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Chapter I   
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“Are you certain that you should prefer crepe for all the dresses, Mrs. Finch?” asked Mrs. Hart, my sister’s dressmaker, kneeling before me with pins in her mouth.

I nodded, smoothing the bodice of my new black dress with my gloved fingers. “Of course. Surely you have not forgotten that I always request this very fabric?”

Mrs. Hart’s grey hair stayed perfectly in place as she darted over to a table for some scissors, then returned. “Of course. I only thought that with our great variety of fabrics, something a wee bit lighter might appeal. Sateen, perhaps? Or even muslin?”

The thought disgusted me, and I gave her a curt shake of my head. “No.” Seeing her face fall, I amended my answer. “No, thank you. Crepe, please.”

Mrs. Hart had always made each of my dresses just as I specified, and I reflected that I ought not to snap at her. I only wished that nobody should take me for a silly tart, particularly now that I was in mourning for my brother-in-law as well as my husband. Turning my head away to avoid any additional questions from Mrs. Hart, I saw a young lady pause on the street, peering eagerly into the window at a particularly stunning dress in white linen currently on display. 

The sun was shining more brightly than I ever should have expected for the beginning of March. The lady, plainly obeying the dictates of fashion over those of practicality, could see little beyond her enormous pink lace parasol. A gentleman wearing a very garish coat, which looked almost golden, tipped his hat to her.

In my anger at the cheek of the man, I nearly dashed out of the shop to defend this strange woman’s honor. But the lady, instead of admonishing the forward man, tittered and offered her hand. The gentleman – if he were truly a gentleman, which I was beginning to doubt – kissed it most passionately.

And since the young lady’s gloves were as lacy as the parasol, his lips must have touched her warm skin.

The two then moved together underneath the parasol. Though their faces were not actually touching, they made such a display of standing close together that I wondered passersby did not stop and stare.

In fact, I appeared to be the only person staring.

“Mrs. Finch,” ventured Mrs. Hart, “Would you be thinking that I might make these new ones with short sleeves, rather than long? Spring is not so far off, and they’ll be frightful hot if I do the whole of them in crepe, ma’am.”

This was such an unthinkable utterance that I managed to take my eyes from the couple outside the window and focus them firmly on Mrs. Hart.

“You must forgive me.” I thought to explain the circumstances of my brother-in-law’s sudden stroke and awful demise, but my eyes began to water before I could even make an attempt. I tried again. “I am newly in mourning for Mr. Bayard Finch, my late husband’s brother. So I should greatly prefer crepe.”

Mrs. Hart’s shoulders appeared to give the slightest of shrugs. Then again, it could have simply been my overtired eyes. “Certainly, ma’am. I apologize for the confusion,” she said, setting her instruments down. “You may remove this dress, if you prefer. Do you require assistance?”

“No,” I told her, whisking myself off to the cordoned-off area where the clothes I had arrived in lay waiting. Having lived for ten years without a lady’s maid, I was perfectly capable of dressing myself. And the longer I lived alone in a great house, the less comfortable I felt about unfamiliar eyes grazing my body, even when those eyes belonged to a woman.

When I emerged, I confirmed with Mrs. Hart that the dresses were to be ready the following day. “My sister shall send a servant for them in the morning. I shall need to start for home straightaway, so please mind they aren’t late. As it is, I have been away rather too long.”

“You may expect them in the morning, ma’am. And you know you are always welcome to order new ones made up for you if these do not suit come the summer.”

The couple outside had now drawn even closer. I froze in my footsteps, wondering how I was to leave the shop when such a sight awaited me just outside the door.

“Begging your pardon, Mrs. Finch, are you quite well?”

Just as Mrs. Hart asked it, the couple began to move from their spot on the pavement. I sighed, taking my leave. “I am well indeed. Good day.”

I did not wish to admit that I was in a tizzy not only from the heat, but from the sight of the two young people on the street. Their happiness provoked not only indignation in me, but a deep sense of longing. For a moment, I wished that I were not a widow, and that some forward gentleman might tip his hat to me, then kiss my hand passionately, moving quickly into the shade of my parasol.

Clenching the folds of my heavy crepe dress, I reminded myself of my position as a widow, and one who had just learned of the loss of her brother two days previously. I was only in town because I had been summoned by my family’s solicitors, as there seemed to be some arrangements yet to be made concerning his death.

It was all a great deal more serious than anything those two young people could be contemplating.

I was determined that I should forget the silly pair that had made themselves an object of my gawking. After all, they had no bearing on my life, and were indeed not even in view anymore. By the time I left the dressmaker’s shop they had already run off, perhaps to a garden, or even to an inn.

It was highly improper, and yet another reminder that I was not young. Once I had been part of a courting couple, but that was roughly an age ago.

“Are you quite all right, ma’am?” asked Henderson, my sister Juliana’s coachman.

“Perfectly. Please continue to the address I gave you, Limeburner Lane.”

“Very good, ma’am.”
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Chapter II   
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My husband’s family’s solicitors, Abrams and Aaronson, are trusted friends. My late mother-in-law had a great head for numbers and details, so much so that she named her children in alphabetical order, from eldest to youngest. First there was my husband, Archibald, followed by the recently deceased Bayard, then by Colin and Diana.

Though the Finches were technically my second cousins on my mother’s side, I had been schooled upon my marriage to think of them all as siblings. For that reason, though Bayard Finch had lived in Boston for the past twelve years, making only one return journey, I had considered him a brother and mourned for him as such. I remembered him from childhood as daring but kind, with a memory and a head for figures quite similar to his mother’s.

Thanks to my family connection, the solicitors at Abrams and Aaronson always had kind words for me even before I became a Finch. Mr. Abrams, in particular, was steadfast as I began to handle my husband’s affairs after his death. In the ten years since, they ended up handing over the reins of the estate to me, though I still sought their counsel at least once a year.

And so in spite of my brother-in-law’s passing, the stressful morning, and the typical unease I felt in the large and noisy streets of London, I felt my spirits lift when I saw the brick facade of the familiar office. And when Mr. Abrams’ secretary stated that he was ready to see me, I walked into his office with a smile.

That is, until I saw the man who was seated in the visitor’s chair.
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Chapter III   
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“Dear sister Maggie,” said the handsome man with tousled hair, “It has been too long since last we met.”

Shocked, I gave my hand to him, allowing him to kiss it quite improperly. 

Already blushing, I greeted both men. “Mr. Finch, Mr. Abrams. Thank you for meeting with me.”

Then I looked again at my brother-in-law Colin Finch, a rake and gambler whom I did my absolute best to avoid. He was in need at least of a shave and haircut, and probably a great deal of other improvements to his appearance – and to his character. Beginning with his manner of addressing me.

“Begging your pardon, Mr. Finch, my name is Margaretta-Louisa.”

Mr. Finch looked surprised at this little rebuke from his “dear sister”, but Mr. Abrams simply nodded. He was a small, wizened man, and looked like a bird perched behind a desk that seemed far too large. Best of all, he needed to reminders to adhere to the rules of polite discourse.

“Thank you for joining us today, Mrs. Finch. I apologize for our haste, but as you are yourself living at Woodshire, I thought it in all our best interest to get this affair settled as expediently as possible.”

I nodded, my mind beginning to race. For the past ten years, my husband’s great estate had been my home. Though his younger brother Bayard was the owner, I was allowed to stay on – provided that I manage the estate for Bayard, who lived in Boston. I had assumed that one or both of Bayard’s two daughters would inherit the place and continue the arrangement, but perhaps I had been mistaken.

Bayard’s daughters were young, so their portion must be managed by trutees. Could one of them be intending to sell? My heart fluttered. My grandfather and my father had both been second sons, and neither of them had been fortunate enough as to acquire a great deal of wealth. Except for some little money that my parents had settled on me at my marriage ten years previously, I had very little to my name. My position as de facto estate manager was what enabled me to escape the penury I should have endured as a widow.

Mr. Abrams adjusted his glasses. “Now then, Mrs. Finch. It was Mr. Bayard Finch’s wish that you be given an annuity, one that shall absolutely be honored. Indeed, with the first news of his death, his solicitors in the colonies thought to include that detail. As you know, the shipping company that Mr. Bayard Finch created in Boston is a large one, and his shares have brought a tidy profit to his daughters. In recognition of that, the annuity shall amount to three thousand pounds per annum.”

Even though I wasn’t looking at Mr. Colin Finch, I could see that he had raised his eyebrows. I also noted that he was wearing neither black gloves nor a black cravat – clearly, he felt that mourning did not suit him.

This lack of respect made my blood boil, but I clenched my hands and endeavored to remain civil, addressing my remarks only to the kind solicitor.

“Thank you Mr. Abrams,” I said. “And the additional terms of the will?”

“A great deal of small bequests, including to the staff at Woodshire. I shall personally take care of distributing those, Mrs. Finch. You needn’t trouble yourself with those details.”

“Thank you, Mr. Abrams.”

“You are, I believe, familiar with the terms of the entail on the estate. Mr. Bayard Finch continued this, and the estate is to go to male heirs of his body, and failing that to the nearest male relative.”

Having assumed that colonial law should somehow cover the fate of the estate, I was puzzled. “I beg your pardon?”

Mr. Abrams readjusted himself in the little perch of his chair. “Mrs. Finch, the material point is that Mr. Bayard Finch’s nearest male relative must inherit Woodshire, rather than his two daughters. Your response to my express led me to believe that you thought Emily or Eleanor Finch might inherit. That, I am afraid, shall not be the case.”

My thoughts grew frantic. Had Bayard’s late wife had siblings with sons? I could not remember, and pulled at the tough crepe of my sleeves as I attempted to remember.

Mr. Abrams smiled. “Not to worry, Mrs. Finch. You shall be able to stay in your home if you so desire. In fact, I should suggest that you travel back with Mr. Finch. Since he expressed to me that he intends to take possession immediately, it shall be mutually convenient. And certainly safer than traveling alone.”

“With a Mr. Finch?” I asked, wondering if this might be a cousin. Could the estate be left to some far-flung young man of whom I knew nothing?

Then my eyes strayed to Colin once more. “With me, dear sister,” he said, slouching in his chair and grinning over at me. “I am my brother’s heir, and the new owner of Woodshire.”
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On my very rare excursions to town, I stayed with the younger of my two sisters. The elder, Eugenia, nearly always wanted for money, and so I did not like to burden her household. Juliana, on the other hand, had married very well indeed. She was a source of support for Eugenia, and offered to be one to me – but though I believed her offers sincere, I was never able to allow myself to accept them. After all, I was a Finch, and greatly preferred that any assistance I was forced to accept come from my husband’s family.

By the time I reached her house, which was a far way from Limeburner Lane, the worst of the fury had subsided. I was able to take supper with Juliana and her husband while maintaining some veneer of civility. He had invited over two of his business acquaintances, and they talked of little else but shipping, so it was not until we separated after the meal that I was able to describe the events of the day to my sister.

Her lovely eyes, beautifully enhanced by what appeared to be some expensive cosmetics, widened as she smoothed her yellow silk dress. “Dearest Maggie, you must be joking. Surely that cad of a little brother isn’t to inherit the estate.”

“How on earth could I joke about such a subject? It is entailed away from Bayard’s daughters,” I said, looking away.

Seeing my devastation, she put a hand on my arm. “My darling! You know that you are welcome to stay here with us. We have seen little of you since your marriage, really.”

I flinched. Our family was never wealthy, and each of us had only about five hundreds pounds settled on us at marriage. No doubt Juliana assumed that without the allowance I had received from Bayard for managing Woodshire, I should be nearly entirely without means. “Julie, if you must know, I am to receive an annuity. Three thousand a year, so I am in no need of charity.”

Her deep blue eyes flickered. “It wasn’t charity. I should enjoy having you here.”

There was a pause, and I knew that I should say something. I should explain that I did love my sister, and that I was sorry to have offended her. But I was still angry that she should forget my obligations to Woodshire. That she would even think I might abandon my husband’s grave, as well as our child’s, to live a life of frippery in town like she did with Eugenia! It was unthinkable, and she ought not to have said it.

Juliana reached over to me again. “At Christmas, then. You might come for a visit. Indeed, with everyone else going to their homes, I only ever spend the holidays with Harrison and the children, though Eugenia is sometimes home in time for the new year.”

I clasped her hands, willing myself to be patient. “Julie, please try to understand. My brother is dead.”

She took her hands back. “Your brother-in-law. We have two brothers, both living, though one is at sea and the other in Italy. I believe you haven’t seen either of them in some years.”

I sat back in my chair. “Goodness. I am a Finch, and Bayard Finch has died. I shall be mourning him, not gallivanting about on holiday pleasure tours.”

She straightened up, looking at me quizzically. “It is March, Louisa-Margaretta. Christmas is well over six months away, and the period of mourning shall be over.”

This felt like a harsh needle scratching at the surface of my grief. “I can hardly say when it shall be over, Juliana. That is for me to decide.”

Recalling that I was still trespassing on her hospitality for one more night, I stood, trying to soften my words. “I apologize. Clearly, Bayard’s death and the passing of Woodshire to Colin have given me quite a turn. Good night, Juliana.”

She now looked rather resigned, not bothering to stand from her chair, worrying a strand of her dark hair in her fingers. “Goodnight, Maggie. Please tell me if you change your mind.”
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I supposed that Mr. Colin Finch could well have managed to stay with some respectable friends, or even with his sister, Diana. I generally avoided trespassing on her hospitality, as I could not quite forget the cruelty she had shown me when we were children, though her conduct since my marriage was scrupulously polite. She and Colin had always gotten on quite well, and if his reputation were not rather in the gutter, I should have thought that she might welcome him.

Instead, the address that Mr. Finch had given me was for an inn outside of town. It was, at least, on the way back to Woodshire. By leaving early, I hoped to reach my home (I could not think of it as Mr. Finch’s home) by nightfall.

When my coach pulled up to the inn, I asked the coachman to please fetch Mr. Finch. It was still in the wee morning hours, but he was to have been waiting with his trunks.

It was not long before the man himself ambled out, followed by a buxom woman whose costume revealed her to be the innkeeper. She was smiling at my brother-in-law, and their voices carried across the courtyard.

“Now don’t be a stranger, Mr. Finch. It’s a treat having you here, to be sure!”

“Why, Mrs. Benjamin, how very scandalous! And when might I be of use to you again?”

She smirked. “Get along with you. You must be serious at least one day a year, that’s certain.”

“Must I? The French have a saying: It is much more charming to amuse beautiful ladies than to be serious.”

This made the woman laugh out loud. “Oh get on with you, Mr. Finch. They say that in France, do they?”

Mr. Finch straightened his cravat, plainly enjoying the attention. “Well, they should. It is only the truth.”

“Land’s sakes, sir! There are so many come to our inn, but nobody speaks in this manner.”

He lowered his voice. “Nobody has a tongue like mine, if I take your meaning?”

This time she actually gasped. “Goodness, Mr. Finch!”

“See. It has already rendered you quite speechless.”

Apparently, this conversation was to continue for the entire morning. Without anyone to help me, I stepped down from the carriage into the muddy courtyard. Though I had discovered in the past decade that black clothing did, indeed, easily show dirt, I also knew that it was rather easy to clean. A fashionable pastel gown, once dirtied, is very difficult to make clean again. Even soap is less than effective without corresponding hard scrubbing. A mourning gown, on the other hand, requires only a bit of water.

So with this happy thought, I walked toward my brother-in-law and his landlady. “Good morning to both of you. Mr. Finch, are you quite ready? We must start soon if we are to reach Woodshire before dark.”

Mrs. Benjamin, who was either a poor joke of a wife or a highly irreverent widow (or perhaps just endowed with the “Mrs.” for respectability), curtsied. “Of course, ma’am. Mr. Finch, off with you,” she said, only the slightest ghost of a smile escaping her lips. I was forced to acknowledge that she was, indeed, quite excellent at making her conduct more polite when called upon to do so.

My brother-in-law swaggered over to the carriage, bowing to his hostess as he did so, and yet it appeared he was not quite ready to leave. “Mrs. Finch, I shall be seeing you directly. I’m sure that the country shall not always be able to amuse me, and I shall be forced to show my face in town again.”

She tittered, and I put my foot on the step of the carriage, pointedly waiting for Mr. Finch to offer me a hand up, and hoping that he would take the hint to follow me in.

“Sister,” he said, with a great smile, handing me up into the carriage.

But still he dawdled. “Mrs. Benjamin, allow me to thank you again for your fine establishment. Such quality, I assure you, is rarely seen.”

Apparently, these offensive entendres were to continue until nightfall. “Mr. Finch,” I said, attempting to make my voice firm but sweet.

It came across, though, simply as angry. “We must start at once.”

“Very well. Au revoir, madame,” he said, waving at his landlady as the carriage drove off.
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The carriage ride, at first, was both slow and dull. The one consolation was that I was able to see quite plainly, through the small window, that we were leaving London.

Indeed, in spite of the rather crippling poverty that could overtake many small farmers with a paltry harvest, I had always thought of the countryside as being both rich and luxurious. Perhaps it was the experience of visiting our rich Finch cousins that forced this mistaken impression upon me. Knowing they had a beautiful home and a large estate, with no shortage of meat or vegetables, I thought that all country-dwellers must enjoy similar pleasures.

After a suitable period of quiet, following Mr. Finch’s scandalous conduct at the inn, I began to pull publications from the bag I had bought along for the journey. Since those trips I needed to make were generally passed in solitude, I had grown quite used to reading. Having been born with a strong constitution, I never felt any flutters in my stomach from reading as a carriage wound down country roads. In fact, one of my favorite things about journeys was that they allowed me to read, untroubled by thoughts of whatever other task might be accomplished just at that moment.

However, I was sometimes unable to keep my emotions completely contained while reading. Reading about Godoy, Spain’s so-called “Prince of Peace,” I sniffed with indignation. This aroused the attentions of my carriage-mate.

“That seems unhappy reading, sister,” he said, attempting
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