
[image: A group of books on a staircase

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
Copyright © 2025 by Laura A. Barnes

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review or scholarly journal.

First Printing: 2025

Laura A. Barnes

www.lauraabarnes.com

Cover Art by Laura A. Barnes

Editor: Telltail Editing

[image: A person and person kissing on stairs

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]


Copyright © 2023 by Laura A. Barnes

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review or scholarly journal.

First Printing: 2023

Laura A. Barnes

www.lauraabarnes.com

Cover Art by Laura A. Barnes

Editor: Telltail Editing


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Epilogue

Desire other books to read by Laura A. Barnes

Author Laura A. Barnes

Copyright © 2023 by Laura A. Barnes

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Epilogue

Desire other books to read by Laura A. Barnes

Author Laura A. Barnes

Copyright © 2024 by Laura A. Barnes

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Epilogue

Desire other books to read by Laura A. Barnes

Author Laura A. Barnes

Copyright © 2025 by Laura A. Barnes

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Epilogue

Desire other books to read by Laura A. Barnes

Author Laura A. Barnes

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Vivian Wescott pressed her hand down harder on her knee to keep it from bouncing up and down. She didn’t want to draw her friends’ attention to her fury, especially when they were comforting Sara Abbott and reassuring her that she wasn’t at fault for their current state of looking for new employment. It was true that they had been dismissed from their positions for coming to Sara’s defense when her employer thought it was appropriate to grope Sara whenever he pleased, but it wasn’t the reason for her anger.

Vivian’s fury lightened as she remembered Lord Baldridge’s reaction when they’d made a spectacle of him in front of his peers—and at his own ball no less. Their actions had been justified for the safety of Sara’s virtue. However, those who employed Vivian and her close-knit friends didn’t hold the same opinion. The peers of society had deemed them unfit to educate the young minds of the future peerage, which had left them in their current predicament. Unemployed.

Vivian was well aware of how the ton turned on those who behaved with reckless actions because of the injustices handed to them. If one crossed the wrong peer in an attempt for justice, their actions set them on a path of misery. She knew firsthand how vindictive they could be. Her history with them showed proof of their coldhearted souls. Vivian held no remorse for showing the ton the true colors of Lord Baldridge. The ton hadn’t ousted him, but it had left him the victim of gossip. At any function he attended, scandalous whispers of his inappropriate action would follow him wherever he led. His wife would never trust him again and would fill their homes with the oldest of servants. 

Vivian held no regret for their actions other than the fate of her friends. Because of her guidance to retaliate against the ton for personal reasons, she had encouraged them to help protect Sara. Before the next morning arrived, they had found themselves dismissed without a single reference. While their fellow servants applauded their effort, and even the wives in some cases, society had deemed them troublemakers who threatened the hierarchy of their standings. 

No matter the depth of their downfall, it would not undermine Vivian’s determination to rise to the status of her virtue. Her parents had raised her to achieve greatness. Yes, her mother expected it in her choice of a groom and a successful marriage. However, Vivian never measured success in those terms. Greatness was in the act of her character. She had thought her choice of a groom complimented her character, but he had proven himself otherwise. At the first sign of trouble, he had abandoned her to the masses, leaving her to pick up the shattered pieces of her life and those of her family. Now it was her duty to help them rise from the ashes of their despair, along with those of her friends. 

The friendships she had made over the past few months were ones she would treasure for eternity. They accepted her with open arms and offered no judgment on her past. While they’d come from humble beginnings and she’d come from wealth, it had never mattered to them. They only saw her as Vivian, not the daughter of a viscount. A person with her own thoughts and feelings. Every single one of them reminded her of her best friend, Joy. A friendship lost but hopefully never forgotten. Vivian hoped one day the friendship would flourish again. However, for now, it remained a memory to treasure.

Vivian stared at her friends and realized it was time to deliver her news. She must convince them that this was for the best. For them to survive and make a fresh start, they needed to accept her terms. It would involve taking them out of their element and away from any nearby family. It was only for a short while until another incident amongst the ton overshadowed their demise. In the meantime, they would forge a fresh path. 

She had already secured them employment in new households. It didn’t leave them much time to arrive at their new positions, considering the distance they must travel. They must leave in two days to make the trip a success.

Vivian cleared her throat. “Sara, dry your eyes, my dear friend. I have promising news.”

Sara sniffed into her handkerchief. “Did you find a new position?”

Vivian winked at her friends. “Indeed, I did.”

Sara attempted a smile while drying off her tears. “What wonderful news.”

“How fortunate for you. May we ask how you acquired this good fortune?” Grace Penrose asked with a trace of sarcasm.

Sara frowned at Grace's tone. “Yes, please tell us about your new position.”

While Grace's attitude bothered Sara, Vivian only found humor in her snarl. She regarded her friends as they waited for her to describe her luck. Poor Sara. She tried to hold the wavering smile on her face, but her swift indrawn breath to keep her sorrow at bay revealed her genuine affectionate friendship. 

However, Grace held skepticism about the impossibility of Vivian landing another position. With Vivian’s lack of experience, her once-known status in society, and being the ringleader of Lord Baldridge’s embarrassment, she would find it most difficult of all of them to find a position first. 

Then there was their friend Flora Grant, who sat back, not saying a word. She only raised her eyebrow in a way that spoke of her curiosity.

Vivian leaned over and pulled out a packet of papers from her satchel. “Much to my disappointment, I was unable to secure a position in London. Perhaps England as a whole. However, the lovely country of Scotland offers me an invitation I cannot refuse. Also, I share my good fortune with all of you. I have secured a position for each of us.”

“No! Absolutely not!” Flora grumbled.

Vivian knew she would meet resistance from Flora. After all, Flora had taken a position in London to escape from Scotland. She had never confided why, but from the conversations they had shared, Vivian believed it involved a disagreement with her family.

“These positions are in Edinburgh. You are from Inverness. Correct?” Vivian asked Flora.

“It does not matter. I refuse to touch foot on Scottish soil ever again.” Flora’s Scottish brogue slipped out with her declaration.

Grace settled her hand over Flora's to help calm her. “Perhaps we should listen to Vivian's plan.”

Grace nodded at Vivian to continue with her explanation. Vivian glanced around at her friends and found their gazes focused on her as they waited for the details that might end their suffering. Vivian stood and handed a packet to each girl before sitting back down again. Each packet held the correspondence she had written in their names seeking the employment she thought best suited each friend. 

She understood how she played devil’s advocate, but they were out of options. They either took these positions or they would find themselves forced into unfortunate measures to secure coin. They couldn't even find positions as scullery maids, and when they attempted to gain positions at the shops in Mayfair, the shopkeepers had laughed at them. Gossip of their actions had spread to even the common folk, and no one wished to hold any association with them. This only left the horror of selling their bodies for survival. Vivian refused to have her friends lose their souls, their goodness, their virtues all because of the vindictiveness society offered them.

Vivian laid her hands over her packet. “Inside, you will find letters I have written on your behalf to gain employment. They will state the date, location, and terms of your position. Also, I included what I have learned of each of your employers. Their character, how they treat their servants, their standing in society, and every aspect of how they care for the charges you will be responsible for. I hope you will consider these opportunities because I only sought them out in your best interests. Please forgive me if I have overstepped the bounds of our friendship, but I hold great responsibility for the loss of your positions because of my selfishness.” 

Vivian attempted a smile in hopes to encourage her friends to consider her plan. “My actions have guaranteed us a fresh start. A new beginning. A chance to seek a new adventure. To open ourselves up to the possibilities of achieving greatness. Please take into consideration that our only means of survival is losing what we treasure most.”

Grace tore into her packet with enthusiasm. “This sounds like a marvelous answer to our prayers. I am always one for a grand new adventure.”

Sara bit her bottom lip, unsure if she wanted to take the risk. “Do we not hold any other options?”

Vivian gave a slight shake of her head. “I am afraid not, my dear.”

Flora scoffed. “Life is full of options.” 

Vivian leaned back against the bench and folded her hands across her lap. “There is only one option left. Do you wish that for yourself or the others?”

Flora gritted her teeth. “You know it is not.”

“What is not an option?” Sara asked.

Vivian, Flora, and Grace exchanged a look between them. Sara was the youngest of their group and the most innocent. They always took whatever means to protect her from the harsh realities of life. Her elderly grandmother had raised her in a cottage in a small village in Southern England before she passed away. Sara had never experienced the injustices of the world until Lord Baldridge.

Vivian smiled warmly at Sara. “The option is one I would not even wish upon my greatest enemy and one we must avoid at all costs. It is one where we would have to sell our bodies to survive.”

Sara gasped. “Oh.” Sara cast her eyes down at her lap and fumbled with the papers, bringing them up to her face to cover the blush heating her cheeks. “It cannot be our last option available.”

Grace sighed. “I am afraid so.”

Vivian closed her eyes at Sara's stricken expression. Soon, there came the rustling of paper as each of her friends perused the documents she had handed them. A light breeze teased the stray curls against her neck. She saw the fear in her friends’ eyes, and it was the reason for keeping hers closed. She couldn't allow them to see her own fear or they would question everything she had put into motion. While Vivian was prepared to strike out to make a new beginning for herself, it also frightened her. She would leave behind everything she had once held dear. 

It was necessary for her survival and for the sake of her family. Ever since her family's fall from grace, Vivian had been the only one to keep her family from destroying themselves. Her degenerate brothers still kept with their carousing, gambling, and spending foolishly. While her mother and father lived in denial, it was her younger sister, Chloe, who suffered the most. She would do anything to protect her sister from the hedonistic lifestyle her family lived. Vivian had thought at one time that she could rescue her sister when the gentleman of her dreams proposed to her. She had planned to bring Chloe into her household and offer her the secure love she deserved. However, the shame of her family's disgrace had caused Vivian's plans to diminish in the wind. 

That very wind swirled around her today. As much as she wished for her friends to join her in Scotland, she must also respect their wishes if they so declined. However, she must make the journey, for it was the only way to give her sister a chance she no longer held herself. Vivian opened her eyes as silence descended on the group.

Vivian tucked a stray curl behind her ear. “Do these positions seem acceptable to you?”

Grace nodded. “Thank you, my friend. I think it is an excellent idea to leave London behind for a spell.”

“I agree. Thank you, Vivian. It was most generous of you to go to these lengths for us. I do not blame you. Any of you. You hold my deepest gratitude for removing me from a situation I found uncomfortable,” Sara declared.

Everyone turned to glance at Flora, curious about her answer. However, Flora stayed silent. None of them wished to rush her, but they were eager for her to take this journey with them. Flora continued to glare at Vivian for putting her in this position, which only made Vivian’s smile grow wider. Once Flora growled, the rest of the girls erupted into laughter.

“I guess I am bloody well returning to Scotland.” 

Vivian clapped her hands. “Excellent! We shall travel to Scotland in two days. Prepare yourselves, ladies, for a new chapter in your lives. I believe this will be the first step in our chance for happiness.”

Vivian rose from the bench and embraced each of her friends. Before she left, she noted their trepidation of the unknown. While she could offer them platitudes of assurances, they would only ring false. Even Vivian didn’t know the outcome of their chosen paths. As they traveled along, each girl would learn if she had made the right decision. She only prayed she didn’t steer them wrong and that her own path led to a favorable outcome. At this point, what else did they have to lose?

Who knew? They might find more than they had ever dreamed possible.
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Chapter Two
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Maximilian Courtland sorted through the papers around the desk, trying to locate the one he needed. The document stipulated how he could proceed with managing his cousin’s estate. His cousin had left his paperwork like he left his life, in shambles. At one time, Max used to envy his cousin for his wild and carefree attitude toward life. Seamus had appeared to hold no cares in the world. And an earl, no less. 

Now he and his young wife were gone, ripped away from their two children by a fateful carriage accident. At least his cousin wasn’t alone in the afterlife. Even now, Seamus probably watched him from above, laughing at him for a source of amusement. 

If the children weren’t his main concern, Max would laugh at the irony of the situation. However, he found himself the guardian of two young children. He must guide and nurture them so that one day, the boy could take the position his father once held. The other, he must protect and guarantee her the life she deserved.

Max raised his head when he heard a knock. “Enter.”

He lowered his head again to search for the document. Max didn’t need to see who interrupted him. His sister, Joy, made it her daily quest to inquire about his intentions in hiring a governess for the children. It was a daily disagreement they had held since her arrival. He put off the inevitable by not hiring one because he wanted to abide by Aileen's, his late cousin's wife, wishes. She had never hired a governess because she looked after them herself. 

Even though it was expected within their standing in society to employ a governess to teach and care for the children, Aileen had held a different outlook. While Max would never admit it in polite company, he commended Seamus and Aileen’s controversial parenting. 

Regardless, no governess within the country would take on the position to handle the two heathens left in his care. Seamus had raised his children with a fine education, but he had also allowed them to indulge in their true Scottish traditions of riding bareback and running barefoot across the rugged landscape. 

The children didn’t lack manners or education. As Seamus would describe them, they were a wee bit wild. An unorthodox wildness that would meet with disapproval in society. Even at the age of four, Leah already swore worse than a Scottish warrior.

“Not at this moment, Joy. May we table this discussion for after dinner?” Max asked.

Joy held her hands on her hips. “No. This cannot wait. We must address the topic of a governess this afternoon, dear brother.”

Max leaned back in the chair. “Why is it so pertinent we discuss this now?”

Joy shook her head. “You know the reason. I must return to London. My wedding is in a month’s time, and Mother needs my assistance.”

“Damn!” Max growled. “Forgive me, dear sister. I have stolen you from what should be your happiest moments in life to help me.”

Joy sat in the chair across from the desk. “You did not steal me away. I wanted to help. This tragedy has affected me just as much as you, and I adore those children abovestairs. Even if they are a wee bit wild.”

He chuckled. “Do you not mean to describe them as heathens?” 

Joy's twinkling laughter help to soothe Max's stressful nerves. “Yes, they are heathens but ones we cherish.”

They smiled at each other wistfully. Their smiles held the bit of sadness that could never be erased and spoke of the sorrow of their loss. The piece of their heart would forever miss their dear cousin and his wife.

Max sighed. “Very well. I will contact an agency in the morning, and we can interview the applicants. Can you stay until the end of the week?”

Joy winced. “Actually, I will make my return home tomorrow morning.”

Max nodded. “Of course, I understand. The children will miss you. I will inform the servants they must assist with their care until I can hire a governess.”

Joy glanced away, running her hands along her skirts. “There is no need for that either. I have taken it upon myself to hire a governess for the children, and she is due to arrive this afternoon.”

Max stood, running his hands through his hair. “What? We discussed this. I am the one who needs to vet this new servant’s credentials. The governess must meet the criteria for the children’s education, especially Bennett. No offense, dear sister, but your intentions are only to hire someone who will coddle the children.”

Joy raised her eyebrows. “What is wrong with that? They just lost their parents, for heaven’s sake. Allow them some softness before you strike them with your dictatorial demands.”

Max stalked over to the liquor cart and poured himself a glass of whiskey. “The children need structure and must learn discipline. Their life will change, regardless of how they feel. No longer are their days filled with their father's tomfoolery and their mother’s overindulgence. They will return with me to London, where, in time, they will find their place in society after they learn the rules of etiquette and discretion. I cannot allow these children to run rampant in Hyde Park, bellowing out fierce battle cries. Bennett and Leah must learn proper decorum and the rules of our society.” Determination lit Max’s eyes. “No shame shall come upon them. Not a whisper of scandal has ever tainted our family, nor will it ever.”

Max stared at his sister, waiting for the lecture that was sure to come since she hadn't broached the subject since her arrival. Now, with her imminent departure, she would mention it. It was sure to entail the same scathing remarks he had received from another certain young lady. 

However, she was another chapter in his life that was done and over with. He refused to ponder if he had made the right decision. It was for the best of all parties involved, even if his heart declared differently. Because in the harsh reality of life, one's heart could not dictate the decisions that ruled one’s life. The emotion of love held no place amongst the cruelties of life. He must abolish the feelings he held for the lady. Because any mention of her only brought forth the pain of losing her in his gut.

Joy cleared her throat. “Before I leave, I have one more request.”

Max scoffed. “It would appear you have quite a list of requests today. State your thoughts before you leave. You will not rest until you do so.”

Max threw back his drink and poured another one. His agitation prevented him from sitting and listening to a subject he didn’t wish to discuss with another soul, even if he had shared secrets with Joy his entire life. So he would allow Joy her comments, then he would tuck them away and hope to forget them after she left.

Joy sighed. Her brother built the walls higher and higher around his heart. She didn't wish to broach the subject with him, but it was one she must address. His actions affected her as much as they affected him. His need to avoid scandal so their family’s reputation remained impeccable didn’t speak volumes of his character. If anything, his behavior proved him to be a shallow, callous, and coldhearted soul, not the warm and generously kind man she knew him to be.

“I love you.” Joy watched Max toss back another shot of whiskey. “But you are also an arse.”

Max chuckled at his sister’s attempt at a Scottish accent. He quirked an eyebrow. “Arse?”

Joy pointed her finger at him. “Yes, arse. Your treatment of—”

“Do not say her name,” Max bellowed.

Joy released a long, drawn-out breath. “The treatment you imparted upon your ex-betrothed fills me with shame and remorse. She was my best friend, and you trampled over her feelings as if she was some worthless street whore.”

Max smirked. “Your language since arriving in Scotland has turned quite unladylike.”

Joy jumped out of the chair and stalked over to her brother. She grabbed the whiskey glass out of his hand, poured herself a shot, and threw it back. Coughs racked her frame as the whiskey burned a path to her stomach.

Max poured her a glass of water. “There, there, dear sister.”

She swung around. “Do not mock me, Maximilian. Your recent behavior toward her was atrocious. Why did you humiliate her in that way? She is not at fault for her father's transgressions. At one time, you adored her, doted on her, and expressed a love I had never witnessed with any other soul. I used to envy your relationship with her until I met my dear Bradley.”

“We have been over this many times. My affairs are none of your concern, and how I ended my betrothal is my business alone and doesn’t pertain to you. I understand your loss of a friendship. However, this remains a closed subject. Now, I have allowed you your say and I will listen to no more. When the governess arrives, you will inform her that her employment is only temporary until I can find a more suitable arrangement. Until then, dear sister, I suggest you see to your departure. I will see you at dinner.”

“When did you become so cold, callous, and without emotion? Where is my brother?” Joy demanded.

“I am the same man. Just one coping with a tremendous amount of pressure. Also, trying to deal with my own loss.”

Joy wrapped her arms around her brother and hugged him. “I understand how close you were to Seamus and how deeply his death has affected you. Please forgive my outburst.”

Max wrapped his arms around Joy and returned her affection. “Your apologies are unnecessary when your intentions are sincere.”

While the loss of his cousin affected him greatly, nothing compared to the loss of the woman he loved. She was a lady he would’ve fought for to the ends of the earth. However, her one act of betrayal spoke of her true intentions. The betrayal had destroyed what he had once held dear. 

A commotion in the hallway distracted Max from his thoughts. A woman’s soft voice rang clear. He pulled back from Joy with a questioning look and watched the swift transformation on his sister’s face from happiness to guilt before she pulled out of his arms. The governess had arrived. 

Max frowned. “We might as well welcome the governess and inform her of my decision.”

“Max.” 

Max paused, waiting for his sister to finish.

Joy shrugged with a helpless expression. “There is more I need to share with you about the governess.”

Max waited, but Joy only twisted her hands in front of her, opening and closing her mouth in an attempt to explain herself. He quirked an eyebrow with his impatience. 

Before she offered her explanation, the butler, Bowers, opened the door. “My lord, the new governess, a Miss Vivian Wescott, has arrived. Shall I escort her to the study?”

Max gritted his teeth. “Please show Miss Wescott to the parlor. My sister shall attend her shortly.” Max waited for Bowers to close the door before he growled, “Joy?”

“Hear me out,” Joy pleaded and spread her palms out. “I can explain.”

Max growled again. “No! Absolutely not!”

Max never gave his sister a chance to explain before he threw open the doors leading outside. He stalked toward the woods, needing to put as much distance between him and Miss Wescott as possible. Joy could give the lady her dismissal papers. He refused to lay eyes on her. Max didn't want to consider the consequences if he did.

Because they were consequences he craved but must deny himself. 
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Chapter Three
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Vivian sat on the parlor sofa with her hands folded on her lap, waiting patiently for the lord and lady to arrive. She longed to roam around the parlor and become familiarized with her new place of employment. Her mother had ingrained in her the manners of a lady, even though she no longer considered herself one. However, she would continue to act like one. If someone were to catch her trailing around the parlor and handling the trinkets, it would leave a poor impression on her new employer. 

Vivian had run out of options, and she couldn’t afford to lose this position, especially after convincing her friends to make a fresh start. She only prayed the Prestons hadn’t heard the rumors from London of the scandal she had created with her friends and of her family’s demise.

She sat up straighter when she overheard a lady’s voice requesting a servant to bring them a tray of tea and biscuits. Vivian frowned. A most peculiar request since she would be a servant herself. But then meeting her new employer in the parlor was odd. The standard behavior would’ve been to draw her into the study to give her a list of commands and then dismiss her to begin her duties. However, the butler had welcomed her with warmth and settled her in the parlor, offering an explanation for the delay. 

All of it only left Vivian to question the situation she found herself in. Were the children impossible to handle? Or was their kind behavior to take away the sting of withdrawing their offer of employment? Nonsense. If that were the case, they would've never let her step foot inside the old manor or taken her trunk upstairs. 

When the door swung open, Vivian stood with the elegance of a lady, not one of a terrified servant. She gasped at the familiar face walking toward her with her hands reached out. Vivian clutched the arm of the sofa, unprepared for Joy Courtland to wrap her in a familiar hug.

Joy pulled back, gripping Vivian's arms. “It is so wonderful to see you, my friend.”

Vivian opened and closed her mouth with no sound coming forth before she squeaked out, “Ahh.”

Joy’s laughter twinkled around them. “Sit down and I will explain.”

Vivian sank onto the sofa, unsure of the situation. Her head swiveled to the door; she expected Joy’s brother to walk through. When the doorway remained empty, her eyes flitted back to her friend, who sat next to her with a smile beaming across her face. No. ’Twas impossible. She was to meet with Lord and Lady Preston. Why in heaven's name did Joy greet her? Her nerves sat on edge, waiting for a thunderous roar to order her away.

A maid bustled in carrying a small tray with a teapot and two cups. Vivian relaxed at the sight. There must be a plausible reason behind her friend greeting her. Since there were only two teacups, it meant Joy's brother wouldn’t join them. Why did she assume he was in Scotland? Because her heart secretly wished he was. The maid poured the tea and made a plate for each lady. 

Joy waited for the maid to leave before she spoke. “You appear confused.” 

Vivian picked up her tea and took a sip as she tried to regain control of her scattered emotions. “Should I not be?”

Joy sighed. She detected a note of sarcasm in her friend’s tone. “I will not apologize.”

Vivian bit into a biscuit. “Do you ever?”

Joy shrugged. “I saw an opportunity, and I grabbed it. You cannot fault me for attempting to unite two lost souls back together again.”

Vivian pinched her lips. “How does my new position relate to your brother? He made his opinion of my character quite clear the last time we spoke. Furthermore, why would you assume I would forgive him?”

“Because you love him.”

“Pssh. The man is unlovable,” Vivian muttered under her breath.

Joy regarded her friend and realized she might’ve overstepped, but she couldn’t turn back now. Max and Vivian were out of options. She wished they would set their stubbornness to the side and embrace the love they held for one another. Why were they so frustrating? Since she needed to return home on the morrow, she didn’t have time to ponder the dynamics of their disagreement. Max and Vivian must deal with the animosity between them and see to the children's welfare. 

Perhaps, just perhaps, their love may bloom once again.

Vivian waved her hand in the air. “Explain yourself so I can be on my way.”

“But you cannot. I must return home tomorrow, and Max needs your help.”

Vivian scoffed. “Your brother is more than capable of dealing with any obstacle and doesn’t need my assistance. I am unsure of the dilemma, but I corresponded with a Lady Preston about the governess position for two young charges. Will you please explain why she misled me?”

Joy attempted a smile but failed. Vivian's questions brought forth Joy's grief. “I am sorry for my deceit. I learned of your hardship, and I hoped this opportunity would bring about a fresh start for you. It was never my intention to bruise your ego or offer you any pity. I only wanted a chance for us to be friends again.”

“Oh, my dear. You will always be my friend. No matter who you may be related to.” Vivian winked.

Joy gathered Vivian's hands in hers. “Will you listen to my explanation?”

Vivian nodded.

Joy squeezed Vivian's hands before beginning her sad tale. “A month ago, our cousin Seamus and his wife, Aileen, were in a deadly carriage accident. They left behind two young children, Bennett and Leah. Seamus and Aileen granted Maximilian guardianship of the children. He is required to raise them until Bennett is of age to take over the earldom and he has secured Leah a groom.”

Joy brushed away a tear. “Max plans on staying in Scotland for the next month until he can settle the estate and employ a caretaker. Then he plans on returning to London with the children. He has refused to hire a nanny or governess for the children because Aileen did not believe in the strict structures that society demands. My cousin and his wife provided the children with their education but also allowed them the freedom to be children and enjoy their youth with enthusiasm.”

Vivian handed Joy a handkerchief. “How tragic for your family.”

Joy dried her tears before continuing. “Max does not want to go against their wishes, even though he must since he doesn’t have a wife to oversee their care. He has become dependent on me over the last few weeks. However, I leave tomorrow to return home for my wedding. Since Max refused to listen to reason, I posted an ad for a governess. When your letter arrived, I could not believe my good fortune and thus where my deceit became necessary. I responded to you using my cousin's name. I thought once you arrived, the love Max holds for you would overcome him and he would plead for your forgiveness.”

Vivian harrumphed. “Let me guess, your brother learned of my arrival and he stalked off into the woods.”

“How did you guess?”

Vivian shook her head. “Because I have known that man half my life, and ‘tis his normal reaction when he wishes to avoid a conflict. He is under the assumption that if he walks away, the problem will disappear. Only upon his return, he must deal with what scampered him away. So typical of Maximilian Courtland.”

Joy unclasped their hands and stood up to pace across the room. “He is so darn stubborn.”

Vivian relaxed back into the cushions. She loved Joy dearly, especially when Joy’s brother agitated her. Vivian was glad she wasn't the only one bothered by Max. “Perhaps ‘tis you who are so darn stubborn.”

Joy stopped her pacing. “How so?”

“Because you realized the impracticality of the situation, yet you continued with the farce. Now you've placed me and your brother in positions that we cannot refuse. I cannot refuse because of the circumstances I have found myself in. And Max cannot because it would leave him with the image of being a villain. Either way, you forced us to endure each other's company for the sake of two helpless souls.”

Vivian took a deep breath. “Obviously, these children need to be handled with care. Not that Max would treat them harshly, but he would insist they obey every single rule society demands, all because of his need to avoid scandal at all costs. Hence the reason behind my family’s demise and his decision to end our betrothal. Oh, I do not lay blame at his feet. If he married me, it would’ve ruined his reputation and tarnished your good Christian family name. However, I was the fool who imagined the love we shared could overcome the whispers. Obviously, I was mistaken.”

Joy stood with her hands on her hips. “Once again, I will not offer you an apology for my actions. One day, my dear friend, you will thank me.”

Vivian stood. “I highly doubt so. Very well. I have no other choice because no one else will employ me. My family and my actions have guaranteed that. Shall you introduce me to the children?”

Joy clapped her hands together. “So you will stay?”

Vivian hooked her arms through Joy's as they walked out of the parlor. “Until your brother dismisses me, I will care for the children.”

“Excellent. You will love them. But I must warn you, their raising has been unorthodox.”

Vivian arched an eyebrow. “Am I to assume they are heathens?”

Joy laughed. “Adorable heathens.”

Vivian and Joy walked along the hallway with their arms clutched together, reminiscing about when they were heathens themselves. They came to a stop when the butler stepped in front of them.

“My lady, his lordship has requested your presence in the study,” Bowers stated.

“He has returned from his walk, then?” Joy asked.

“Do you not mean his sulking?” Vivian murmured.

“Yes, to both your questions, my ladies,” Bowers replied before walking away.

Vivian gasped, her eyes growing wide. She thought she’d spoken low enough for the servant not to hear.

Joy giggled. “A word of warning, Bowers has a few unusual talents.”

“I would say,” Vivian whispered.

Joy stopped, facing her friend. “Were the rumors true?”

Vivian paused, uncomfortable with the question but also unsure which particular rumor Joy referred to. She cleared her throat. “What rumor are you inquiring about?”

“Did you really whip off Lord Baldridge’s hairpiece and punch him below his stomach?”

Vivian exhaled a breath of relief, not realizing she’d held her breath. “Yes. His lordship received what he deserved.”

Joy smiled. “I agree.” They continued on until they reached the study. “Once we step through those doors, there is no turning back. Are you sure you wish to continue this journey?”

Vivian nodded.

Joy nodded back and knocked on the door before swinging it open. “Max ...”

“Did you send her on her way? I cannot believe the position you placed me in. You do not understand the torment I have suffered from that woman’s actions, nor will you ever. She is a distraction I do not need. Thank you for getting rid—” Max raised his head and was unable to finish his last thought once he noticed the source of his irritation.

Vivian curtsied. “Thank you for this opportunity, my lord.”

Any other time, Vivian would’ve laughed at Maximilian's dumbfounded expression. However, the gentleman standing before her wasn't the man she’d fallen in love with. This man stared at her with bitterness rolling off him in waves. However, his coldness didn’t catch her off guard, but the sorrow surrounding him did. Before she walked through the door, she had prepared her defense, but now she only wanted to run to him, wrap him in her arms, and soothe his troubled soul.

Maximilian Courtland left her more conflicted than ever.
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Chapter Four
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Max gripped the arms of the chair, speechless as he gazed at his former fiancée. Her humble attire clashed with the fire blazing in her eyes. Her mockery of how she curtsied and addressed him spoke of her true nature. However, the severe plainness of her dress, lack of jewelry, and her usual flowing mahogany tresses secured in a prim and proper bun atop her head spoke of a stranger he had yet to meet. The change in her appearance, as well as her very presence, kept him shocked into silence. 

While her comment had dripped with her dislike for him, her eyes spoke of an emotion they had once shared in their acquaintance. An emotion he refused to allow himself to feel toward Vivian ever again. It was the reason he had demanded his sister send her away. He couldn’t afford to spend any time alone in her company. Her very presence was a weakness he’d never been able to resist. Since she accompanied his sister into the study, it meant Joy had disobeyed his demands of dismissing Vivian. Damn his meddling sister. 

He noticed a few changes in Vivian his sister probably never considered. Her turquoise eyes no longer twinkled with mischief. Instead, they held a lack of gaiety. A frown marred her lovely features, replacing the dipping of her dimples with her breathtaking smile. A smile she had gifted him with enthusiasm whenever he called on her or stole a kiss from her luscious lips to hear her sighs of pleasure. 

Memories he must squash. If he were to keep his sanity around Vivian, then he must remember her deceit and not allow guilt to plague him. It wasn’t his fault she had found herself in the class of a servant. Nor would Max blame himself.

Max rose and walked around to the front of the desk. He leaned against it with a casual indifference he far from felt. “Joy, would you care to explain yourself?”

Joy walked over to Max and brushed a kiss across his cheek. “There is nothing to explain. Now, be a dear and do not frighten Vivian away. She is your only hope for sanity. I am off to finish packing.” 

Joy turned and gathered Vivian’s hands in hers and whispered into her ear before leaving Max and Vivian alone in the study. To make matters worse, Joy closed the door on her way out. 

Vivian bit the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling. She enjoyed Max’s discomfort. She wouldn’t lie to herself. Vivian suffered from a bruised heart from how Max had seemed so adamant about his dislike for her arrival. Then he had added to her suffering by ignoring her. As if she were nothing but a lowly servant, not his once betrothed who he had doted on. He acted as if his whispered words of love and their stolen kisses had never existed. 

Vivian had spent the past few months convincing herself she had hardened her heart against Maximilian Courtland. But at the first sight of him, she realized she had only fooled herself. After he spoke so harshly of her character, she had never set eyes on him, and he had never given her a chance to explain herself. Instead, he had broken from the disgrace he would suffer if he continued their engagement. With her family’s ruination, the ever-proper lord didn’t want to have a stain tarnishing his family’s reputation. And with her as his bride, he would never recover his prestigious standing in society. 

“Vivian,” Max gritted out between his teeth.

Vivian clasped her hands in front of her to calm the slight tremors among her fingers. “Lord Courtland.”

Max raked his hands through his hair. “Max. We are well enough acquainted. There is no need for such formality.”

Vivian lifted her chin. “I disagree, my lord. If I am to remain in your service, then I expect the same treatment you expect from the other servants. Nor would it make my stay among the other servants amendable if I were to address you with intimate regard.”

“About that ...”

“Yes?”

Max moved to sit behind his desk. “In Joy’s readiness to return home, there has been some confusion. My sister misconstrued my needs, therefore the position is no longer available.”

Vivian approached the desk, noticing the disarray of papers spread across it. “Do you plan to educate and care for the children yourself?”

Max frowned. “No.”

“The servants then? Do any of them hold the qualifications to teach them?”

“No.”

“Then you plan to allow them to educate themselves.” Vivian nodded. “That sounds like a firm plan. I wish you the best of luck, my lord.” 

Vivian turned and strode toward the door. She turned the knob with slow precision to give Max a chance to stop her departure. However, when her statement met silence, she realized his stubbornness would prevent him from accepting her help. She opened the door and ran into Joy and Bowers, who swiftly scattered away. Vivian paused, glancing over her shoulder to see Max quirking an eyebrow at her delay to leave. 

She harrumphed and stalked along the hallway toward the entryway. Vivian came to a stop, searching for her luggage. When she didn’t see it by the stairs or any servants nearby, she climbed the stairs and looked inside the bedchambers for any sign of her belongings. She stalked into the room where her trunk rested at the foot of the bed. The lid sat open, showing its emptiness. 

Vivian stalked toward the wardrobe and threw open the doors. She grabbed the few dresses she’d brought with her and threw them into the empty trunk. Then she moved to the vanity and tossed the objects on top of the dresses. She wanted to scream her frustration at how Max irritated her. Instead, she set about ruining what possessions she had because she didn’t know how to express her fury. He refused to listen to reason. She could help him until he found another governess. 

“Stubborn, dense oaf. Still as arrogant as ever,” Vivian muttered.

“Have you always held such a high opinion of me?”

Vivian stilled at Max’s question. Too caught up in her tirade, she was unaware he had followed her. She turned to face him. “Only within this past year.”

Max smirked. “And here I thought you still found yourself besotted with me.”

Vivian rolled her eyes. “Pshh.” 

Vivian continued her packing, and Max bit back his smile as she muttered under her breath about his character. His presence never dissuaded her in the least. Vivian in a snit was a glorious sight to gaze upon. Throughout their betrothal, she had never shown this side of her character. She’d been the most loyal, doting fiancée a gentleman only dreamed about. That was before ...

A matter best forgotten. For now, he needed to focus on the children’s care. As Vivian had stated before she calmly departed the study, he was a fool not to accept her help, and he’d finally swallowed his pride.

Max pushed off from the doorway and began the task of emptying her trunk. He set her hairbrush and perfume back on the vanity. As he pulled her dresses out to place them in the wardrobe, Vivian turned with her undergarments and bumped into him. The garments fell to the floor, but he gripped Vivian’s arms before she tumbled over. 

“Oh.” Vivian gasped.

The effect of holding Vivian in his arms startled Max. He thought he had hardened his heart toward this lady. However, the light scent of fresh lilacs reminded him of their walks in the garden. The way her body pressed against his brought forth their stolen moments when he had coaxed passionate kisses from her lips. Without thinking, he brought his hand up to brush a stray curl behind her ear. The silken strand was a whisper of a memory he longed to capture again. 

Vivian’s eyes widened at his familiar touch. Her heart raced at the unexpected closeness. Max’s gaze clouded with the desire he once held for her. However, as soon as she murmured, “Oh,” he dropped his hold and stepped away. 

“My apologies.” Max bent over to gather the dropped garments.

Vivian doubted her ability to remain and fulfill her obligation. When she told Joy she would, she had never imagined that the feelings she held for Maximilian still affected her so profoundly. She thought his abandonment and his refusal to believe her had snuffed out the love she held for him. However, her tattered emotions considered her pride to be foolish. 

She curled her fingers into fists, fighting the need to run her fingers through his hair or stomp her feet at the unfairness of life. Either way, she must set her fanciful imagination aside and focus on her new position. The dashing lord who had broken her heart no longer held a place in her life. Except as a means for her to earn an honest living.

Max wanted to moan at the act he had almost committed. Kissing Vivian would’ve been a mistake he might never recover from. If he pressed his lips against her succulent ones, it would’ve broken the dam he had built. 

On top of that temptation, he now held her chemise between his fingers. The silk was as soft as her creamy skin. He closed his eyes, and for a brief moment, he let his imagination run away with him. 

He pictured Vivian standing before him wearing nothing but the sinful garment. A strap fell off her shoulder, and her hair tumbled down her back. Her lips were plump from his devouring kisses. Her breasts strained against the fabric for release. Pebbled buds teased him with her desires. 

“What is your intention, my lord?” This time it was Vivian who startled Max.

He gathered the clothing and leapt to his feet, shoving them into the wardrobe. “My intention is to beg for your assistance.”

Vivian crossed her arms over her chest. “You seemed pretty adamant in your refusal by denying me the position.”

Max gripped the back of his neck. “You must see how this is awkward.”

“No, I do not. You are in need of a governess, and I am in need of employment,” Vivian disagreed.

“You were once my betrothed,” Max hissed. 

“Yes. But you changed your decision and stated how unsuitable of a choice I am.”

Max pinched his lips. “Nonetheless, I would greatly appreciate your help with the children until I can hire a more suitable candidate. If you can remain on as a friend of the family when Joy leaves, I will compensate you accordingly until you find a different position. I will even offer a solid reference.”

“’Tis not proper. I am no longer considered a lady of standing, and I wouldn’t want any scandal attached to these children because of your misguided intention. Now, I will stay on as a governess until you find a suitable replacement. In the meantime, if you will please allow me some privacy.”

“I will invite my aunt for a visit to act as a chaperone.”

“It is unnecessary,” Vivian stressed.

“I insist.”

“And I refuse.”

They stared at each other. Neither of them would bend their will to accommodate the other. After a while, Max threw his hands into the air and stalked toward the door. “Fine, have it your way, Miss Wescott.”

The air burst from Vivian’s lips. She’d won this battle. As for the next one, she highly doubted it. As much as he pushed his cause, Max understood how her stay was questionable as it was, without adding more speculation to their peculiar situation. Vivian wasn’t naive. The gossip from London would eventually reach the ears of the servants at this estate. And when it did, if she didn’t state her status as a governess, everyone would assume she was Max’s mistress. Then she would never land another position or a groom one day. 

She must install herself in the household and search for a new position before she lost the ability to resist Max’s disgruntled charm. A charm she found even more fascinating than the one he had bestowed on her as a doting fiancé. 

Was her trip to Scotland a mistake?
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Chapter Five
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Vivian lifted her head at the knock on the door. Joy wore an expression that pleaded for forgiveness. “May I enter?”

Vivian waved her to come inside. “Have you come with more surprises?”

Joy sat in the chair next to Vivian. “No. I only wanted to check if you’ve settled and invite you to join us for dinner.”

Vivian shook her head. “I must decline.”

“Please,” Joy pleaded.

“You and your brother are too much alike. I will dine in my room,” Vivian refused.

“But in some households, the governess dines with the family,” Joy argued.

Vivian smoothed away an imaginary wrinkle on her skirt. “True. However, the circumstances of my attachment to your family will make my duties difficult enough. I do not wish to add more rumors to the mill.”

“Fine. If you will not submit to my wishes, will you at least make me a promise?”

Vivian arched an eyebrow. “It will depend on the promise you request.”

“Will you please attend my wedding? You can travel to London with Max and the children.”

Vivian’s head swished back and forth in a tight jerk. “No.”

Joy clasped her hands together. “Please. You are my dearest friend, and I want you to join in the festivities.”

“I cannot. While I wish you nothing but happiness, it would be most improper. Nor would I wish to ruin your celebration with my attendance. You do not need the focus of your wedding to be filled with scandalous whispers but the oohs and ahhs of your peers.” Vivian tried to make Joy see reason.

Joy peered at Vivian with relentless determination. “You will change your mind. I am sure of it. Would you like to meet the children?”

Vivian sighed. “I will not change my mind. And yes, I would love to meet the children.”

Both ladies rose, and Joy slipped her arm through Vivian’s and gave her a tour of the house. It was the standard layout of most manors. The standard dining area, parlors, library, and the overabundance of bedchambers. When they reached the nursery, Vivian winced at the banshee cry echoing along the hallway. She expected a set of tears or an argument to follow, but when they stepped through the doorway, she was unprepared to find the young girl with her foot on her brother, brandishing a sword made from a stick at his throat.

“Surrender, you Scottish traitor, before I slit your throat and steal your stag.” 

Vivian fought back her laughter at the scene before her. A rocking horse lay tipped over on the rug. The wild disarray of the nursery showed the children might be more than mere heathens. From what she’d gathered, their upbringing to this point had been with unabashed wildness. Then, with their parents' passing and Max and Joy indulging them, they would be a handful when she attempted to apply structure to their lives. She only hoped she could find the right balance for them to navigate the change their lives would soon entail. 

The boy let out another banshee yell. “Never!” 

“Then you leave me no choice.” The girl raised the play sword over her head.

Joy rushed forward and pulled the toy away. “But to show Bennett some mercy.”

The girl pouted. “But he raided my candy tin.”

Vivian covered her mouth to hide her smile. “A most befitting punishment. One must never raid someone else’s candy tin.”

The boy jumped to his feet. “But Leah promised to share.”

“Did you make the promise?” Vivian asked Leah.

Leah lowered her gaze and stared at the floor. “Yes,” she whispered.

“Mmm,” Vivian murmured. “While you made a promise and it went unfulfilled, it still does not allow one to raid another’s person’s possessions. I believe your argument has come to a draw.”

“A fair conclusion, I would say. Do you agree, Bennett and Leah?” Joy asked.

Both children nodded at the fairness of the stranger’s decision. Joy gathered each child’s hand in hers and walked them over to Vivian. “Children, allow me to introduce you to your new governess. This is Miss Wescott.” 

Leah clutched Joy’s hand tighter, while Bennett narrowed his eyes at Vivian. He showed his dislike about having someone dictate how they would spend their days. The poor dears. Their life was in an upheaval. It was clear how attached they were to Joy, and now she would leave them alone once again. Except for Maximilian. She would have to observe how he interacted with them before she voiced the children’s needs to him. She only hoped he gave them the assurances they needed during this vulnerable time. 

Joy’s wistful smile pulled at Vivian’s emotions. “Miss Wescott, this is Bennett and his sister, Leah.”

Vivian smiled at the children. “An honor to make your acquaintance. I hope we get along splendidly.” 

“Do you like playing in the marshes?” Bennett asked.

Vivian frowned. “I cannot rightly say. I have never done so before.”

“Then I do not see how we will,” Bennett answered before returning to his toys.

“Do you like to play warrior princess?” Leah piped up.

Vivian lowered herself to Leah’s height. “I have never had the fortune to play warrior princess. But I would love to play with you.”

“All right.” Leah grinned at her, and Vivian noted the girl had already lost a tooth with a new one growing in its place. 

When Leah joined her brother across the room, Vivian rose. She met Joy’s gaze and nodded at how she would take care of the children in her absence. Her friend moved toward the children to break the news of her departure, and Vivian left the nursery, allowing them time alone. She set off to become more familiar with the layout of the house before she started her duties in the morning. After the brief exchange with the children, she concluded she would spend the first few days learning about their personalities. Then she would complete a lesson plan. 

Vivian had no intention of asking Lord Courtland if he approved. She would no longer remain on intimate terms with him. He was no longer Maximilian or Max, as she used to whisper when he stole a kiss from her lips. Going forth, she would only refer to him as Lord Courtland. Also, another habit she needed to strike from her behavior: any memory of kisses or a friendship would no longer hold any substance in their present relationship. 

He was now her employer. She owed him nothing but polite indifference. No matter how dashing he looked with his disheveled appearance. Or how, when he spoke, his voice sent shivers of awareness into her soul. Their past relationship was that, their past and nothing more. She must remember how he threw her over and broke her heart. 

Vivian owed Maximilian Courtland nothing but tolerance for the sake of the children. Not one show of affection.

Of any sort.

~~~~~
[image: ]


MAX ARRIVED EARLY FOR dinner, hoping he could speak with Vivian before Joy joined them. He knew Vivian would arrive on time for dinner. Her punctual attendance was a trait he admired about her. However, she never came down for dinner. When he finally glanced at the table, he noticed the servants had only laid two sets of dinnerware. Max narrowed his gaze. His sister didn’t plan on leaving him alone with Vivian for dinner, did she?

He tugged at his cravat, pulling it away from his throat as it choked him. When he heard the rustle of skirts drawing closer, his gaze darted to the door. Max rose, pulling his hands behind his back. He could dine alone with Vivian. There was no need to suffer from an attack of nerves. They had shared many meals. 

But never alone, his thoughts taunted him. 

It was simple. He would make sure a footman stayed present throughout the entire meal. Then it would leave no doubt of anything inappropriate between them.

They would spend the meal discussing the children’s future and Vivian’s plan to educate and care for them. Nothing more. He wouldn’t allow her beauty to distract him from how he viewed their new relationship. Nor would he allow the sweet melody of her voice to soothe his troubled soul. 

And for no reason whatsoever would he long to kiss her again. 

Once he hardened his resolve, he glanced toward the doorway. His sister sauntered in and took her place at the table. He shoved the disappointment rolling through him to the side and refused to acknowledge how he secretly wished it was Vivian strolling into dinner. 

Max continued standing, expecting Vivian to come in behind his sister. “Where is Vivian?”

Joy shook out the napkin and spread it across her lap. “She has refused to join us this evening.”

“For what reason?”

“Because she believes she is below our standing to share a meal with,” Joy explained, watching her brother’s reaction.

However, Max refused to show his sister how much Vivian’s belief affected him. He lowered himself into his seat and nodded to the footman to serve them. 

While they waited for their meal, Joy smirked at him, resting her chin on her hand. He knew that look. She intended to drill him. “Why did you arrive so early for dinner?”

Max shook out his own napkin. “Because I hoped to have a word with Vivian before dinner. Since she always arrives early, I thought we could clear away any unpleasantries before the meal.”

Joy laughed. “Vivian is never early for a single event. She always runs late.”

Max frowned. “Nonsense. While I courted her, she was always punctual.”

Joy tsked. “My brother, you are clueless where Vivian is concerned.”

“How so?”

Joy shook her head. “It does not matter anymore.”

“Of course it matters. Explain yourself,” Max demanded.

Joy sat up straight when Bowers led the footmen carrying trays of food to the table. “I will not. You made your point quite clear regarding your feelings for Vivian, so it is unnecessary to explain her behavior from the past.” 

As much as he wanted to argue the point with Joy, he refused to have the servants speculate on his past relationship with Vivian. In time, they would learn of the connection. He didn’t want Vivian’s role in the household to become uncomfortable for her. 

He waited for the footmen to serve them before he addressed Bowers. “Will you please inform Miss Wescott to join us?”

“My apologies, my lord. Miss Wescott has already eaten her meal with the children and has retired for the evening. Is there a message you wish for me to convey to her?” Bowers stood at attention, awaiting further direction.

Max silently fumed. It would appear the servants, as well as his sister, conspired against him regarding Vivian. He couldn’t tell what their aim was. “Do not think I didn’t notice how you placed her in the bedchamber next to mine.”

“It was the most befitting room of someone of her status, my lord,” Bowers responded.

“She is the children’s governess and belongs in the room connected to the nursery. Not one adjoined to my bedchamber.” Max attempted patience but failed miserably when he bit out his response.

Bowers defended his actions. “The chamber connected to the nursery is not befitting a lady.” 

Max reached for his wineglass. “Miss Wescott is no longer a lady.”

“I beg to differ, and so would the other servants. Miss Wescott is every ounce a lady.”

Max swung his head at his sister’s giggle. Joy took immense pleasure in his disagreement with the butler. It would appear he would gain no support in the matter. “Very well. She may reside in the bedchamber this evening. However, tomorrow her belongings need to be moved to another room.”

Bowers swung his gaze toward Joy in question, and she winced. “That will not be possible.”

“Why ever not?” Max questioned.

“Because the children have broken the panes in the window while playing,” Joy explained.

Max started cutting his meat. “Then find another bedchamber closer to the children.”

Bowers grimaced. “I fear the only suitable accommodation is the bedchamber the lady occupies. The late mistress was refurbishing the other chambers, and they were never completed.” 

Max set down his utensils. “So let me get this straight. There are no other rooms available except for the chamber next to mine?”

Bowers nodded. “Exactly.” 

“Fine,” Max gritted out.

Bowers bowed and left them alone to dine. With a few glances toward his sister, Max concluded that Joy was quite pleased with herself. He could call her bluff, but since he sensed a conspiracy, he knew by morning she would arrange for a few windowpanes to break and the other bedchambers to be left in a state of disrepair. When Joy wanted to accomplish a scene, she went to the extreme. It didn’t matter, anyway. Vivian only held the position until he hired a more suitable candidate for the children. 

“What time will you depart tomorrow?” Max inquired. 

“I promised the children I would eat breakfast with them,” Joy replied.

Max relaxed back in the chair. “How did they take the news?”

Joy’s smile wavered on the verge of tears. “Like the warriors they are.”

Max squeezed her fingers. “You will leave them in loving hands.”

Joy nodded. “You understand now why I acted as I did?”

Max sighed. “Unfortunately, yes.”
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