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Mr. Ashcroft’s Inheritance
Coeursleigh-near-Sea book 2

Adella J. Harris

 

{---*---}

 

London decorator William Ashcroft has just inherited a house in Coeursleigh-near-Sea, a holiday town that models itself on Bath and Brighton, from an uncle he barely knew.  When he arrives in Coeursleigh, he finds a property that, with a little work, will make a profitable investment, and a charming draper’s assistant he’d like to get to know better.

 

Alan Clarke has decided it’s time to be practical.  The sort of painting he’s good at will never get him into the Academy, so won’t make him a living, certainly not enough to live somewhere like London.  So he has arrived in Coeursleigh-near-Sea to take up a temporary position as a draper’s clerk in the hopes that it will get him a good recommendation that might lead to a permanent position somewhere more interesting than the village he grew up in. And working Coeursleigh is certainly interesting, particularly with the handsome decorator needing lots of fabric to decorate his new house.

 

Just as William and Alan settle into a comfortable, if temporary, arrangement, William begins receiving unusual offers for his new house, unusual and suspicious. This is troublesome both because any mystery around his inheritance will interfere with his plan to rent out the house, and because dealing with the mystery is taking up the limited time he has with Alan before they both leave Coeursleigh, something he doesn’t want to think about.

 

Second in a series of books set in Coeursleigh-near-Sea, a holiday town in Regency England that had fashioned itself on Bath and Brighton, complete with assembly rooms, seasons for the marriage mart, and one thing the other towns don’t have-a Master of Ceremonies known for his match-making skills.

 

{---*---}
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Chapter 1

 

WHEN WILLIAM ASHCROFT got the note in the morning post from his solicitor asking him to drop by the Brownlow Street office, he didn’t think much of it. Most likely, some point about a client contract Mr. Pritchard wanted to talk to him about. And Mr. Pritchard’s offices weren’t far from his own, so it was a simple matter to stop by on his way back from a client meeting. And he happened to have a client meeting that week, trying to figure out where what Mrs. Smythe-Norton wanted done to the drawing room, dining room, front parlor, and bedrooms of her new London townhouse before the start of the London Season and what Mr. Smythe-Norton wanted in a budget intersected. As Mr. Smythe-Norton had made a good bit doing something with mills, it hadn’t been as difficult a meeting as William had feared. And it did take him right past Mr. Pritchard’s offices.

Despite not having warned Mr. Pritchard of his impending arrival, the solicitor didn’t leave William waiting long. From his demeanor, William could tell this was a routine sort of thing. Nothing he needed to be worried about. William settled into his chair as comfortably as he could when there was nothing but spindly wood to rest against and balanced his beaver hat and ebony walking stick across his knees. A small point in a contract seemed increasingly likely.

Mr. Pritchard didn’t make small talk as he poked through a stack of files on his desk and pulled out the one he wanted. That was one of the things William liked about him. That and how close his offices were to William’s. There were things he would have fixed about Mr. Pritchard’s offices, starting with the lack of light. The heavy drapes probably added to the feeling of solidity and dependability he was no doubt going for, but it gave the place a sort of gloom that could have easily been fixed with a bit more light. Of course, something would have to be done to keep the feeling of privacy. William usually passed the time he spent waiting trying to come up with a way to achieve both. A plant in the window, but that might seem too frivolous. Maybe there was a way to lighten the place without changing the windows. Softer drapes? Paintings, perhaps?

“Here it is, Mr. Ashcroft. I knew I had it.”

William pulled his attention back to the matter at hand: the papers Mr. Pritchard had been looking for. He noticed they did not look like a contract. It was a one-page letter with some sort of advertising sheet that was folded as if it had been enclosed with the letter. His contracts were generally longer than that and included a budget for the work to be done, and no advertising. But Mr. Pritchard still looked calm and unruffled, so it was unlikely anyone had seen him at—places they shouldn’t.

“Now, you had an uncle named Silas Ashcroft, correct?”

“Correct. He died about six months ago.” William hadn’t been close to Uncle Silas, but he wasn’t close to most of his family. He didn’t fit neatly anywhere, really, so a polite chilliness was the best they’d ever managed. Although that seemed to be true of his brothers as well, not just him.

“The will has been settled, and he left you a house.”

“A house?” That was a surprise. William hadn’t expected anything from Uncle Silas.

“Yes, in the town of Coeursleigh-near-Sea. It’s a very nice holiday town in Somerset. One of the associates here went there on holiday for one of their seasons and met his wife. They enclosed some information.” He handed over the advertising sheet.

William stared at the sheet without seeing it. What was he going to do with a house in a holiday town? There was a pause that required him to say something, so he did the polite thing and replied, “That was kind of him.”

“Indeed it was.”

William wasn’t sure if Mr. Pritchard knew that it wasn’t kind at all. Everyone in the family had despaired that William would find something useful to do with himself. He’d fancied being a tailor, until he realized his family had no intention of getting him an apprenticeship. A valet seemed the proper job for him, but the family nearly had group apoplexies at the thought of him going into service.

And then the fad for decorating had arrived. No longer was it good enough to stick a few paintings of dead relatives on the walls, drop a few bits of heavy wood furniture by the fireplace, and call it done. People wanted comfortable rooms. Light-filled rooms. Rooms that looked like what they saw at the resorts in Bath or in prints of Versailles. Wallpaper. Thick carpets. Light, airy furniture. In short, they wanted the sort of rooms someone like William could design for them. Over the past fifteen years, William had managed to grow a list of people he’d known at school who went on to bigger and better things into a portfolio of clients spread all over England, mainly well-off merchants and landed gentry, but he did count a couple of minor nobles among his satisfied clients. He flirted just enough with the wives to make them feel good, never made any of the men nervous, and had a steady flow of recommendations. While men felt safe leaving their wives with him to discuss the nuances of the design, William was sure they never understood why in any substantial way. They must have known on some level, but not consciously, or he’d have been out on his ear.

“What do you intend to do with it?”

The inherited house. William pulled himself back to the matter at hand. “I suppose I should go and have a look at it. If it’s well-placed, it might work as an investment. If not, I suppose I’ll see about selling it.”

Mr. Pritchard nodded. “That seems a sensible arrangement. I’ll start getting the inheritance paperwork in order.”

A house in a holiday town. William had thought it would be nice to have a source of income that would tide him over if his clients dried up. Of course, he’d been thinking of money invested in the three-percents or some sort of trust from a long-lost relative. Not a piece of property. But it would have the same effect. Perhaps Uncle Silas hadn’t disliked him quite so much as he’d thought.

 

{--*--}

 

The mail coach wasn’t such a bad way to travel when it wasn’t crowded. Unfortunately for Alan Clarke, the mail coach to Coeursleigh-near-Sea was completely full. Not that it was going to Coeursleigh-near-Sea specifically. It was actually going to Bath and on to Bristol. Coeursleigh-near-Sea was just a stop on the way. But it was a stop Alan was relieved to hear would be their next one as the coach went flying along.

When he’d bought the ticket, Alan had been disappointed that he only had enough to travel outside, up top, with the luggage. But when he’d seen the people crammed inside bonnet to beaver hat, with travel blankets and walking sticks poking out between them, sitting on top with the luggage didn’t seem so bad. And now he was almost there.

Coeursleigh-near-Sea was just a stop on the way to somewhere else for him too. He knew the tailor in the town near his village, who had known a draper who knew the draper in Coeursleigh-near-Sea, a Mr. Laurence Penroy, and had known that Mr. Penroy needed an assistant for a few weeks. So Alan was heading there, with a letter of recommendation from someone who knew him if not his ability to assist in a draper’s shop as he’d never done that before, well past his apprentice years but ready to work and learn and hopefully earn a letter of recommendation that would allow him to get a position somewhere else, somewhere more interesting than the small village where he grew up.

When the coach stopped in Coeursleigh-near-Sea, the driver yelled the destination, and there was a scramble to get off and stretch before continuing on. Alan grabbed his bag and climbed down then realized he had no idea what to do next. Perhaps starting out in a small town like Coeursleigh-near-Sea was a good idea for more than just the chance at a reference.

He turned to ask the driver if he knew which way to go, only to find he was the only person stopping there, and the driver had already herded everyone back into the coach and was preparing to leave. Well, how hard could it be? He had the address of Mr. Penroy’s shop, so he knew his destination. Alan looked around him and saw what looked like the bulk of the town down the road to his left. That would be the place to start.

 

Alan walked through the streets of Coeursleigh-near-Sea for what seemed an age but couldn’t realistically have been more than half an hour, trying to find the one street he wanted. After passing through an area of shops and a market, not unlike the ones back in his village, Alan made it to the more fashionable part of the town, the part where the visitors to the town would stay and shop and socialize. The draper’s shop must be around there somewhere, near its clientele.

The sensible thing to do, of course, was to simply ask for directions, but Alan wasn’t sure who to ask. There was no one out on the street, and the shops weren’t the sort he normally went into. And then he turned onto yet another street and saw the answer. The assembly rooms. He could see the roof of the building over everything else in the street. That would be the center of town, at least it normally was in a place like Coeursleigh-near-Sea.

Once Alan had spotted the roof, the assembly rooms were easy enough to find, just off the main square on a wide avenue called Broad Street. When he was standing in front of them, Alan found a compact, well-proportioned building designed to give the illusion that it was Greek, with three marble steps leading up to a porch surrounded by pillars and a set of large double doors in the middle. Belatedly, Alan wondered if the place was locked up when there wasn’t an event there, but now that he’d found it, he thought he might as well try. If someone saw him looking for a way in, they might come to see if he needed help, and he could ask them for directions. So he marched up the steps and went to try the doors.

The large door on the left was unlocked and opened into a marble foyer that seemed designed to impress, which meant it was also intimidating. Alan tried to peer around the edge of the door without being noticed, but the man behind the long, dark wood desk along the left-hand wall had heard the door open and looked up at once.

“Good afternoon. Can I be of assistance?”

It would be more embarrassing to sneak away than to go in, so Alan went in. “Hello. I’m looking for Mr. Penroy’s shop. I mean, I know it isn’t here, but...” He was managing to make it even more embarrassing.

The man smiled. “But you thought someone here must know where it is. You must be his new clerk. He said he was expecting someone. But he didn’t give a name...”

Alan knew what was expected. “Alan Clarke of Lower Chilhelm.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Clarke. I’m Oliver Mayhew, Master of Ceremonies here in Coeursleigh-near-Sea. If you’d like to come a bit closer, I can give you directions to your new place of employment.” Mr. Mayhew managed to make the request sound so normal, Alan almost didn’t feel embarrassed at having to be told to come close enough for a chat. Almost. But he did approach the desk and lean against it. He could see Mr. Mayhew had been reading a book on James I.

Mr. Mayhew pulled out a piece of paper, slid the inkstand over, dipped his pen in the inkwell, and started to sketch a quick map. “You’ll want to go to the end of the square, here. You’ll see the street with the shops. Mr. Penroy’s is the third shop from this end. He has a rather good sign out front, so you won’t miss it. Now, was Mr. Penroy offering you room and board, or did you need a place to stay?”

“He said I could stay with him.” The offer had been a cot in the back of the shop, but that suited Alan just fine. It gave him the chance to save as much of his salary as he could.

“That is both convenient and frugal. Should you decide you want someplace away from work, I can see who has rooms available. And I’m sure Mr. Penroy will have his own suggestions for places to eat, but I am certainly willing to help with those as well.”

“Thank you.” Now that he was speaking to Mr. Mayhew, Alan found him much less intimidating. He would even have considered asking for his suggestions if he were planning to move out of Mr. Penroy’s shop.

Mr. Mayhew had decided to take the initiative and was marking pubs and a tearoom on the map he’d drawn. “Were you related to Mr. Penroy?”

Alan blinked. He hadn’t expected to be asked that, but of course it was a natural question. Hiring someone to work at the shop, as he was, normally was a sign that one was in line to inherit. “No, I’m not related.”

Mr. Mayhew smiled gently. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

“No, I understand. I just needed a way out of where I was, and Mr. Penroy was a friend of a friend who was willing to give me a position for a while. I’m hoping to translate the experience into a position somewhere else.”

Mr. Mayhew nodded. “Why did you want a way out? If you don’t mind my asking.”

Alan was going to say something bland and easy, but Mr. Mayhew seemed so sympathetic, and so much the sort of person who wouldn’t betray a confidence, he found himself saying, “I’ll be forty next year. I realized if I wanted to achieve anything, I needed to let go of some things that weren’t going to happen. I’d always wanted to live in a city, so I started looking for ways to do that.”

“What did you let go of?” Mr. Mayhew asked with just the right level of sympathy.

Alan smiled wryly. “Silly things. I thought if I made enough money with my painting, I could move someplace interesting, probably not London.” But of course, London had been the real goal all along. “But I couldn’t find a way to make painting pay enough for that, so I decided moving to a city was enough. When I’ve been with Mr. Penroy for a few weeks, he’ll give me a good reference, and I’ll try somewhere bigger.”

“And work your way up to London?” Mr. Mayhew asked.

Alan shrugged. “Who knows.”

“But not as a painter.”

“No, not as a painter.”

“Well, it sounds like a very practical plan,” Mr. Mayhew said as he dipped his pen in the waterpot and wiped the nib. “And who knows. You might find work as a painter yet.”

“Not here, though.” Although Alan couldn’t help but hope a little bit.

“I’m afraid not. I’ve always thought it odd that we hadn’t managed to attract any portrait painters. One would think engagement portraits would be popular here.”

“I’m not particularly good at portraits anyway.” Why was he talking about painting so readily to Mr. Mayhew? He never had the inclination to do so with other people.

“What do you paint?”

“Landscapes and buildings. They don’t need conversation.”

Mr. Mayhew smiled. “I can see how that would be advantageous. Well, I’m sure you’ll find working for Mr. Penroy interesting. He’s a very good draper with some beautiful fabrics.”

Alan took the map Mr. Mayhew had drawn for him. “And I’m sure I’ll like Coeursleigh-near-Sea too. It’s a beautiful town.”

“That’s kind of you to say. Be sure to come to the assembly rooms when you have time. We always welcome residents. There aren’t any balls right now, but there might be some lectures or musical afternoons that would interest you.”

“Thank you.” Alan looked down at the map.

“You’ll want to meet Mr. Penroy before he starts wondering where you are.”

Alan hadn’t meant to be so obviously ready to leave, but Mr. Mayhew didn’t seem to mind, so Alan thanked him again and went to follow the map.

 

Mr. Mayhew’s directions were straightforward and perfectly correct, not that Alan was surprised by that. Mr. Mayhew must spend half his time helping lost guests find where they were supposed to be. The shops on the street all had the look of being new, all being in the modern faux-Greek style, with the illusion of columns everywhere as there wasn’t room for real ones and large windows in front where the shopkeepers could display goods to tempt customers inside. Alan was a little concerned about what being displayed in a window would do to the draper’s fabric, then he saw the display. A rather gaudy wool that was neither orange nor red but an unfortunate mix of the two. Some fading would only improve it. Alan pushed the door open and went in.

Inside, there were more displays of fabric in all sorts of colors, these much nicer than the bolt in the window, each with only a few inches of fabric showing to allow customers to be tempted by what was on offer without allowing too much of the bolt to be exposed to the light from the large windows. Each displayed wrapped around a bolt standing upright on a shelf, the shelves arranged so there were three shelves per cabinet. Silks in all sorts of colors flowing off the ends of bolts. A whole section of barely tinted shades for the debutantes, richer colors for the married ladies, deep purples and grays for those in mourning. A full range of wools for gentlemen’s coats, leaning heavily towards Brummell’s preferred black and the less severe grays and navies, but also a selection of brighter colors for the more daring. And small bolts of richly patterned fabrics for waistcoats with a display of an uncut waistcoat pattern on cream silk embroidered with small pink roses. Alan wondered if it had been ordered and never paid for or if the orderer had decided they didn’t like it, although that seemed impossible. There were display cases filled with smaller items, lace edgings, buttons in all sorts of materials: brass and silver and bone and even thread, gimp frogs, and cords for trimming. If Alan had brought a sketchbook with him, he could have spent hours trying to capture all the different ways the light bounced off of the different materials. Even someone uninterested in fabric could spend ages roaming around.

“Can I help you?” a cultured voice from deeper inside the store asked.

Alan followed the sound and found a neat man, not a thread out of place, tending toward Brummell’s simpler style, but in gray and navy rather than the more severe black and without any stylish frills or ruffles sticking out. He looked Alan over and placed him at once. “I’ve been expecting you. Mr. Laurence Penroy.”

“Alan Clarke,” Alan said quickly.

“Let me see the letter.”

Alan noticed that Mr. Penroy didn’t say what letter, or who it was from, or the subject. He was testing to be sure that Alan was indeed the person he was waiting for. Alan pulled the letter out of his inner jacket pocket. “Mr. Campbell sends his regards.”

Mr. Penroy took the letter Alan held out, unfolded it, and read it slowly. Alan had read every word of it more than once, so he knew exactly what Mr. Penroy was reading at each expression. When he’d finished, Mr. Penroy folded it back up and handed it back. “Mr. Campbell says you’re not very good at sewing.”

Hopeless was the word he’d actually used, but Alan appreciated Mr. Penroy’s attempt at kindness. “I’m afraid so.”

“But good at coordinating fabrics. What exactly is it you hope to do?”

Alan wasn’t sure how to answer that.

“All right, what is it you’re actually good at?”

“Painting,” Alan answered without hesitation. Talking to Mr. Mayhew seemed to have loosened his tongue, at least where painting was concerned. “But if you aren’t accepted by the Academy, and I won’t be, there isn’t much call for landscape painting.”

“So what is it you intend to do?”

Mr. Penroy seemed at least mildly interested, so Alan attempted the truth. “I want to go to the city. London preferably, but York or Canterbury, or anywhere that’s not Lower Chilhelm. I can’t get the kind of commissions that would let me do that without being accepted by the Academy, and I’m no good at sign painting, so I have to find some other profession. The closest I’ve managed was helping Mr. Campbell, but as he said, I can’t sew.”

“And that is a problem for a tailor. So you’re thinking if you work in a draper’s shop, you could get a recommendation and what? Move to another draper’s shop in a larger city?”

It sounded bad put like that. Like he was only there to get the recommendation and move on. Which was true, but it still sounded bad. “That’s about it, yes.”

Mr. Penroy stared at the note. “Very well. My nephew is coming to work here, so I couldn’t have taken you on permanently anyway. But he won’t be here for a few more weeks. You can stay on as a clerk until he arrives, and if you’re any good at it, I’ll give you a recommendation for somewhere else. One that might appeal to a shop in a bigger city, if you like. I’ll have to think if I know anyone.”

That was better than Alan had expected. “Thank you.”

“Come along. I’ll show you where you can put your things.”

 

The promised room at the back of the shop was nicer than Alan had been expecting. It was an actual room, not just a corner of the storage space, with room for a bed, a desk, and a small chest to keep his things in. Mr. Penroy had no doubt fixed it up for the nephew who was coming. It offered a smidge of privacy as it had a door that could be closed, but it was still just off the shop, and he still had to walk through the shop if he wanted to go out into the town. But it was better than the cot in a corner he’d been expecting. Alan put his bag down by the bed and went back into the shop. Best to show Mr. Penroy he was willing to work at once.

“Is the room suitable?” Mr. Penroy asked as Alan emerged from the back room.

“Very suitable. I’ll be very comfortable there.”

“Good. My nephew comes in six weeks, and I’ll be putting him there.”

So he’d have to clear out in six weeks. That was more or less what Alan had assumed.

“Now, have a look around and familiarize yourself with the stock, then I’ll show you how I write up orders.”

 


Chapter 2

 

WILLIAM HAD FINISHED UP the two proposals that had been on his desk, and it would be weeks before he could start work on the estate in Sussex one of his clients had just bought, so it was the perfect time to go down to Coeursleigh-near-Sea and have a look at this house of his. At worst, he’d put the place up for sale and invest the money, but he had hopes.

From the brochure that had been enclosed in the letter informing him of his inheritance, Coeursleigh-near-Sea seemed like a well-run sort of place, with at least three seasons during the year pretending to be like the London Season and offering balls and other entertainments, all run by the Master of Ceremonies at the assembly rooms, a nod to towns like Bath and Brighton. It was the sort of place his clients would bring their more difficult children to get them married off. And that meant, if the house was anything at all, he could charge a pretty penny to let it out three times a year and have no shortage of people wanting to take the place.

So William gave a late starting date for the two proposals, hired a coach, packed his bags, and set out for Coeursleigh-near-Sea.

 

William’s first look at Coeursleigh-near-Sea was promising. It was a small town, but one that was quite well appointed, with a prosperous-looking village just outside the border where he suspected most of the real work was done, a fine high street with well-maintained shops, and a sensible layout. It had everything it needed to be a popular holiday place. Maybe Uncle Silas’s inheritance would end up being profitable. The hired carriage dropped William off in front of what had been described in the brochure as one of the nicer hotels in town. That had seemed a sensible place to stay as there was no staff at his newly acquired property and, knowing Uncle Silas, probably quite a lot of renovating to be done.

The Majestic Hotel was located just off the main square, with an elegant white stone facade and cleverly designed accents that gave the small building the feeling of being larger than it was. Most guests who could afford the Majestic would probably have preferred to take a house on the square, so having a hotel in town to manage the overflow meant there was overflow to be managed, and William might do very well letting out his inheritance.

The coachman brought William’s luggage to the hotel door, where it would be collected by a footman, and asked if anything else was required, which William took as a hint he wanted to be on his way to one of the pubs they’d passed. He gave the man a few extra coins for his trouble then went inside to see how comfortable his temporary base of operations would be.

The lobby of the Majestic was well-appointed. William saw a few things he would change, but they were quibbles and more to do with taste than anything. The marble tile on the floor brightened the space, the pale-blue walls were fashionable but unobjectionable, and the heavy wood furnishings kept the space from being too light. And the long desk along the center of the room was quite clearly where he was supposed to go first.

The clerk behind the counter, dressed in gray so he blended into the decor, was efficient and clearly well-versed in the reservation book as he seemed to be expecting William. “Mr. Ashcroft, if you would just sign the registry, I’ll get you your key. That’s all of your luggage by the door? Very good. O’Connell!” As the young man answering the call hurried to collect the luggage without seeming to rush, the clerk slid the registry across the desk and held out his pen.

William allowed himself a glance at the registry page as he signed. There weren’t any former clients, but he did recognize a few names as people he’d heard of in passing and noted as potential clients.

He was interrupted by the clerk bringing him his key. “You’ll want to go to the assembly rooms and meet Mr. Mayhew once you’ve settled in. He’ll be able to answer all of your questions about the town.”

And probably size him up and see where he fit in the hierarchy of Coeursleigh. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“And I will send O’Connell up with your luggage.” And was probably already planning to send someone to tell the master of ceremonies about the new arrival. “Enjoy your stay.”

“Thank you.” William took the key and went to find his rooms.

 

William had reserved a small suite of rooms which proved to be a sitting room that looked out onto the street below, a bedroom, and a dressing room with a cot for a valet. As he hadn’t brought a valet, William used the cot as a place to drop his coat and hat as he looked around. The room was done in darker shades than the lobby, with a red-and-gold wallpaper in the sitting room and navy in the bedroom. Clearly meant for a gentleman, with nothing objectionable in any of the decor. Even the hunting scenes in the sitting room were of preparations, not the inevitable outcomes. William made a note to avoid all hunting scenes in the new house, if he decided to keep it. Then he heard the knock on the sitting room door telling him his luggage had arrived and went to answer.

O’Connell from the lobby came in with his things: a small trunk and two travel bags. He brought them through to the dressing room without having to be told. “Were you expecting a valet, sir?”

William didn’t keep a valet as he was perfectly capable of dressing himself and they tended to interfere when one had company, at least the sort of company he preferred. But not having one always marked him out as odd at best. “Not for so short a trip.”

“Then if you ring twice, someone from downstairs will be happy to assist you. And I’ll be sure you have hot water in the morning and evening.”

“Thank you.” To be sure the water arrived as promised, William slipped the footman a few coins.

“Someone will be up to unpack your things and assist in any way they can.”

And then report back to the rest of the staff. And if he objected, that would be reported and speculated on. “Thank you.”

“Ring if you need anything else.” O’Connell gave a small bow and left.

William went to have a look at his bags and make certain there was nothing he didn’t want the entire hotel knowing about. He didn’t want to be there when someone came to poke through his clothes, so he made do with the cold water that had been left earlier and sorted out the clothes he was wearing as best he could then gathered up his hat and gloves. With his room settled for the moment, it was time to see about his house.

William went downstairs to get directions to his new property, only to find the front desk swamped by three families all trying to find rooms at the same time. William made it a point to avoid matchmaking parents, particularly as he was quite certain the town was between seasons, leaving very few places for them to find eligible gentlemen, so he decided it was safer and more prudent to explore the town on his own. After all, how lost could he get?

 

It turned out that William had a talent for getting lost, at least in Coeursleigh-near-Sea. After a good twenty minutes of wandering around, he’d managed to find two bookshops, the tearooms, and a park, but no sign of his house. He was also developing quite a fondness for the town, which was almost laid out on a sensible grid pattern, but not quite, with twisty streets that meant there was a feeling of surprise around corners, and plenty of romantic little squares and alleyways. It made for a lovely holiday spot. It also meant the more he wandered, the more lost he became.

William finally admitted defeat and turned back toward the hotel. Besides, even if he found his house, he couldn’t go inside. He would need the keys, which Mr. Pritchard had told him would be waiting for him at the assembly rooms. And of course, someone at the assembly rooms would know where to find his house. And he had been told at the hotel he should go and present himself to the Master of Ceremonies, even though it hadn’t been put quite like that. So there was his answer. The assembly rooms it was.

 

{--*--}

 

Alan felt he was settling in at Mr. Penroy’s shop better than he’d expected to. His small room at the back of the shop was perfectly comfortable and gave him more privacy than he’d anticipated having. The family lived in a two-story flat above the shop, so even though he was alone on the ground floor, he didn’t feel isolated. Since Alan only went to the flat upstairs for meals, he didn’t see much of the family. Mrs. Penroy handled the books and supervised the maid and cook in the flat, and she always asked about his day at dinner and seemed interested in the answers. He saw even less of the maid and the cook, although both seemed nice when he did speak to them. Mr. Penroy seemed to have a happy home, which would have been a welcome thing if Alan had been staying longer. The much-anticipated nephew would have a good position when he arrived. But most of Alan’s time was spent with his employer, as he’d expected.

Mr. Penroy quickly noticed that Alan had a good eye for color, so he spent more time than most new assistants helping customers decide what fabrics went together. Mr. Penroy listened as he spoke with clients, then, once the transaction was complete, gave him advice on how to sell them a little bit more of something to go with their fabric without seeming to push. Alan quickly learned that it was no accident Mr. Penroy had a very successful shop. Alan suspected Mr. Penroy would have done well in a bigger place like London, but he seemed to like Coeursleigh and the constant change of people.

Alan was getting to know the town too. Part of his duties was to deliver orders to clients, so he spent a good part of his days going from house to house with packages of fabric. He still preferred the bustle of a large city, but making deliveries did allow him to see inside most of the buildings on the square, which would have been wonderful, if he’d had any time to paint. As it was, he was able to satisfy his curiosity, and perhaps he’d remember something of the interiors if he should ever have time to paint. This morning, he’d had a short list of deliveries, starting with four yards of a soft, drapey mauve lawn for Miss Weaver at the Minerva bookshop to make a new evening dress for the upcoming season.

Alan started the deliveries there, partly because it let him make a nice, logical sweep of the area, mainly because he liked the Minerva, with its walls of books waiting to be read and the glass case of fripperies and bits and pieces by the counter. There was always something to look at, and the Weavers never minded if he wandered around without buying.

Alan had come to know the Weavers slightly. They were a brother and sister and fairly recent additions to the town. That meant they understood when he was slightly confused about how things worked in Coeursleigh. Most of the residents had been there for ages and saw nothing odd in the change of guests or the multiple seasons or any of it. If he’d have had more time in Coeursleigh, Alan would have taken a subscription to their lending library, and the one at the other shop in town, the Poseidon. But he was saving every shilling he could for his move somewhere, so he hadn’t really considered it.

Today when he went in, Alan found Miss Weaver was in the shop alone. He’d been there enough times to know that meant Mr. Weaver was probably over at the Poseidon, with Mr. Fisher. Alan had figured out enough to know not to ask for details. Whatever they had managed to work out was none of his business, and certainly no one else’s. He hoped he’d be afforded the same consideration were he to stay around longer.

Miss Weaver interrupted his thoughts. “Mr. Clarke! How nice to see you. Is that my fabric?”

Good. A nice, safe topic of conversation. “It is.” Alan went to the counter and put the fabric in front of her.

“Excellent. Now I’ll have plenty of time to make a new dress before the next season starts. Everyone’s seen all the ones I have already. Although I could probably make one over. The blue and gray...” She tapped her fingers on the counter. “Are you in a hurry?”

“No, there aren’t many deliveries this morning.”

“And you wouldn’t mind staying a minute? Then let me get the dress. If you could have a look at Mr. Penroy’s and see if there’s anything that will suit. We’re getting new stock, so I don’t like to be gone too long.” Miss Weaver didn’t wait for an answer, just darted out through a door behind the counter.

Alan could hear her running upstairs. While he waited, he amused himself by looking through the new stock on the counter. This time, it was drawing supplies, something that would no doubt sell well when visitors began to get bored with balls and the social whirl of the town during a season. He hadn’t brought anything to draw with him. A clean break. But he couldn’t help fingering the paper. It was good drawing paper. Not the best, but it would still be nice to draw on.

Miss Weaver darted back into the shop. “No one came while I was away? Good. This is the dress. If there’s anything that might brighten it up.”

The dress was a lovely shade of blue for Miss Weaver’s coloring, so he could see why she would want to keep it. But if it had already been seen more than once, he could also see why she wouldn’t want to keep wearing it. “I know there’s some silver lace that just came in. That would look nice with it.”

Miss Weaver nodded. “That might do. And I was thinking of something with the overskirt. Even replacing it. Something gauzy, if you have it.”

“I’ll look when I get back to the shop.” Mr. Penroy would be pleased that he was bringing them a bit more business.

“Tell Mr. Penroy I’ll stop by when I’ve gotten this inventory sorted and have a look. It’s so much easier if he’s prepared for me. Now, if you were interested in one of those drawing pads, I have a couple back here that were damaged in the crate, so I can’t sell them to the guests. But I could give you a good price.”

Alan thought he ought to say no. Clean break and all. Instead, he found himself asking if she had any small sets of drawing pencils, and he left the shop with a drawing pad that had a bent cover and three spoiled pages and a few loose pencils that had come out of sets that had been dropped in transport.

Next was the three yards of leaf-green wool for Mr. Buckley for his new jacket, to be delivered to Mr. Bowen the tailor. Then eight yards of crisp white linen for Mrs. Reddy to make Mr. Reddy some new shirts. And finally, ten yards of bolt ends for Mr. Mayhew at the assembly rooms. Mr. Penroy had explained that they were to decorate
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