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Often set beyond the ballrooms of London, Leslie’s stories promise trust and discovery on the way to happily ever after.
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For Larry. 

My best friend, my lover, my husband.

 I will miss you all the days of my life.








  
  Overview


Halifax, Nova Scotia has given Lady Dalton a better life than she had in London, England. 
Since fleeing her abusive husband, changing her name and claiming to be a widow, Sophie has learned that she is not as useless as Lord Dalton declared. Now known as Mrs. Bennett, her deception has allowed her to survive by establishing a school for young ladies which means she must protect her reputation at all costs. Over the past two years she has begun to feel safe from discovery, but she still fears what will happen if her secret is exposed. 
Alec Graham is intrigued by his reserved neighbor. Gossip says she is the granddaughter of an earl and the widow of an officer who died fighting Napoleon. But why did she come to Halifax where she has no family or friends other than the housekeeper who came with her?
Shadows cloud her eyes though she is young, beautiful, and gracious. Still, she resists his attempts to charm. Perhaps now that his niece is one of her students he will learn why she is so wary of his interest. 
What will it take to banish the shadows and lighten her smile?  
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  Chapter 1


Halifax, Nova Scotia, Fall, 1812 

Heavy rain drummed against the office windowpane of Mrs. Bennett’s Academy for Young Ladies where the solitary lamp on the desk barely lifted the morning’s gloom. Sophie, owner and headmistress, closed her ledger, cleaned her pen, and leaned back in her chair with a relieved sigh. She had not dared face another winter without repairing the roof though the expense worried her greatly.
The wind howled as it swept past the window and rattled the panes, but to her relief, they remained airtight and would not need to be re-glazed this year. The office reflected genteel refinement but far less grandeur than the Mayfair townhouse she had escaped two years ago. Her eyes swept over the student samplers of embroidery and framed watercolors that decorated the blue papered walls. Who would ever have believed someone as weak-willed and incompetent as her husband had declared her to be would dare to instruct young women in proper etiquette and home management?   
Her former maid turned housekeeper, Margery, sat in one of the two chintz covered wingback chairs that faced her desk, her lower lip caught between her teeth. “How bad is it?”
“The repairs reduced our reserves more than I’d like but, for the moment, the school is solvent.”  Sophie glanced toward the heavy deluge beyond the glass. “Of course, now that the weather has turned, attendance will drop while expenses rise.” 
She rubbed her ink-stained fingers with a handkerchief. If only she could remove her never-ending doubts as easily as she did the ink. But the leaking roof had made her admit that her need for emergency funds outweighed her reluctance to face additional financial risks. “So, while it will further strain the budget in the short term, I agree it is time to furnish the upper rooms for boarding students. The room and board will reduce losses from inclement weather.” 
Her assessment of the school’s monetary constraints caused Margery to lower her gaze and smooth her woolen skirts in a gesture Sophie recognized. She’d not failed to notice other signs that revealed Margery’s disquiet emotions of late, so she broached the question she feared to ask, but knew she must. “Will you return to England with Mr. Farnsworth when he goes home this spring?” 
Margery gasped and looked up. 
In the months since Mr. Farnsworth arrived in Halifax to broker timber for his family’s mining interests his attention to Margery had alarmed Sophie more than she liked. “I’ve seen the way you look at each other.” Sophie kept her voice light lest Margery think she disapproved. She didn’t. But the possibility of Margery leaving Halifax made her throat ache.
When Sophie noticed Mr. Farnsworth’s interest in her friend, she had watched him for subtle warning signs she had not recognized during her own courtship. Those quickly forgiven slights and embarrassments that she had ignored in the glow of infatuation for her handsome fiancé.
But Margery had better instincts than Sophie. She did not mistake flattery for esteem or handsome looks as a promise of goodness. Sophie only wished Mr. Farnsworth were a local man who would not take her friend away. 
She made herself smile. “I hope you have more sense than to deny your own happiness out of concern for me. I think Mr. Farnsworth cares a great deal for you.” 
Margery blinked and her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Mr. Farnsworth is a good man, but it don’t feel right to leave you all alone.” 
Sophie didn’t know how she would have managed if her former maid had not chosen to accompany her to Halifax. Nova Scotia was very different from England. “Nevertheless, you must accept his offer if he makes one.” She stopped when Margery’s hands gripped the cloth she had so recently smoothed. “He already has, hasn’t he?”
Margery nodded. 
“Tell me you said yes.”
“I wanted to, but I just couldn’t.” The tears spilled down Margery’s cheeks. “With the roof expenses, and after Miss Thompson left to get married so sudden-like, it didn’t feel right to add to your troubles.” She met Sophie’s gaze and bit her lip again. “But I couldn’t say no, either.” She looked down, then admitted, “I told him I’d think about it.”
Her devotion made Sophie ashamed of her selfish fears. “Tell him yes, and don’t worry about me. I can never repay you for your support when we fled my home, but you deserve to find your own way now.” She came around the desk and eased Margery’s hands from the twisted cloth of her skirts, then hugged her. “I wish you all the happiness you deserve and more.”
Margery hugged her back. “You deserve to be happy, too,” she declared. “One day you’ll—” 
“You know that isn’t possible,” Sophie interrupted her. 
“Widows are free to marry,” Margery argued. “You have a new name and a new life in a new world. No one here knows… and you could be happy.”
“But I would know.” 
It hurt to know. The single dance she’d accepted with their neighbor, Mr. Graham, when she and Margery attended an assembly proved that. His obvious attraction and light conversation resurrected physical desire, but triggered alarm bells. His tall solid build, squared jaw, broad smile and warm caramel colored eyes made her heart skitter and goose flesh race down her spine. Was she still a fool for handsome men and surface impressions? She berated herself for being drawn to the easy smile that invited her to smile back.
Mr. Graham seemed courteous, kind and engaging but she no longer trusted her instincts. Even if she were willing to ignore her conscience, she dared not ignore how her husband had convinced her of his charm, only to reveal his true nature once they were married. 
Sophie returned to her chair and rearranged the papers on her desk into another neat pile. “I could not take the chance of treading that path again.”  
Of course, none of those things mattered since she was not really a widow at all. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The sharp tang of printer’s ink, mixed with the slight mustiness of newsprint, assailed Alec Graham’s nose when he entered the newspaper office of the Halifax Chronical. He approached the clerk and pitched his voice to rise above the clatter of the presses at the back of the building. “Henry, I need you to place this in the next edition.”
“Certainly, sir.” The clerk set aside the well-worn book of poetry he held, took the paper and scanned it, his lips moving ever so slightly as he read the words. He nodded his bald head and looked up. “Right, then. It’ll save me from finding a second poem for the Poet’s corner.”
“I doubt readers will object to or even notice the reduction.”
Henry chuckled. “Someone always objects to something, Mr. Graham. It’s the nature of folks.”
“Sad, but true.” 
Alec turned to leave but stopped when Mrs. Bennett, came through the door. His home occupied the lot behind hers, so they sometimes exchanged pleasantries, but while she was gracious enough, she had never encouraged friendlier interaction. Gossip said she was the granddaughter of an earl and the widow of an officer who’d been an early casualty on the Peninsula. 
The cold had pinkened her nose and cheeks, and flecks of snow dusted the hood and shoulders of her brown woolen cloak. The effect made him curl his hands lest he give in to the urge to tuck her close and carry her off to parts unknown and undisturbed. 
The petite blond had attracted him with her delicate features and slender figure from their first introduction. But though she danced with him once, he quickly deduced that Mrs. Bennett was as uninterested in him as a man as he was all too aware of her as a woman. 
 She claimed she did not look for another husband, and her determined and unbending propriety signaled she did not want a lover either. Her blue eyes, deep and dark as a mountain pool, always seemed to observe the world with wary caution. 
He inclined his head in polite recognition. “Good morning, Mrs. Bennett.”
She returned his greeting with an answering nod before passing him to speak to Henry. “I should like to place this notice in the next edition if I may.”
“Of course, Mrs. Bennett.” Henry replied. “If I postpone the Poet’s Corner until next week I believe it can still be included in tomorrow’s edition.”
She pursed her lips and a crease formed between her eyebrows. “My students are encouraged to discuss the poems in each edition, and poetry is a welcome relief from the serious concerns of war and shipping news. If it will mean the loss of the Poet’s Corner tomorrow, I believe my notice can wait for next week’s edition.”  
“Or perhaps a shorter poem can be found to fit,” Alec suggested.
Her eyes widened, the crease disappeared, and for a brief moment, he thought she might smile, but she merely said, “An excellent suggestion, Mr. Graham.” Then she turned her attention back to Henry. “Would that be possible? Also, perhaps I can word the notice more succinctly.” Once they agreed on new wording, she paid Henry, said farewell to Alec, and took her leave without further comment. 
Alec experienced the usual pang of disappointment that she did not linger in conversation. The lady intrigued him.
Careful and refined as her behavior was in company, Alec had glimpsed moments when she thought herself unobserved. That was how he knew she fed scraps of food to the stray cats and dogs who occasionally took shelter under her back porch. He sometimes heard her and her housekeeper laughing together, though never when others were present. He had watched her in the yard from his upstairs window one day when she twirled in circles with her face to the sun and eyes closed while she sang off key.
Behind him, Henry uttered a murmured, “Aha.” 
Alec smiled, then exited and returned to the waterfront.
Water Street bustled with activity from Captain Peabody’s newly arrived merchant ship and Alec greeted several acquaintances along the way. Wagons loaded with goods rattled past and friendly banter filled the air along with dog barks and the clang of ship’s bells. Seagulls swooped and screeched in protest when workers disturbed their attempts to raid fish carts on the dock. The salt-tang of brine blended with the exotic scent of imported spices from the West Indies. 
In the half dozen years since he’d come to Halifax from his brother’s farm to broker the family’s timber interests, he’d discovered he had a talent for negotiating trade and had invested in several shipping ventures. His brother Rory teased him that it wasn’t so much a talent for negotiation that contributed to his successes but his intimidating scowl when things didn’t go his way. He didn’t know about the scowl, but he did know that he preferred running the town-based business to the isolation of the logging and farm life he’d left behind. 
Alec strode past the wide ground level doors of the warehouse where timber was stored and climbed the stairs to the upper floor and his office. This level shared its space with goods from distant ports and the aroma of spice mingled with those of fabrics and foreign artifacts. He hung his hat and overcoat on a wall peg, then crossed to his desk. 
A great orange cat lay draped across the scattered stacks of papers he’d left behind. Alec lifted the beast from the pile. “Sorry, Clyde, but I have work to do.” He scratched the cat behind the ears before setting him down. “Go earn your keep and catch some rats.” At Alec’s feet, Clyde stretched before raising his tail in the air and sauntering off to curl up in a shaft of light from the window. 
Alec reached for the pile of correspondence he’d sorted before leaving the office. Most were reports from acquaintances who kept him informed of the latest news about the hostilities between England and France or the American states. According to those reports, it was General Wellington’s pursuit of the French in Spain that held the king’s attention and not Mr. Madison’s most recent protests and his declaration of war against England. He doubted the complaints of the former colonies made much impact on the crown when compared to Napoleon and his quest to dominate the continent. Fortunately, Alec’s business interests benefited from the influx of His Majesty’s navy ships in the harbor. 
He reached for the stack, then frowned when he saw the black-edged letter that had not been on the pile when he left. A cold shiver of dread ran down his spine. Accidents happened too often to ignore but, please, God, no more family. His brother, Rory’s, wife died in a freak accident five years ago. 
The letter was short but he only focused on two words. Papa. Drowned. His mind shut down, numbed by shock while ice shards of grief splintered his heart. He sagged back against the chair, his fingers letting the paper slide to the floor. Not Rory. 
Images filled his head. Rory laughing uproariously after playing a practical joke on him. Rory laying a consoling arm around Alec’s shoulder after he’d failed to win a local horse race. Rory beaming with pride when he’d stood in front of Alec’s warehouse after delivering the first timbers to be brokered by his little brother. Always cheerful, positive and supportive. 
His big brother was larger than life. Rory was careful. Rory was skilled. Rory was… dead.
Another memory rose up and his breath hitched. Rory, white-faced and red-eyed after Janet’s mother died. But Rory’s eight-year-old daughter had needed him so he had hugged her and told her she now had two parents in one. Any other grieving had been done in private. Now it was Rory who was dead and Alec’s own eyes burned, his throat ached, and his stomach threatened to rebel. 
Alec picked the letter off the floor and studied it, disturbed to see young Janet had written it. Alarm bells rang in his head to see the date. Two weeks ago? With Rory gone she would be all alone. She’s just a child.
He grabbed his coat and hat from the peg, rushed down the stairs, and called to the man directing the unloading of the wagons and carts below. “Mr. Pike, you are in charge until I return.” 
He opened the door to his house and stopped dead at the sight of the bedraggled youth who sat beside the fireplace that heated his residence. A burlap bag rested beside the chair. 
“Hello, Uncle Alec.” 
Janet? It took him a moment to reconcile this girl-woman dressed in boy’s clothing with the elfin faced child he pictured when he thought of his niece. No longer a child. 
She sat stiffly, Clyde’s calico sibling asleep on her lap. Her eyes reflected a world of grief. How long since he’d seen her? Four years ago Rory brought Janet to Halifax for her ninth birthday but Alec had not been to the farm since that Christmas. He had meant to go last year… and the year before that. His stomach cramped and his chest locked. He would never be able to visit Rory again. 
Rory is dead and Janet is my responsibility. 
He opened his arms. 
Janet leapt into them and pressed her face against his shoulder with a muffled sob. “I didn’t know what else to do.”
They stood together for several minutes. What did he know about taking care of a child, even a half-grown one? How old was she now? Thirteen? No, fourteen, last August. 
“Who brought you?”
“I brought myself.”
Dear God. She had traveled alone? 
Male clothing had allowed her to pass as a young lad and made her less noticeable, but it was no protection against the hazards of backcountry beasts or the storms of the past week. What if something had happened to her? He would not have known to look for her. He tightened his hold and lowered his chin to the top of her head. “You should have waited for me. I would have come sooner, but the letter just arrived. “
“I know. I put it there.” 
She pulled back. Her tears were gone, though her eyes were pink-rimmed. “The house was too empty… like it had died with Papa. I had to get away. I found the key you gave Papa and left.” Her gaze held both uncertainty and bravado. Her voice quivered and a tear rolled down her face.  “Did I do the right thing?” 






  
  Chapter 2


The aroma of spiced cakes greeted Sophie when she arrived back at the academy after completing her business with the newspaper followed by a visit to the pawn broker. The earbobs were the last of the jewels she’d brought with her to her new life and she was pleased that they had garnered enough to pay for the necessary furnishings for student bedchambers. 
Margery always prepared fresh treats to be included with their afternoon lessons so the girls learned the practical nuances of eating in public. At least that was how Sophie explained the sweets that rewarded a week of lessons well learned. In reality, she had a sweet tooth and it was one of the few indulgences she allowed herself.
“Were you able to reach satisfactory terms with the broker?” Margery asked when Sophie stepped into the kitchen. 
“Yes. I have a year in which to redeem the earbobs. If I take in at least four boarding students, I should be able to reclaim them by then. If I fill six rooms I shall reclaim them within eight months.” She hung her cloak on a peg near the door. “I placed notices in the newspaper for staff and to announce that I would be taking in boarding students." 
She didn’t mention her encounter with Mr. Graham. He had been leaving the news office when she entered. A warm flush flowed up from her middle and heated her cheeks. His suggestion meant he had eavesdropped though he had
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