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“Hannah, darling, I wish you would take the trouble to make yourself at least a little presentable.” Beatrice gave her head a lofty shake as she surveyed my simple sage gown. “Abigail, never mind fussing any more over her hair; it’ll be perfectly frightful whatever you do. I want you in my room. No one will care what she looks like tonight anyway. You know, Hannah,” as she turned imperiously away and I nodded acquiescence to the reluctant Abigail, “if you would give a little time and effort to your appearance, you might attract a suitor of your own one day. Or a rich woman seeking a governess, if you don’t wish to quit your own sphere. Perhaps Mr. Weatherly knows a friend who could offer you a situation. I might inquire for you if you’d like. Come, Abigail.”

She threw a look back over her shoulder as she reached the door, and I bit my tongue against the retort she’d hoped to goad me into, forcing a smile in a weak attempt to quell the simmering anger in Abigail’s eyes.

“Thank you, no, cousin. I’m content to stay here until your mother and father are ready to be rid of me. I shouldn’t like to put you or Mr. Weatherly to any trouble.” By God’s grace, my voice didn’t tremble over his name.

“Oh, well, suit yourself, of course. I only thought you might be tired of living as a poor dependent on the charity of your relatives. I’m sure I should be. But to each her own, I suppose.” She flounced from the room, and Abigail sent me one last look of pitiful fury before stomping after her. I tried to call up sympathy at the thought of the way Beatrice’s hair and corset strings would smart under Abigail’s hands but couldn’t quite accomplish it.

Putting my head down on a suddenly unsteady hand, I offered a silent, desperate prayer for strength as I attempted to quiet the throbbing ache in my soul. Why Beatrice found such delight in pointing out my plain looks and dependent condition at every possible opportunity I had never understood, but I had learned long ago that flinching under the barbs only strengthened her sense of power.

I had hoped to slip through the evening unobserved, to offer the few expected congratulations with the best composure I could manage, and then to retire early under pretext of helping Nurse put the younger children to bed. But if Beatrice sensed my inner turmoil, she would be sure to draw others’ attention to my unease, making the ordeal even more of a trial than it already was. My only hope was to truly settle my heart before the evening began.

Gathering up my courage, I raised my eyes to the glass and surveyed the half of my hair that Abigail had managed to coax into a limp approximation of my cousin’s luscious curls. No doubt given time, she would have managed to make it somewhat presentable, but there was no question that Beatrice would require her services until the very moment Mr. Weatherly’s carriage stopped at the door. With a sigh, I picked up the brush and set about undoing Abigail’s careful handiwork before securing the whole in an off-center twist, doing my best to draw attention away from the fact that none of my persuasions could convince the ruined curls to lie as hopelessly flat as the untouched portion.

Sliding a few sprigs of soft white baby’s breath—always in abundance since Beatrice abhorred it—into the spots where it would best soften the unfashionable hue of my auburn tresses, I surveyed myself one last time, blinking hard at an unexpected rush of tears.

I couldn’t fully blame Beatrice; even Abigail’s undivided attention could never have made me into more than a faint reflection of the jewel of the house, like one of Beatrice’s pale watercolors hanging next to an authentic Reynolds. Nor did I blame Mr. Weatherly; the most sober-minded of men couldn’t help but be drawn to Beatrice’s beauty and vivacity, and she could speak with charming piety when she knew her audience valued such things. 

I had never harbored any hope of winning his affections for myself, and it was only the evening before, when he had requested an interview with my uncle after dinner, that I had begun to realize just how much his friendship had come to mean to me. But all of that was now at an end. If he had truly requested Beatrice’s hand, it would be my place to surrender every scrap of his kind attentions, to show no sign of shrinking under my cousin’s triumphant smile, to pray earnestly that the gentle influence of a godly man could help to shape her into the woman she was meant to be.

With a last whisper of prayer, I slipped from my room and down the wide staircase, trying not to picture Beatrice gliding down it in one of her most elegant gowns and with every coil of beautiful, golden hair in place to greet Mr. Weatherly, watching rapturously from the hall. A hot wave rolled in my stomach, and I held tightly to the iron balustrade until the treacherous sensation passed.

Straightening my back with an effort, I made my way to the parlor and stood before my aunt’s chair, clenching my hands into fists to still their trembling.

“Is that the best Abigail could do, my dear?” Her tone was disappointed as her eyes swept me, and I felt a flush creep into my cheeks.

“Beatrice needed her more than I do. I daresay no one will care overmuch what I look like tonight.”

Aunt Helen studied me with a curious frown, then smiled suddenly.

“Perhaps you’re right, my dear. My, what a color you have! Sit down and rest yourself a bit.”

“May I—may I go into the garden for a moment?” The air in the luxurious parlor was growing more stifling by the second, but to my surprise, my aunt smiled and waved me away.

“Of course. He’ll know where to find you there.”

It was an odd way of saying that she would send James to fetch me when I was wanted, but I was too thankful for the permission to quibble about the words. I let myself out into the blessed coolness of the garden and drew great lungfuls of the fresh, sweet air. The quiet, unpretentious beauty of nature soothed my spirit as it always did, and I made my way to my favorite bench, praying that the peace of this moment would stay with me through the trying evening ahead. The laughter and shouts of my young cousins floated to me from the lawn, and if not for my best gown and the expected company, I would have been tempted to join them for a romp to brace my quivering nerves.

Instead, I remained where I was, closing my eyes and savoring the sounds of carefree childhood until a suspicious lull brought my head up to find a delegation approaching me with the solemnity of a funeral procession.

Lettie was the first to reach me and scrambled up to kiss me on the cheek before pressing a fistful of wilting violets into my best gloves and retreating with a finger in
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