his voice had not changed exactly, but it had settled lower.
“There is a story attached to the east wing. A bride who did not reach the altar. It is an old tale. Such houses collect old tales the way attics collect trunks.”
“Do you believe it?”
“I believe,” said Mr. Fenn, “that people hear what they hear.”
This was the sort of answer that did nothing useful except make the room feel colder.
“And what do they hear?”
“Footsteps where no one walks. Bells from rooms not in use. Once, singing.”
“Once?”
“Mrs. Beale threw a saucepan in the direction of the sound, and it did not repeat.”
I took a moment to admire Mrs. Beale’s spiritual policy, then asked whether the east wing was unsafe because of the ghost or because of the structure.
Mr. Fenn looked back at me gravely. “Yes, miss.”
I decided tea would help. Tea did not solve money, inheritance, ghosts, or unstable roofing, but it gave one’s hands something respectable to do while one avoided screaming.
Mrs. Beale served it in the yellow sitting room, which, true to Mr. Fenn’s word, was dry under ordinary rain. The wallpaper had faded to the color of weak custard, and the sofa sagged in the middle as if it had heard too many confidences. Peg brought the tray, nearly collided with a small table, saved the teapot with heroic speed, and looked so proud of herself that I applauded softly before I could stop myself.
She blushed scarlet. “Thank you, miss.”
From the doorway, Mrs. Beale observed the exchange with the expression of a woman who did not object to gratitude but disapproved of encouraging acrobatics with china. “Do not encourage acrobatics with china.”
“No,” I said. “Of course.”
The seed cakes were plain, slightly dry, and clearly intended to express caution. I ate two. Mrs. Beale noticed, and though her face remained stern, her opinion of me seemed to improve by perhaps a quarter inch.
While I drank, Mr. Fenn explained the household in more detail. There had once been twelve indoor servants. Now there were four, if one counted Old Tomas, who slept above the stable and considered himself answerable to weather first and human beings second. The east wing had been shut for years. The gardens had been maintained only enough to prevent total conquest. The tenants were loyal to the Bramble name, though loyalty did not repair drains. The nearest village was Brambleford St. Jude, which had a church, an inn, a post office, and a woman named Mrs. Alderton who knew everyone’s business before they had finished conducting it.
“And Great-aunt Viola?” I asked.
The room changed slightly.
It was not dramatic. No one gasped. The ghost did not knock from the east wing. But Mr. Fenn’s hands, folded so neatly before him, tightened once. Peg looked at the tray. Mrs. Beale, who had returned to remove nothing and inspect everything, stopped in the doorway.
“She was a particular lady,” Mr. Fenn said.
“That could mean anything.”
“It often did, with Mrs. Bramble.”
I smiled despite myself. “She wrote to me for years. I never understood why. She had so many nearer relations.”
“She disliked most of them.”
“That would explain much.”
“She spoke of you,” Mrs. Beale said suddenly.
I turned to her.
The cook looked almost annoyed that she had contributed. “Said you answered letters properly. Not just thank-you nonsense. Proper answers. Said you noticed things.”
My throat tightened in a way I did not appreciate.
“I did not know she kept them,” I said.
“Kept everything,” Mrs. Beale replied. “Receipts, ribbons, grudges.”
Mr. Fenn murmured, “Especially grudges.”
That made Peg smile into the tea tray, and I looked down at my cup because my face had become more revealing than I preferred. It was a foolish thing to be moved by, perhaps. Letters were not bread, or money, or a secure place in the world. They did not mend hems or pay bills. Yet for six years, after my father died and my mother followed him too quickly, Aunt Viola had written to me. Not often enough to be called affectionate by ordinary standards, but steadily. She had told me about the garden, about weather, about Duchess’s predecessor, Queenie, who had apparently possessed strong political opinions, and about a persistent tapping in the east wing that she blamed on either pipes or a ghost with poor manners.
Those letters had been strange little windows in houses where I was only passing through, and now she had left me the window, the house, the debts, the cow, and possibly the ghost.
“She gave me this place,” I said, because saying it aloud made it feel less likely to vanish.
Mr. Fenn inclined his head. “She did, miss.”
I wanted to ask why. I wanted to ask whether she had been thinking of me at the end, whether she had known what it would mean, whether she had understood that to give a home to a woman who had never truly owned one was not a small kindness but a dangerous one, because hope once given became very difficult to surrender. Instead, I drank my tea.
Panic, I had decided, was something rich people had time for. The rest of us had to make inventories.
After tea, Mr. Fenn took me toward the rear of the house to meet Old Tomas, who was repairing a gate with a length of twine, a hammer, and an expression of deep distrust toward the sky. He was a bent, narrow man with a face like a winter apple and a hat that seemed to have outlived two governments.
“New mistress,” Mr. Fenn said.
Old Tomas looked at me, then at the clouds. “Rain by supper.”
“How do you do?” I replied.
“Worse tomorrow.”
“I am sorry to hear it.”
“Roof won’t like it.”
“I gathered the roof had opinions.”
Old Tomas nodded as if satisfied by my understanding, then added that there would be an east wind by Monday before returning to his gate as if that concluded all necessary social exchange.
“He is not unfriendly,” Mr. Fenn said as we walked back toward the house.
“No. Merely meteorological.”
“He was once quite talkative.”
“What happened?”
“Summer of ninety-eight. Very dry.”
I decided not to pursue this.
We had nearly reached the kitchen garden when I met Duchess. She stood behind a low fence near the stable yard, broad, brown, and serene, chewing as if she had personally funded the estate for years and was waiting for someone to acknowledge it. She lifted her head when she saw me. Her eyes were large and damp and wholly unimpressed.
“Duchess,” Mr. Fenn said with respect.
I curtsied. It felt appropriate.
Duchess chewed, and Mr. Fenn, who apparently understood bovine diplomacy better than I did, observed that she liked me because she had not turned away.
“That is more encouragement than I received from several cousins,” I said.
A sound came from Mr. Fenn then, something between a cough and a laugh that had dressed itself as one, and for the first time since the tile fell, I felt something loosen inside me. Not entirely. There were still debts, locked rooms, and meaningful accounts waiting in the morning room. But there were also people here who had kept the house alive on very little. There was a cook who judged by tea, a maid who could carry anything not alive, a butler who apologized for architecture, a groundskeeper who communed with clouds, and a cow with better prospects than any of us.
It was not sensible to love Brambleford Hall so soon. But sense, in my experience, had rarely loved me back.
By late afternoon, my trunk had been carried to a bedchamber overlooking the side garden. The room smelled faintly of lavender and dust. There was a crack in the ceiling, but it did not appear active. Peg assured me that this was one of the good rooms, which told me everything I needed to know and nothing I wished to think about before sleeping.
I unpacked slowly, placing my few gowns in a wardrobe large enough to make them look embarrassed. My mother’s thimble went on the dressing table. My books went on the small shelf near the bed. Aunt Viola’s letter, the solicitor’s letter, and the key to my trunk went into the top drawer. Then I stood in the middle of the room and waited for the feeling, and when it came, it came quietly.
Mine.
Not borrowed. Not tolerated. Not dependent on a cousin’s marriage, a relative’s patience, or a household’s generosity. Mine, even if the roof disapproved. Mine, even if the ledgers looked meaningful in Mr. Fenn’s terrible way. Mine, even if the east wing had a bride, a bell, and enough secrecy to keep the village supplied with conversation for years.
I pressed my hand to the bedpost and closed my fingers around the carved wood. “I shall manage,” I whispered.
The room did not contradict me, which I accepted as encouragement.
A little before five, as the mist thickened again over the drive and the first predicted rain began to whisper against the glass, Mr. Fenn came to fetch me for a more formal review of the accounts. He did not call it alarming. He said Mrs. Bramble had left “several matters requiring attention,” which I had already learned was the language people used when they wished to avoid frightening women who had no money.
We were crossing the entrance hall when the sound of wheels reached us.
Not the rough, complaining wheels of Mr. Pell’s hired cart. These moved with clean rhythm and expensive certainty. A carriage turned through the gate and came up the drive, glossy black against the gray afternoon. Even from the doorway, I could see the crest on the panel, though I did not know it. I saw the matched horses, the polished harness, the footman seated behind, the sort of elegance that did not ask whether roads were muddy because mud was a problem for other people.
Mr. Fenn stopped beside me with a suddenness that made the hall seem to still around him, and when I asked whether we were expecting someone, he answered, “No, miss,” in a voice so controlled that it could only mean he understood something I did not.
The carriage drew up before the steps. The rain had strengthened just enough to make every surface shine. A footman descended and opened the door, and after a moment a man stepped out.
He did not hurry. Men like that never did. The weather adjusted around them or had the poor manners not to. He was tall, dark-haired, and dressed in a traveling coat so perfectly cut that even the mud seemed uncertain whether it was permitted to touch him. His hat shadowed part of his face, but not enough to hide the firm line of his mouth or the cold precision with which he took in the house, the cracked steps, the loose gutter, and the fallen tile still resting in the mud like evidence.
Then his gaze moved to me, and I understood at once that rudeness would have been easier to answer. This was something cooler and more efficient: assessment, swift and exact, as if he had been handed an unexpected document and was already searching for the flaw.
Mr. Fenn descended the steps and bowed. “Your Grace.”
The words landed in the hall behind me and seemed to rearrange the air.
The man removed his hat. His hair was dark, almost black in the wet light, and his face was handsome in a severe way, all controlled lines and inconvenient bone structure. He looked too young to be as cold as he appeared, perhaps in his early thirties, but there was nothing uncertain in him. He had the stillness of someone accustomed to entering rooms and having rooms understand him.
“Fenn,” he said.
Not Mr. Fenn. Fenn. But not carelessly. There was recognition in it.
My butler—if I could call him that after only a few hours and a roof tile—bowed again, and the duke’s gaze returned to me.
“And this,” he said, “is Miss Wetherell.”
It was not a question.
I gathered every scrap of dignity I possessed, which was not as much as one might like while standing in the doorway of a crumbling house with mud on one’s hem and a financially superior cow nearby. “I am,” I said. “And you are?”
His brows lifted a fraction. Behind him, his footman went very still, as if no one had asked this man to identify himself in several years and there was no known procedure for it.
His mouth did not smile. “Nathaniel Blackmoor. Duke of Ravenscar.”
Lady Eleanor Bramble, Duchess of Ravenscar.
The name moved through my mind before I could stop it. The portrait in the hall. Mr. Fenn’s pause. Previous family. I did not look back toward the portrait, though I wanted to. I kept my eyes on the duke.
“How do you do, Your Grace?” I said.
“Under the circumstances, Miss Wetherell, not well.”
There was something almost refreshing about the honesty. Irritating, but refreshing.
“I am sorry to hear it,” I said. “Mrs. Beale has tea.”
“I have not come for tea.”
“No? That is unfortunate. It is one of the few things the house has not yet dropped on anyone.”
Mr. Fenn made the smallest possible movement beside me. It might have been warning. It might have been despair. The duke looked at me for a long second, and I had the uncomfortable sensation that I had surprised him. Not pleased him, certainly, but surprised him, which seemed almost as dangerous.
“I have come regarding Brambleford Hall,” he said.
“Then you are very welcome to look at it from the drive,” I replied. “It gives a strong first impression from there. Parts of it may even come closer if you wait.”
His eyes sharpened.
There are moments in life when one knows one ought to stop speaking. I have experienced several of them. I have profited from none.
The duke took one step closer. His boots met the wet stone without hesitation, though I noticed—because panic makes one observant—that he avoided the cracked place Mr. Fenn had avoided earlier. Not a man indifferent to his surroundings, then. Merely one determined to master them.
“I believe,” he said, “there has been a misunderstanding.”
I looked at the house behind me, the carriage before me, the servants watching from doorways they pretended not to occupy, and the tile in the mud beside his wheel. “With Brambleford Hall,” I said, “that seems likely.”
His jaw shifted once. Not enough to call it irritation. Enough to make me glad I had seen it.
“The estate was promised to my family under an agreement made before Mrs. Bramble took possession. Its current disposition is irregular.”
My fingers tightened against my skirt.
Irregular.
What a tidy, bloodless word to use for the first thing that had ever been mine.
“I have a solicitor’s letter saying it was left to me,” I said.
“And I have documentation stating that it should not have been.”
The rain ticked softly on the steps. I became aware of Mr. Fenn beside me, silent as a post and twice as informative; of Peg at the edge of the hall, trying very hard not to look as though she was witnessing the best afternoon of her young life; of Mrs. Beale farther back, arms folded, her face arranged into the sort of neutrality that meant she had already reached several conclusions. Even through the side window, I saw Duchess in the yard, watching with the calm interest of an investor.
The duke’s gaze did not leave mine.
“I do not intend to be difficult, Miss Wetherell,” he said.
I smiled then. I could feel it arrive too brightly and remain too firmly, the smile I used when relatives discussed where I might be placed next, which rooms were free, which gowns could be altered, which futures were practical.
“That is generous of you, Your Grace. You have hidden it beautifully.”
Something changed in his face, not warmth and not amusement, but attention. He had expected me to shrink, perhaps, or apologize, or be grateful for whatever arrangement he had already decided would be reasonable. Men with carriages like his often believed reason was a room they owned and permitted others to enter briefly.
He glanced past me into the hall, then back.
“I must ask you not to settle yourself too comfortably.”
The words struck harder than they should have, not because they were cruel, for by the standards of the world they were merely practical, but because I had spent my life not settling too comfortably. In my cousin’s house, I had not settled too comfortably because guests must not presume. In my aunt’s house, I had not settled too comfortably because there were daughters with better claims to space. In rented rooms during short visits, I had not settled too comfortably because one was always leaving soon. Comfort had always been something other people possessed permanently and I practiced temporarily.
I thought of my trunk upstairs, half unpacked. I thought of my mother’s thimble on the dressing table. I thought of Aunt Viola’s letters.
Then I stepped fully into the doorway, placing myself between the Duke of Ravenscar and Brambleford Hall. It was not a dramatic
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