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JONES LOOKED UP FROM her notes as Edie came to stand by her desk beside the tall library windows. She had been staring out at the winter sun falling across the park, pondering her next missive to Miss Herschel on the subject of comets and their trajectories. 

“Hello, my dear,” Jones said, pushing the gold-wire frame of her spectacles back up her nose. They tended to slip down when she was distracted. “Have you finished?”

Edie slumped gracelessly into the low upholstered chair beside her, fidgeting. “Finally!” she said, pushing oily, paint-stained hands through her unruly hair and then wiping them on her apron absently as she realized they were still wet. “Probably. Definitely. Remind me how much I loathed doing this next time anyone suggests it to me, would you?”

Jones smirked. “Well. I did...”

Edie held up her hand. “Not a word,” she said. “Not a word more.”

Jones laughed. They had both known that Edie wasn’t suited to portraiture. Too much dealing with actual people rather than the plants and flowers she preferred. But it had been at the request of Jones’ highly-regarded Aunt Caroline, to whom they owed a great debt. Edie had been happy to oblige, even if she was grouching about it privately.

“Children don’t sit still,” she observed. “Not like flowers at all.”

Jones took off her glasses and folded them carefully on the blotter beside her, regarding Edie gravely in the late morning light. “Well quite, my dear. One would almost think they were two different creatures entirely.”

“Jones!” Edie sprang to her feet, laughing nervously. “Come on, come up and look. They’re part of your blasted tribe of cousins.”

Jones closed her journal and locked it in the top drawer of her desk out of the way of prying eyes. She shrugged her coat back on over her waistcoat as she stood.
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EDIE HAD CLAIMED THE old nursery at Penel Orlieu as her studio when they moved back to the house as a married couple two years ago, displacing Jones’ beloved Aunt Caroline to the dower-house. Their circuitous journey home from India had meant that England was ready, agog, for the transformation of Miss Edith Merton, resolute spinster, to Mrs. Franklin Jones, married to the brother of that slightly peculiar lady who had graced the London Season how many years ago was it? Five? Six? So sad that she had died of a fever in Little Tibet. The brother was such a nice, self-effacing scholarly gentleman and such a good match for the blue-stocking Miss Merton, particularly at her advanced age of nearly thirty.

The society gossips were now watching them like hawks to see when they’d start breeding, but since there was no chance of that and Edie insisted the nursery had the perfect quality of light for her work it had quickly filled with a busy clutter of half-finished and completed oil works on canvas, watercolor illustrations and Edie’s books of pressed flowers. Plus the plants themselves, their pots filling the shelves and windowsills and their leaves trailing and tumbling down the walls. Jones much preferred it to the chalky detritus of childhood she very vaguely remembered from her own occupation here nearly forty years ago.

Edie’s composition was truly beautiful. Aunt Caroline’s grandchildren were very handsome, for children, who Jones generally regarded with extreme trepidation. The four of them were clustered around their spaniel, seated in a lush garden drawn from Edie’s imagination. She had not included their inherent stickiness or inability to sit still in her depiction and whilst unrealistic in that sense, Jones felt that their father, her cousin Charles, would be pleased.

“It’s lovely,” she said. “What is Aunt Caro going to do with it, do you know?” 

“I think she wants it in the little sitting-room in the Dower House,” Edie replied. “That was why she didn’t want it a great deal bigger. And Charles already has the family portrait by Mr. Reynolds, of course.”

Jones nodded. Charles was avoiding her. Understandably. A strange cousin of unexpected gender popping out of the woodwork had rather taken him aback. Aunt Caroline had the reins on her family pulled nicely taut and he had fallen into line, but, as he had said when he and Jones had shared port and cigars after dinner one evening when she and Edie had not long arrived home from their travels, he didn’t want to be tainted by association if everything did come out. 

“No offense, old chap,” he’d said. And then laughed as he realized what words he’d used. “I’m sure it will be perfectly fine. But...discretion and all that. We haven’t told the girls, so only Mother and I know. Not that I don’t think you’re a queer fish,” he passed Jones the port decanter, “but whatever makes you happy. It’s no skin off my nose so long as Henry Merton is happy with his little sister being involved and isn’t going to call me out.”

Jones had taken both the port and the acceptance with relief. And the knowledge that Charles’ four sisters didn’t know she was the same Miss Frances Jones who had had such an awkward launch into London Society six years ago.

“Thank you, Charles,” she’d said. “I can’t say it’s my preferred way to live. But I can’t be bundled up in a pair of bodies and petticoats and married off either, so it’s this or stay in the mountains. And Edie wanted to come home.” 

“Mrs. Jones is well?” Charles had asked. 

“Very. And very much enjoying continuing with her botanical research and illustrations. We are in town so she can visit Chelsea tomorrow and see how the plants she brought back from India are coming along.”

Charles had offered her another cigar, which she had declined, and that had been that.

Their social circle had expanded to take in not only the plantsmen and women with whom Edith and her brother Henry were already connected but also Jones’ new acquaintances from the hallowed halls of The Royal Society. Partly because of her work with her father documenting the natural environment and history of the Himalayas and partly because Edie’s patron at Kew, Mr. Banks, also had connections with the Society. They did not undertake much of the seasonal social whirl, but they always had people with whom to dine and invitations to observe experiments and new specimens. 

Jones preferred it. It was always about the work for her. She found human relations a complex mystery. Before she met Edie she had completely dismissed the idea that she would ever have deep personal friendships. That she was able to also have an intimate relationship with someone on terms that didn’t disgust her was a revelation. 

Edie was so...Edie. She accepted Jones for who she was, accepted what Jones offered, told Jones what she would like and if Jones was unable to give it to her she understood. Lying beside her at night and holding her was a joy. Jones no longer feared a touch on her breast in bed was anything more than accidental. It made their bedroom a surprising place of refuge. And being able to bring Edie quiet pleasure in that same bed was a sweet joy she had never thought to expect.

Living as a man was not what she
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