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Prologue
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The rain fell in slow, indifferent drops as Eleanor Hartwell stood at the edge of her husband’s grave. It was November in Bath, and the air carried the damp chill of stone and wet earth, the kind that seeped through wool and settled in the bones.
––––––––
[image: ]

She held her umbrella with gloved hands, though half of her coat was already dark with moisture. She hadn’t bothered to open it fully.
––––––––
[image: ]

Around her, the churchyard was empty.
––––––––
[image: ]

No mourners lingered.
––––––––
[image: ]

No friends had come.
––––––––
[image: ]

Even the vicar had offered his condolences with a brisk nod before hurrying back to his fire.
––––––––
[image: ]

It was fitting, really.
––––––––
[image: ]

Her marriage had been a thing of quiet duty, not affection—arranged by her late father to secure a modest future and accepted by her with the same resignation one might offer a poorly tailored coat.
––––––––
[image: ]

She had done her part. Kept the house.
––––––––
[image: ]

Played the piano when asked. Never raised her voice.
––––––––
[image: ]

Now he was gone.
And she was free.
––––––––
[image: ]

The word tasted strange in her mind.
––––––––
[image: ]

Freedom, she was learning, was not a gift. It was a void.
She had no children and no family willing to take her in.
––––––––
[image: ]

Her modest savings—what little remained after the doctor’s fees and the funeral expenses—would not last the winter.
––––––––
[image: ]

That morning, over weak tea and stale bread, she had scanned the Bath Chronicle until her eyes landed on a single line:
––––––––
[image: ]

Respectable lodgings are available. References required.
––––––––
[image: ]

It was not much. But it was something.
––––––––
[image: ]

Eleanor did not cry.
––––––––
[image: ]

She had wept once, the night before, alone in the darkened drawing room of the house that was no longer hers.
––––––––
[image: ]

Not for the man buried beneath the wet earth, but for the years she had given to silence, to stillness, to the careful art of making herself small enough to be unremarkable.
––––––––
[image: ]

She turned away from the grave.
––––––––
[image: ]

The rain softened the edges of the world—the slate rooftops, the iron fence, the distant spire of the abbey—until everything blurred into grey.
––––––––
[image: ]

She walked back through the gate without looking back.
––––––––
[image: ]

Tomorrow, she would answer the advertisement.
––––––––
[image: ]

Tomorrow, she would begin again.
––––––––
[image: ]

And perhaps, this time, she would allow herself to be seen.
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Chapter 1
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The journey from Widcombe to Lansdown Crescent took less than twenty minutes by omnibus, but to Eleanor Hartwell, it felt like the crossing of a lifetime.
––––––––
[image: ]

She sat rigidly on the hard wooden bench, clutching a small valise in her lap as though it might sprout legs and vanish if she loosened her grip.
––––––––
[image: ]

Inside were all that remained of her old life: two changes of undergarments, a hairbrush with ivory bristles, a silver locket containing a miniature of her father (not her husband), a slim volume of Chopin nocturnes, and the tuning fork her first piano teacher had given her at twelve.
It was not much.
––––––––
[image: ]

But it was hers.
––––––––
[image: ]

Outside, Bath unfolded in muted watercolours—honey-gold stone facades softened by November mist, shop windows glowing with gaslight even in midday, and the clatter of hooves on cobbles echoing off narrow streets built for a quieter age.
––––––––
[image: ]

She had lived in this city for seven years, yet always as a guest in someone else’s life. First her father’s house, then her husband’s.
––––––––
[image: ]

Now, she was neither daughter nor wife.
––––––––
[image: ]

Just Eleanor.
––––––––
[image: ]

And that, she was beginning to understand, was both terrifying and strangely liberating.
––––––––
[image: ]

The omnibus groaned to a halt at the top of Lansdown Hill.
––––––––
[image: ]

She stepped down carefully, the damp air immediately pricking her cheeks. Her boots—once polished, now scuffed at the heel—sank slightly into the wet gravel of the Crescent’s drive.
––––––––
[image: ]

No. 17 stood apart from its grander neighbors, its stucco façade faded, its iron railings rusted at the joints.
––––––––
[image: ]

Still, it had dignity.
––––––––
[image: ]

Ivy climbed one corner in determined green fingers, and the fanlight above the door still held its original stained glass, though clouded with age.
––––––––
[image: ]

She rang the bell.
––––––––
[image: ]

The door opened almost at once, revealing a woman of indeterminate age with iron-grey hair pinned in a severe knot and a crisp black dress that suggested both authority and economy.
––––––––
[image: ]

Mrs. Pembroke, she presumed.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Mrs. Hartwell?” the woman asked, her voice sharp but not unkind.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Yes.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Eleanor offered her hand, then quickly withdrew it—too late remembering that widows did not shake hands so readily.
––––––––
[image: ]

A small humiliation, but it burned.
––––––––
[image: ]

Mrs. Pembroke stepped aside.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Come in, then. You’ll track less if you stand on the mat.”
––––––––
[image: ]

The foyer was dim, the air scented with beeswax and dried lavender.
––––––––
[image: ]

A grandfather clock ticked in the corner, its pendulum swinging like a judge’s gavel.
––––––––
[image: ]

To the left, a staircase curved upward, its banister worn smooth by decades of palms.
––––––––
[image: ]

To the right, a closed door—presumably the drawing room.
––––––––
[image: ]

“I’ve let the first-floor front to Miss Thorne,” Mrs. Pembroke said, leading her toward the stairs.
––––––––
[image: ]

“You’ll share the drawing room downstairs. The arrangements are quite proper—separate bedrooms, of course, and you’ll take your meals at different hours unless you choose otherwise. I expect quietness, cleanliness, and the occasional contribution to the coal fund. References confirmed you as a lady of good standing. I trust that remains true.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Eleanor nodded. “It does.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Her room was smaller than she’d hoped but cleaner than she’d feared.
––––––––
[image: ]

A narrow bed with a patchwork quilt, a washstand with a matching pitcher, and a single window overlooking the rear garden—now a tangle of bare branches and overgrown box hedges.
––––––––
[image: ]

A small desk stood in the corner, its surface scarred with ink stains. It would do.
––––––––
[image: ]

She set her valise down and removed her gloves, flexing her stiff fingers.
––––––––
[image: ]

For the first time in days, she felt a flicker of something that wasn’t exhaustion.
––––––––
[image: ]

Not hope, exactly. But possibility.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Your things will be up shortly,” Mrs. Pembroke said from the doorway.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Miss Thorne is in the drawing room. I suggest you make yourselves known. Awkwardness grows in silence.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Then she was gone, her footsteps brisk on the stairs.
––––––––
[image: ]

Eleanor took a slow breath.
––––––––
[image: ]

She unpinned her hat, smoothed her hair, and checked the buttons on her high-necked blouse—still fastened, still proper.
––––––––
[image: ]

She had practiced this moment in her mind: the polite nod, the measured greeting, and the careful distance.
––––––––
[image: ]

She would be courteous but not eager.
––––––––
[image: ]

Friendly, but not familiar.
––––––––
[image: ]

She descended slowly.
––––––––
[image: ]

The drawing room door was slightly ajar.
––––––––
[image: ]

As she neared, she heard the soft scratch of pencil on paper.
––––––––
[image: ]

She hesitated, then knocked lightly.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Come in,” called a voice—low, calm, with a hint of dry amusement.
––––––––
[image: ]

Eleanor pushed the door open.
––––––––
[image: ]

The room was bathed in grey afternoon light.
––––––––
[image: ]

Bookshelves lined one wall, crammed with volumes on botany and geography.
––––––––
[image: ]

A small fire struggled in the grate.
––––––––
[image: ]

And there, seated by the window with a sketchpad balanced on her knees, was Miss Rosalind Thorne.
––––––––
[image: ]

She was not what Eleanor expected.
––––––––
[image: ]

She had imagined someone older, perhaps frail—a spinster with thin lips and nervous hands. But this woman was young, surely no more than thirty, with dark hair pulled back in a loose knot that already showed signs of rebellion.
––––––––
[image: ]

Her dress was simple grey wool, high-collared and unadorned, but her posture was anything but meek.
––––––––
[image: ]

She sat with one leg tucked beneath her, her elbow propped on the arm of the chair, and her fingers smudged with graphite.
––––––––
[image: ]

Behind wire-rimmed spectacles, her eyes were a startling shade of green—sharp, intelligent, and utterly unapologetic.
––––––––
[image: ]

She didn’t rise.
Didn’t curtsy.
––––––––
[image: ]

She simply looked up, took Eleanor in from head to toe, and said, “You must be the widow.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Eleanor stiffened. “Mrs. Hartwell.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“Miss Thorne.” She closed her sketchbook with deliberate care and set it aside.
––––––––
[image: ]

“I trust you’ve come to claim the piano. It’s been silent long enough.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Eleanor glanced toward the far corner, where an upright piano sat beneath a dust cover. She hadn’t even noticed it at first.
––––––––
[image: ]

“I don’t—I shan’t be playing,” she said quickly.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rosalind raised an eyebrow. “Why ever not?”
––––––––
[image: ]

“It’s... inappropriate.”
––––––––
[image: ]

“For a widow?” Rosalind tilted her head.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Or for a woman with no one to disapprove?”
––––––––
[image: ]

The words hung in the air, too bold, too knowing.
––––––––
[image: ]

Eleanor felt her cheeks warm.
––––––––
[image: ]

She folded her hands tightly in front of her.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Music requires a certain... lightness of spirit. I’m afraid I’ve little of that to spare.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Rosalind studied her for a long moment. Then, without warning, she stood and walked to the piano.
––––––––
[image: ]

With one fluid motion, she pulled off the dust cover and let it fall to the floor in a cloud of grey motes.
––––––––
[image: ]

The wood beneath was dark walnut, scratched but well-made.
––––––––
[image: ]

She lifted the fallboard, revealing yellowed keys.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Lightness isn’t required,” she said, running a finger along the middle C. “Only honesty.”
––––––––
[image: ]

She pressed the key. The note rang out—clear, slightly flat, but alive.
––––––––
[image: ]

Eleanor flinched as though struck.
––––––––
[image: ]

It had been months since she’d heard a piano played.
––––––––
[image: ]

It had been longer since she’d touched one herself.
––––––––
[image: ]

In her marriage, music had become a performance—something to entertain guests, to prove her refinement.
––––––––
[image: ]

Never for joy. Never for herself.
––––––––
[image: ]

Now, that single note echoed in the quiet room like an accusation.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rosalind turned to face her, her expression unreadable. “You’re welcome to it,” she said quietly. “Or not. But don’t lie to yourself about why.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Then she picked up her sketchbook and walked past Eleanor to the door. “I’ll be in the garden if you need anything. Though I suspect,” she added, pausing in the threshold, “you won’t.”
––––––––
[image: ]

The door clicked shut behind her.
––––––––
[image: ]

Eleanor stood alone in the room, her heart pounding not from anger, but from something far more dangerous: recognition.
––––––––
[image: ]

She walked slowly to the piano and ran her hand over the keys. Cool ivory.
––––––––
[image: ]

Familiar weight.
––––––––
[image: ]

Her fingers trembled.
––––––––
[image: ]

She didn’t play. Not yet.
––––––––
[image: ]

But for the first time in years, she wanted to.
––––––––
[image: ]

And that, she realized with a quiet, sinking dread, was the beginning of everything.
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Chapter 2
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Eleanor did not sleep.
––––––––
[image: ]

She lay in the narrow bed with her hands folded over her chest like a corpse in repose, listening to the house settle around her—the sigh of floorboards, the distant drip of a gutter, and the occasional rustle from the room across the hall.
––––––––
[image: ]

She told herself it was the unfamiliarity of the space that kept her awake. The thinness of the mattress.
––––––––
[image: ]

The chill that seeped through the window frame despite the quilt.
––––––––
[image: ]

But she knew the truth.
––––––––
[image: ]

It was the piano.
––––––––
[image: ]

That single note—middle C, slightly flat, achingly clear—had lodged itself in her chest like a splinter.
––––––––
[image: ]

All night, it echoed in the silence between breaths.
––––––––
[image: ]

Not loud.
––––––––
[image: ]

Not demanding.
––––––––
[image: ]

Just there. Persistent.
––––––––
[image: ]

She rose before dawn, washed her face with water so cold it stung, and dressed in the grey walking dress she’d worn the day before.
––––––––
[image: ]

She pinned her hair with meticulous care, as though order could restore control.
––––––––
[image: ]

Then she sat at the small desk and opened her valise.
––––––––
[image: ]

She took out the tuning fork, held it in her palm for a long moment, then placed it gently in the top drawer.
––––––––
[image: ]

She would not need it.
––––––––
[image: ]

Not yet.
––––––––
[image: ]

Breakfast was a slice of dry toast and weak tea served in the back parlor by Mrs. Pembroke, who said little beyond “The post comes at ten” and “Coal’s extra if you burn past nine.” Eleanor ate quickly, eyes down, as though if studied too closely she might dissolve.
––––––––
[image: ]

She had arranged a piano lesson with the daughter of a local solicitor—Miss Clara Winthrop, age thirteen—and the appointment was for ten-thirty.
––––––––
[image: ]

It was not much income, but it was something. More importantly, it had purpose.
––––––––
[image: ]

She walked to Laura Place with her hands tucked into her muff, the damp air nipping at her ears.
––––––––
[image: ]

The streets were quieter now, the omnibuses fewer, the shopkeepers sweeping their steps with brooms made of birch twigs.
––––––––
[image: ]

She passed a flower seller arranging chrysanthemums in buckets, their petals bruised by frost but still defiantly gold and burgundy.
––––––––
[image: ]

She thought of Rosalind’s hands—ink-stained, sure, moving with the confidence of someone who had never been told to still herself.
––––––––
[image: ]

The thought startled her. She pushed it away.
––––––––
[image: ]

The Winthrop house was a tidy red-brick affair with lace curtains and a brass knocker shaped like a lion’s head.
––––––––
[image: ]

Clara met her at the door, all bouncing curls and nervous energy, her fingers already drumming on the bannister.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Oh, Mrs. Hartwell! I’ve been practicing!” she announced before Eleanor had even removed her coat.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Mama says if I improve, I might play at the Christmas assembly.”
––––––––
[image: ]

Eleanor smiled politely.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Then let us see how you’ve fared.”
––––––––
[image: ]

The piano was a Broadwood, well-maintained and in tune.
––––––––
[image: ]

Clara launched into a halting rendition of “The Ash Grove,” her posture stiff, her wrists rigid. Eleanor corrected her gently—“Soften your touch,” “Let your elbow lead, not your fingers”—but her mind was not fully present.
––––––––
[image: ]

She found herself watching Clara’s hands.
––––––––
[image: ]

Small, unformed, still learning the weight of expression.
––––––––
[image: ]

She remembered her own hands at that age: flying over scales, daring arpeggios, losing herself in the swell of a phrase.
––––––––
[image: ]

When had she stopped? Not the day she married—that came later.
––––––––
[image: ]

No, it was earlier.
––––––––
[image: ]

The moment she realized music made her too visible.
––––––––
[image: ]

Too emotional.
––––––––
[image: ]

Too much.
––––––––
[image: ]

“Am I doing it terribly?” Clara asked, cheeks flushed.
––––––––
[image: ]

“No,” Eleanor said softly.
––––––––
[image: ]

“You’re doing it honestly. That’s the hardest part.”
––––––––
[image: ]

The lesson ended with Clara beaming and Eleanor feeling oddly hollow.
––––––––
[image: ]

She collected her fee—two shillings—and walked back toward Lansdown Crescent, her thoughts tangled like thread.
––––––––
[image: ]

She turned onto the Crescent just as the church bells rang noon.
––––––––
[image: ]

And there, in the overgrown back garden of No. 17, stood Rosalind Thorne.
––––––––
[image: ]

She was kneeling in the dirt, her skirts tucked beneath her, her gloves discarded on a stone bench.
––––––––
[image: ]

Before her, a patch of foxgloves stood defiant against the season, their purple bells drooping but intact.
––––––––
[image: ]

Rosalind held a pencil in one hand, a small sketchbook balanced on her knee, her brow furrowed in concentration.
––––––––
[image: ]

A breeze lifted a loose strand of hair across her cheek.
––––––––
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She didn’t brush it away.
––––––––
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Eleanor stopped at the gate.
––––––––
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She should announce herself.
––––––––
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Clear her throat.
––––––––
[image: ]

Step forward like a proper lodger making polite acquaintances.
––––––––
[image: ]

Instead, she watched.
––––––––
[image: ]

There was something about the way Rosalind moved—deliberate, unhurried, as though
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