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          LONDON, 1818

        

      

    

    
      If Agnes were a man, a befrilled and lace-capped aunt would sit in the corner of the Franklins’ artfully curated drawing room to monitor every exchange. As it stood, with Agnes being another unmarried miss from the ton, she was considered as dangerous as a titmouse. And in this, somewhat disappointingly, Society was absolutely correct.

      But she felt comfortable here, in Miss Mary Franklin’s drawing room, almost as comfortable as she felt in her own. So when she bustled in, her mind sparkling with the anticipation of the visit, the arrangements for her women’s charity collection, she didn’t notice Mary Franklin’s troubled expression.

      Had she been more aware, less comfortable on the new sofa with its beautiful silk pillows in a shade so new that half the ton was tearing its collective hair out trying to obtain it, Agnes would have noticed that Mary Franklin couldn’t even look at her.

      And after a year, wasn’t that something?

      A year of correspondence and outings, of teas, of traipsing unnoticed through ballrooms and afternoon garden parties. A year of hand-holding and stolen kisses. A year of passionate words that no one ever bothered to peruse or steal or notice. Because how much trouble could Lady Agnes be? Even at her impressive height, it was hard to remember she was in the room.

      But Mary—Mary was her North. It was hard not to point towards her, focus on her, with the sprinkle of dark freckles on her dark skin. The hair that curled and curled and curled, endlessly, around Agnes’s fingers. Skin that took on the delicate soaps her mother bought, filled with cloves and lavender and scents that seemed as heady as goblets of ruby red port. Not that Agnes would know.

      While even Agnes wasn’t quite sure what to call their close friendship, which was more potent than any friendship she’d ever experienced, it didn’t have the gravitas of an engagement. It didn’t have the urgency of John Arthur’s courtship of her sister. It was rather comfortable, actually, which is why Agnes held the belief that this plump and easy love between them would last until her dying breath.

      “Just a reminder,” Agnes started, as she started most visits with everyone, “I will be by in the morning to pick up this week’s linens for the Women’s Home. Unless you think your household will not produce any more, in which case, I can take them with me today.”

      “They’re ready in a hamper by the door,” Mary said, facing the window, her back to Agnes. Odd to have such a cold reception. Mary typically greeted her with an embrace, or at least a smile that could warm Siberia.

      “Excellent. Then, shall we discuss the Royal Academy Exhibition? I can’t believe it’s been a year already. We’ve already missed the opening days, which is a shame. It can be a bit of a crush, but sometimes that’s the fun of it, to be in and amongst so many people, seeing all of the paintings for the first time, together.”

      “Agnes.”

      “This week, then?” Agnes’s gloves looked a bit dirty. Were they truly dirty, or was she being particular? Sometimes she could be particular, which not everyone appreciated. It was challenging to overlook things like these, even as her mother advised her to allow trivial items to pass through her notice, saving energy for bigger projects.

      “I cannot go with you.” Mary’s voice sounded dull, like a chafing dish with a gleam of fat hardened and cooled in the bottom.

      Agnes looked up, finally noting Mary’s posture. Her voice. The coolness of the room. “Oh.” There was no tea tray laid out with tidbits and a steaming pot. There were no baskets of embroidery at the ready, or even a book chosen carefully for their appointment.

      Every bit of closeness they’d stolen over the last year was erased from the scene.

      “Mary?” A deep pit formed in her stomach. Dread filled her so completely that she wasn’t sure it hadn’t sprung out of her fingertips.

      “I have good news.” Mary’s voice was still flat.

      “Must be quite the thing,” Agnes quipped, still cataloguing the absence of creature comforts. Mary did not appear to be “in” today to receive visitors.

      “I wanted to be the first to let you know that I am engaged.” Mary turned finally, her face drawn but her eyes set and cold.

      “I beg your pardon?” Agnes’s mouth dried. Upon closer inspection, Agnes could detect a distinct puffiness around Mary’s eyes. She had cried.

      “I’m quite overjoyed at my luck.”

      “Engaged to be married?”

      “Yes, what other kind of engagement would there be?” Mary twisted a handkerchief in her hands before stuffing it up her sleeve. Her jaw flexed before she pulled herself up.

      “One might engage in all sorts of behavior. For instance—”

      Mary’s shoulders slumped again. “Agnes, please don’t make this harder.”

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you are talking about.” The pit was replaced with stone, pinning Agnes to the fashionable sofa. The clock on the mantel ticked away. Her eyes began to blink in time with the second hand. The silence was horrid. Did Agnes prefer to escape or did she prefer to stay? It didn’t matter. Her feet were leaden.

      “His name is Sir James Carraway. He’s from Hampshire. And he’s a nice man.” Mary took on a false lightness. She’d been practicing. Practicing lines to seem excited about her betrothed.

      Once, Agnes had taken exercise with her sister and Miss Abbott, the lady boxer. She’d watched as Lydia struck Miss Abbott as directed. When it came time for Agnes to do the same, she couldn’t bring herself to even try to throw a punch. All she could think of was how it felt to be hit. To want to be hit. And in this moment, she felt as if Mary had hit her square in the chest.

      “Oh,” was all Agnes could bring herself to say. Sir James Carraway was a man. A man who could marry a woman and call her his own. Make her take his name. Erase her. Erase the Mary Franklin who sighed Agnes’s name as if calling out to a saint.

      “It will be announced at the Reedleys’ ball tomorrow night. I wanted to tell you myself.” Mary didn’t cross the room. Mary didn’t take her hands or plead for understanding.

      All Agnes could think of was the feel of Mary’s hair tangled in her fingers. Or what the freckles on her nose looked like close up. They were the most perfect and particular arrangement of beauty marks. She regularly told Mary that she was lucky to have so many. A lump stuck in Agnes’s throat. What would John Arthur have done, had Lydia announced such a thing? He would have struck on, confident. “And how will this affect me, exactly?”

      Mary stared at her, and had she had an hour less of finishing instruction, her mouth would have been hanging open. But Mary Franklin was her mother’s daughter—refined, beautiful, graceful at all costs. The kind of woman that any man would want. Any man. Any woman.

      Agnes charged on, suddenly feeling determined. “Because I fail to see why our friendship must change. Surely, your address will, and thus you will not be so convenient to visit as you have been. But our—” It was here that Agnes faltered. For what to call their time together?

      Mary shook her head slowly, as if trying to wake herself from a nightmare. “Agnes, I cannot go forward with this when I am married. I cannot.”

      “Why not?” Agnes asked. Her mouth took control, leaving her heart weeping and her brain stopped in its tracks. And her mouth was quite sick of euphemisms and half-truths. “For it isn’t as if I can make you pregnant.”

      Now Mary’s mouth did hang open. Her cheeks darkened—a blush that Agnes had never seen before. Mary’s dark complexion kept her seeming more constant than Agnes, whose fair skin had a propensity to flush with every eyeblink. But now Mary’s eyes filled with tears and she sank into a chair near the window. “Agnes.”

      “That was perhaps the most vulgar thing I have ever said aloud,” Agnes said, her mind catching up to her mouth. It was hard to feel more of an oaf than she did almost every day of her life, being taller than most and clumsy to top it all, but she had managed to outdo even herself. “I do apologize.”

      Mary didn’t respond. The dampness threatened her eyelashes but didn’t spill. Of course it wouldn’t, because Mary could hold herself together. Instead of sobbing, which is something Agnes would likely do, Mary pulled out the handkerchief in her sleeve and stoppered her tears before they ever spilled down her cheeks. Agnes sat in abject misery.

      “This isn’t how I wanted this to go,” Mary whispered.

      “Then let’s change it,” Agnes insisted. It was all she could do not to spring to her feet and throw herself at Mary and grovel. “Why can we not stay together? Two spinsters. We’ll get a house together—my father has already committed to me that I may have my dowry as a stipend, and my sister’s husband has quite a head for money. He’s assured me he can keep my investments safe. We’ll be fine together. Always.”

      “But I want children, Agnes. I want the life you were born into. I want a family and I want—”

      “We’ll adopt orphans,” Agnes said, although she had no idea how one went about adopting orphans. Or where one found the orphans that needed two spinsters looking after them. Nor did she have any inclinations towards children and babies, orphaned or otherwise, but other people clearly had very strong feelings, which she could imitate.

      “No, Agnes.” Mary raised her head. She was so very regal when she delivered crushing blows. “I want to feel it. I want to feel the quickening in my belly. I want a child of my blood. I want more.”

      It was a bewildering statement. And it struck such a blow to their differences that Agnes finally realized that Mary was severing their friendship. Forever. She sagged back against the sofa in a most unladylike fashion.

      “But.” Agnes stared at the corner of the drawing room.

      Mary was on her feet now, emboldened perhaps by her ambitions or perhaps by Agnes’s capitulation. “There is power in having a husband, Agnes. Through him you can do things, change the world in a way that a single woman cannot. I have things I want to do.”

      “But we could be happy,” Agnes insisted, quietly, knowing she had already lost.

      “Happy isn’t enough,” Mary said. “I need more. Why must you insist on living so small?”

      “I don’t live small,” Agnes said, righting herself on the sofa. “Nothing about me is small.” Her feet, for instance, were far more comfortable in men’s work boots than in dancing slippers.

      Mary’s eyes narrowed as she went in for the kill. “But you are small, Agnes. Otherwise you would mind that people forget you’re in the room. They don’t see you sitting there, or standing in the corner. You have the opinions and stature of a potted fern.”

      Agnes’s mouth opened and then closed. Mary had taken all the air in the room, leaving none for her. She wasn’t wrong. And that was precisely what hurt. Was this the kindness in Mary? To hurt her so badly that forgetting her would be easier? Perhaps. Agnes stood, pretending to press wrinkles out of her heavy brown skirt. The hot lump in her throat wouldn’t go away. Why wouldn’t it go away?

      “I’m sorry Agnes. I’ll be married in two months’ time. We will marry at his estate in Hampshire, where we will live. It’s expected.” The clock continued to tick, despite the fact that the laws of physics should have ceased to function a full minute ago.

      Agnes licked her lips, the stone in her belly wanting disgorgement and the hot lump forcing tears that she didn’t wish to shed.

      “May I please have a moment before I go?” Agnes asked with all the dignity she could muster.

      “Of course.” Mary left the room, holding onto her grace as any graduate of the best finishing schools. Sir James Carraway was getting an excellent lady for his estate.

      When the door shut behind her and Agnes was alone, she wept. Even though it wasn’t her drawing room. Even though those windows looked out over gardens that weren’t hers. Even though this was the last time she would be in that house. She cried, something that Agnes did not do often. She was a woman of standards and amiability, even-temperedness, and levelheaded practicality. Crying was not her milieu.

      She cleared her throat and straightened her dress, standing and pulling herself up to her full, surprising height. If she were her sister, how would Lydia handle this? Had Lydia ever been heartbroken? Truly cut to the quick?

      Yes, there was that time in the country where she had thought John was pursuing Mary Franklin, but it was merely a massive misunderstanding. Not the same as your love standing next to a window declaring her engagement to someone else. Perhaps her cousin James would be a better person to commiserate with—he knew all about unrequited love.

      Quite devastating, this love business. Which Agnes promised herself she would continue to feel miserable about, in full force, in the comfort of her own chambers, preferably with two pots of chocolate and whatever other indulgences she might dream up on the walk home. She pulled out her handkerchief and sniveled into it.

      The walk home.

      She was to go to her sister’s after this visit, as Lydia only lived a few streets over. Agnes did not want to see her demanding, exacting, severe sister. Lydia viewed the world in either-or terms. There was never a soft finesse or a curving bend, or a sentence that might trail off and leave ambiguity. Lydia was yes-or-no, black-or-white.

      And Agnes traded in ambiguities as Lydia’s husband traded in stocks. Agnes lived in ambiguity. She adored it, relied upon it. And today, she absolutely did not want Lydia to know she had suffered a blow so severe that she might actually tell another soul she was in love with Mary Franklin.

      Because that kind of love was the kind that required ambiguity and finesse. Because it didn’t produce heirs or transfer fortunes. There was no money to be made or found in that sort of love. So it was quiet, which was something Agnes rather preferred.

      But Lydia would be far more suspicious if Agnes didn’t show. So, she pulled herself together and stepped out of the Franklin townhouse into a very incongruous and mild sort of day. An errand boy sat across the street, waiting, no doubt, for his errand. Whenever she saw him outside the Franklins’ townhome, he mostly slumped down and looked the other way. But today, he looked her square in the eye and Agnes knew that he really saw her. She saw pity in the young man’s dark eyes. It made her look away. Mary was right—she was small.
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      Jack was wearing a dress that was a shade somewhere between light brown and yellow. Likely it had once been yellow and had only turned brown through scrubbings—it was threadbare despite Lady Agnes’s mending. Either way, Lady Agnes had personally donated it to the Women’s Home, and therefore, the dress belonged to Jack.

      Fact: Lady Agnes put a signature yellow stitch in all of her tasks, hidden in a tidy row of X’s.

      Why: No idea why, but she did, and it only contributed to the mystery of her in Jack’s mind.

      Whenever Jack and Miss Persephone trekked to the Women’s Home over on Hog Lane, Mrs. McKenzie made sure the linens were sorted before they arrived, with the understanding that all the ones containing a yellow stitch went home with them.

      Miss Persephone tried to mock him for it once, but the dark look that Jack gave made it clear this was not a matter for mockery. Yellow stitches went to Jack, no questions asked, or your drinks were likely contaminated with a gob of spit at the very least. Never mind all the other dangerous bits and bobs Jack knew.

      Today, however, was not a day to think on the lovely, meticulous Lady Agnes, but rather a market day. Jack liked to be in the market, to keep up with the gossip and people, to learn what needed to be learned from the housekeepers of fancy houses and the ladies of lesser ones. A body could learn more than expected by having available ears in the right place.

      The previous week had been dismal with gray skies and a thick yellow miasma from the Thames, despite the calendar showing summer months, but today was approaching sunny. Jack turned his face to the sky to enjoy the unexpected warmth. Times like this, it was hard to stand like a girl, to take away the wide stance, the confident set of shoulders, the playful but unyielding gaze. Playful gazes whilst wearing a dress invited trouble. But Jack’s straw bonnet was ribboned with blue and yellow and pink, and a few silk flowers—the best of the lot.

      Across the way, a thin matchgirl accepted a bit of moldy bread. The ragman took his rounds, and the milkmaid set down her half-full pails of fresh milk. It was early, the bells had just rung eight, and people were still collecting amongst the stalls. The housekeepers and mistresses were out in the early hours, ready to catch the best available, whether it was cheese or fish. They were the ones with large bonnets and lists, moving from stall to stall, weaving between enterprises that didn’t appeal.

      Jack watched with amusement as a young dairymaid tried to catch the attention of the curly-headed blacksmith’s apprentice. But the young man was on a mission and could not be dissuaded from his vigorous pace. And she had a cow and wasn’t as agile in a crowd.

      “You—” a voice spat, pulling Jack out of his reverie.

      Bewildered, Jack spun, searching for the owner of that familiar voice, though the tone was unfamiliar.

      Lady Agnes stood there, her color high in her cheeks, looking—quite significantly—marvelous. She was commanding her body the way her sister did in the ring. Her eyes flashed and she bore down on Jack, who was at once grateful and terrified.

      Instinctively, to preserve his role of Innocent-Flower-Girl-Don’t-Mind-Me-A-Bit, Jack dipped into a curtsy. “My lady.”

      It caused Lady Agnes to pull up short and blink. Jack’s heart pounded.

      Fact: She recognized him. She had seen through not only today’s ribboned bonnet and faded gown, but also the tailored waistcoat and ragged cap Jack wore when he worked as an errand boy. She had seen Jack. Not Jack’s clothes or personas, but Jack.

      Shit on toast. How? Jack’s own mother couldn’t do that.

      Lady Agnes blinked and stared. “You,” she repeated.

      Jack gave her a modest smile, the kind a lower-class girl might give to a gently bred lady. Not the grin that might dazzle her, might draw her in, ask for more—the kind Jack wanted to give her. By all the gods of his mother’s homeland, this was an incredible woman and he hated squandering the opportunity to flirt.

      “I beg your pardon,” she said, the words saying one thing but the tone another. Lady Agnes narrowed her eyes, assessing, evaluating.

      Jack held his breath. Fact: Clothes made the flower girl.

      Her mouth pinched. “Might you have a brother?”

      “Yes, m’lady.” Fact: Jack indeed had a brother, Roland, who was ever so proud of his job at Drummonds bank. Roland was also a pompous arse and they had not spoken in almost a decade.

      Fact: An errand boy had followed Lady Agnes from the Franklin household to the Arthur household the previous week.

      Fact: Lady Agnes had sped up when she noticed the errand boy behind her.

      Also Fact: That errand boy had been Jack.

      Her eyes flashed with a sudden indignant anger. “You ought to tell him to mind his own affairs, then.”

      The comment stung. Jack didn’t know much, but heartbreak was the same across all streets, rich or poor.

      He’d followed her to make sure no footpads took advantage of her flustered and bereaved state, to make sure she wouldn’t accidentally step in front of a horse. His intentions were pure, even if he hadn’t been as careful as he could have been to make sure the lady didn’t notice. “My brother is a nice lad. Whatever it is that he did, I’m sure he meant you no harm.”

      Lady Agnes bristled, and a stray lock of mahogany hair fell out of her bonnet. Distracted, indeed. Lady Agnes was never careless like this. She was practically shaking with rage. “Mockery isn’t harmless.”

      “Mockery?” Fact: There had never been any mockery.

      “What is his name?” she demanded.

      “Whose name,” another young woman asked as she approached. She was genteel, well-dressed in a gown that belonged on a watercolor of flowers. “Why, Lady Agnes, is this a potential protégé?”

      Jack squinted into the sun as the woman grew closer. When her image cleared, she appeared to be a young miss at the height of fashion in pastel blues and yellows. Whether she was pretty would have to depend on the beholder.

      Lady Agnes seemed to fold her anger inwards. It astonished Jack to witness it—as if all that emotion, those flashing eyes, the errant hair was tucked into a tidy envelope and put into a secret pocket. Goodbye anger, hello manners.

      Fact: Lady Agnes was extraordinary.

      “Miss Perry. How lovely to see you. And unexpected.” Lady Agnes folded her hands in front of her as the other young woman sank into a light curtsy.

      “I am delighted to see you here. We thought to meet up with you at the Women’s Home to donate all of our linens. You really are the most thoughtful of creatures, spending your time on charities.” The pastel Miss Perry glanced over at Jack, making it clear exactly what she thought of him.

      It was Jack’s turn to bristle.

      Fact: It was easier to pry open secrets than an oyster, and all Jack needed was a name as a place to start. If this rude miss was going to malign him or Lady Agnes any further, then a first name was all he needed.

      “I am here to buy another round of rags, see what we can salvage. It’s a good cause, and well needed.” Lady Agnes was the picture of demurity now. Her hands were clasped in front of her as if she were an old maid already. Miss Perry clearly disdained her, obvious on her face, it was.

      “This gown here is one of my lady’s mends.” Jack held out the skirt for inspection.

      Lady Agnes glanced over sharply while the other woman pretended to inspect it with a sniff.

      “How can you be sure?” Miss Perry challenged.

      It was stupid to say it, but sometimes pride took hold of the reins. Jack gave her a sideways glance that was not entirely without menace. “Because I learn everyone’s secrets.”

      There was a silence as Lady Agnes stared and Miss Perry shifted uncomfortably. Then Miss Perry tittered as if Jack had made an incredible joke.

      “Nay, all of my lady’s gowns hold a yellow stitch as a signature.” Jack held out his arm so that the yellow X was visible upon close inspection.

      “What a remarkable find you are, miss. Will you be accompanying us to the Women’s Home then? Since you seem to know so much about your patroness?” The woman glanced at Lady Agnes, her eyes full of questions.

      “We had been discussing that very matter,” Lady Agnes said through gritted teeth. “But—”

      Fact: Sometimes the mouth started speaking before the brain started thinking.

      “Yes, I will be. I’m an excellent judge of the cloth here for sale in Covent Garden. Lady Agnes couldn’t do it without me.” Jack gave a winning smile.

      “I’m sure,” murmured the other woman. “Mrs. Tyler herself is chaperoning me today—just there.” She pointed out a stout woman bartering at a lace stall. “So we have a carriage, if not some cotton to stuff in our ears when Mrs. Tyler decides to start lecturing. Why don’t you come with us? Are you in a phaeton with your, your—”

      “Yes, I am. Thank you. What a generous offer. I’m sure Vasily will be fine if I am in your company.”

      “And you as well, Miss—?”

      “Miss Town—Townsend.” Shit on toast, there was his mother, approaching.

      His mother looked well, as she always did. She had stopped turning heads, but her beauty was still incontrovertible as she grew mildly thicker with age, a fullness that made him happy to see. Her voluminous dark hair was twirled and pinned underneath a simple bonnet that was accented in a striking red. Her dark eyes flitted across the other two women, and she looked to Jack with questions.

      Fact: Even a chance meeting between his mother and Lady Agnes made his whole body pulse like it was its very own frog heart.

      “Good morning, miss. I beg your pardon, ladies. If the flowers are not spoken for, I am interested.” The slight accent Jack remembered from childhood was gone. But she had sounded more and more English every day for years. She was being kind to not out him.

      “Thank you for the courtesy, but no, the flowers are not spoken for,” Lady Agnes said.

      Jack stood frozen, waiting for one of the threads to unravel.

      Fact: He and his mother could communicate without words. It had driven Roland to the absolute brink. His brother’s jealousy of their relationship was only part of their personal discord. The larger bit of their friction had to do with Jack’s refusal to believe that it mattered if a person wore trousers or skirts. Fact: That was an unpopular opinion, but Jack had experience in both skirts and trousers, and it had yet to make much difference to how he felt. Rather, it changed how other people felt about him, and that seemed downright silly.

      “The flowers look fresh today,” his mother continued. Are you safe?

      Lady Agnes flicked her eyes from Jack’s face to his mother’s. She figured it out. She knew. Jack had his mother’s eyes, the cupid bow of her lips, and the thickness of that black hair. Oh, by the holy devil himself, no one else knew. How was it that this woman could figure him out in an eyeblink?

      Fact: No one could ever truly know what another person was thinking.

      Probably.

      Miss Perry, on the other hand, was gazing around at the stalls in Covent Garden, shopping with her eyes. No trouble there.

      Jack cleared his throat. “Yes, ma’am. Very fresh. Excellent for any arrangement.” Everything is fine.

      “We will be hosting a dinner party this evening, and I’m thankful we can have such a stunning display.” When will you come see me?

      “An asset to any occasion. Do you need more flowers?” I’ll come soon, I promise.

      “This will be enough, thank you, if I may buy the whole lot?” His mother glanced to the other women, cutting short their conversation. You should be with young ladies like this.

      “Oh, marvelous,” Miss Perry said. “So Miss Townsend may come to the Women’s Home after all, now that she has sold all of her wares. What luck!”

      His mother cut a strange look at Miss Perry and then back to Jack.

      “Yes, quite, thank you.” Jack waited for his mother to draw out her coin purse, but she didn’t. She waited for an explanation, which any mother would do.

      Fact: His mother would never understand how guileful Jack was, and how very innocent these women were. To his mother, Jack was still the scrawny girl out in the yard, throwing dirt at the neighbor boys and stealing their breeches. Even when Jack was that little girl, it had never felt real. Nothing felt real when you were treated by the sum of your clothing.

      Explanations then. “This gracious lady,” Jack gestured at Lady Agnes. “Has agreed to take me under her wing. I help her with her charity work, and she, er, she, well—”

      Lady Agnes did not come to his aid. No, Miss Perry jumped in, explaining as if everyone standing there was the dumbest fool in all of the Empire.

      “Lady Agnes will help Miss Townsend with her finishing. Help her meet and marry a fine man and provide security.”

      Jack’s mother’s eyes lit up at that. Marriage.

      “I don’t—” Jack began to protest. Lady Agnes shot daggers at Miss Perry, who was already bored again.

      “That sounds like a very lovely opportunity for you, miss.” Jack’s mother bustled, drawing out her purse. She snatched up the flowers. “I wouldn’t want to hold you fine ladies up when there is work to be done. Your charitable efforts shall surely be rewarded, my lady.”

      “But—” Jack protested again, accepting the coins and handing over the flowers.

      “Go on, now,” Jack’s mother shooed them all with her hands.

      “Yes, come. I see Mrs. Tyler is ready to be off. Did you need to visit the ragman?” Miss Perry prompted, turning away.

      Lady Agnes was still evaluating. “I don’t believe that will be necessary this morning after all. We can signal Vasily to bring the mended linens to your carriage.”

      Miss Perry ushered them along, clearly ready to be done with this portion of her morning.

      Jack stowed the coins and picked up the basket, trailing after the other two women. Lady Agnes was the one who looked back. Jack knew she was watching how he walked. It made him feel like he was tripping over his feet to suddenly have that much attention.

      Fact: Well-bred girls walked in short steps.

      There was a lump in Jack’s throat. He had a life, obligations, friends. There wasn’t room for a side job moonlighting as a young miss in need of charitable deeds. And for what gain? To spend more time with Lady Agnes?

      Well, yes. But Jack was far more comfortable as an errand boy around her, where he could give roguish winks and gallant bows. He couldn’t flirt in a carriage as Miss Townsend, Innocent-Flower-Girl-Don’t-Mind-Me-A-Bit.

      Shit on toast. Jack clambered up into a carriage.

      Fact: This was a terrible idea.
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      Agnes eyed Miss Townsend as the footman opened the carriage door. The girl looked so much like that errand boy, the one who had frightened her until she realized his true intent must be mockery. Leaving Mary Franklin’s house had been a painful trudge. It had taken every ounce of decorum to not sob the entire way to Lydia’s, and Agnes had not appreciated the audience.

      In a way, the errand boy had done her a favor in scaring her so badly that she couldn’t cry. Believing that rocks would be thrown at any moment, she’d shown up breathless on the Arthurs’ doorstep, shaking. At least her heartbreak could pass easily as terror—her sister then promptly scolded her for not engaging with Miss Abbott and pugilistic pursuits.

      Agnes, given her rank, was the first handed up to the carriage. Habit made her take the less desirable seat of facing backward, giving Mrs. Tyler the opportunity to take the best seat, facing forward. The woman settled in, and Miss Perry followed after some indecision on whether or not to sit next to Agnes or her chaperone. Finally Miss Townsend was handed in, and given no other option, settled in next to Agnes.

      Miss Townsend and the errand boy both possessed dark eyes, high cheekbones, and a sleekness of movement that seemed unlike anything Agnes had seen before. No, not quite. Miss Abbott had that same economy, as did John Arthur. Was Miss Townsend a pugilist? She knew for a fact that women engaged in the sport, given Miss Abbott’s profession and her sister’s amateur interest. But the girl’s nose was unbroken, and her teeth surprisingly white and straight.

      Miss Townsend gave a small but still surprisingly engaging smile. How did she do that? It was the same confidence that Lydia sometimes exuded, except Lydia was all dark choler and challenge. But Miss Townsend was different, more ordered, more sure. Where Lydia was a jagged tear in a piece of fabric, Miss Townsend was the neat X of a mended stitch.

      The carriage lurched into motion and Mrs. Tyler started engaging Miss Perry in a recounting of the purchases made for the boarding house. There was no room for discussion outside of it, given the small space they were squeezed into. Miss Townsend’s sleeve settled next to Agnes’s, and Agnes spotted the yellow thread.

      Agnes had started the yellow stitch as a way to track how many garments she had personally mended. The number of women who had benefited from rags remade into respectable wear. It was pride, no mistaking it, though small and quiet. Evidence that she was there, in the world. Her mark was made.

      And Miss Townsend noticed.

      The carriage jostled over a bump, pushing Miss Townsend flush against Agnes. The warmth of the girl’s body surprised her. She smelled of her fresh flowers and something else—a scent Agnes couldn’t place, almost familiar and assuredly pleasant. Miss Townsend murmured polite excuses and pushed herself away, a brief touch on Agnes’s forearm. The heat was bubbling, like a kettle starting to boil. Agnes stared at her arm. The pressure and shape from Miss Townsend lingered through layers of fabric. She glanced up at the girl in surprise.

      Miss Townsend met her gaze, calm but knowing. She knew exactly what Agnes felt. Did that mean she felt it too? The girl bit her bottom lip, as if wrestling with questions unknown. Looking at those lips, Agnes felt desire start to pool.

      No.

      Agnes cleared her throat and shifted, ensuring no contact could be made with the mysterious Miss Townsend.

      “Pardon me, Lady Agnes,” Mrs. Tyler said, booming now towards her. Agnes had to fight an urge to cover her ears. “I am quite intrigued about your taking on this young miss. Can you tell me more of your plans? How do you hope to lift her circumstances?”

      Miss Perry rolled her eyes in a manner only those so familiar with the stout woman would dare to do. If this was the volume of conversation, what would her angry lecture sound like?

      “Well, ma’am,” Agnes searched for a way to not be so impolite as to bluntly reveal that Miss Perry had invented the whole circumstance and passed it off as truth. “As you are the expert in etiquette and young ladies, I’m sure you have much advice to impart.”

      The flattery plumped Mrs. Tyler up even further. “I do. And many success stories. I hope to hear fine things for my former pupil, Miss Arthur, given her connection to you.”

      Pearl Arthur, John’s younger sister, had moved from Mrs. Tyler’s Boarding House for Young Ladies into John and Lydia’s home in Marylebone. It was a queer position—according to the aristocracy, Pearl was decidedly unmarriageable, given the perceived grasping nature of her brother and Lydia’s odd behavior in marrying him. But to the lower orders, Pearl’s position was enviable—living in an expensive house in a rapidly rising and developing neighborhood with titled nobles for in-laws. Perspective, Agnes reminded herself.

      “Yes. Miss Arthur is a fine young lady. I have no doubt that your skills have aided her.”

      Miss Perry’s expression bordered on insolence.

      Miss Townsend kept a neutral gaze even though they spoke as if she weren’t present.

      “I do try my best,” Mrs. Tyler said. “Of course, it is all dependent on the young lady.” The matron shot a disparaging look at Miss Perry.

      “I have no doubt that once Lady Agnes is finished with Miss Townsend, she will be polished into a fine gem,” Miss Perry declared.

      “I’ll get you an invitation to the Houghtons’ ball—it’s the biggest event of the Season. There’s always a write-up in the papers about it. That can be the crowning moment of your achievement: to see Miss Townsend triumph at a ball!” Mrs. Tyler clapped her hands.

      Agnes was unsettled about every bit of this conversation. She had no desire to attend any balls. She knew of the Houghtons’ soiree, and Mrs. Tyler was correct that there would be a mention in a few papers. A few minor nobility attended, but it was mostly the picking grounds of third and fourth sons, men who wouldn’t inherit, and the upwardly aspiring commoners who hoped for untimely deaths of potential brothers-in-law. Agnes had never been to it.

      Also, Agnes was not a person who enjoyed balls. Or the gowns. Or, for that matter, the gawking. She needed to dispel this notion before it got out of hand.

      “Unfortunately, Mrs. Tyler—”

      “That would be most generous of you,” breathed Miss Townsend. “I can only hope to prove worthy of the faith and effort from both you and my lady.”

      Agnes cut her eyes over to the girl. That tone was new. Obsequious, even. Agnes had a sneaking suspicion that there was more to Miss Townsend than Innocent Flower Girl. And her brother, the mocking footpad.

      “There’s been a slight misunderstanding,” Lady Agnes cut in.

      The carriage lurched to stop, and Agnes threw her hand out to keep from launching into Mrs. Tyler’s ample lap. The errant hand landed on Miss Townsend’s solid, strong thigh. A firm, muscular kind that one saw on a person who knew physical labor. Or someone who ran. Perhaps Miss Townsend was a thief. Either way, the firm thigh gave Agnes pictures that were wholly undeserving of either of their stations.

      “I’ve got you,” Miss Townsend murmured, placing a steadying hand on top of Agnes’s. The low promise of the girl’s voice made Agnes’s stomach drop and the air grow thin. Could the other women feel this? Could they see it? Agnes fought a blush.

      “I’m quite capable—” Agnes couldn’t even finish her thought, trying to catch her breath.

      “We’re here!” Miss Perry practically threw open the carriage door herself.

      “We wait for the footman, Miss Perry,” Mrs. Tyler chided.

      But it was hard to pay attention to the other two women in the carriage.

      “I’m quite—” Agnes couldn’t even finish her thought, trying to catch her breath.

      “You needn’t do everything alone,” Miss Townsend said, dark eyes boring into Agnes’s, seeing far more than what was comfortable.

      Alone. No, she hadn’t been alone until Mary Franklin decided to become Lady Carraway. Why did this girl care? Unless she and the errand boy were up to no good.
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      The passel of skirts unloaded in front of the Women’s Home. The building itself was grand but dirty—left by a benefactor worried about “fallen women.” Poor women, unwed mothers, and reformed prostitutes lived here, worked here, subsisted here, until they left or died, either option aided by the help of some new man.

      Fact: Jack himself had sought refuge here the first night he’d run away from home.

      Lady Agnes managed to be first up the steps, as Mrs. McKenzie her own self appeared at the top of the stair, surprise registering in her deep brown eyes at the sight of Jack cavorting with the likes of Lady Agnes.

      The footman unloaded trunks of linens from the back of the carriage. “Inside, thank you,” Mrs. McKenzie murmured to him as he entered the building. She opened her wide, fleshy arms to the women traipsing at a much more regal pace up the stairs.

      “Mrs. McKenzie,” Lady Agnes acknowledged her while Mrs. Tyler came puffing up behind, more red-faced than the others.

      Lady Agnes really knew how to lay on the aristocratic benefactor routine. Jack hadn’t seen her perform like this, but she was elegance to behold. Her posture was perfect, her height seemed to stretch to grandiose heights, and her head tilt was spot-on. Jack wanted to learn that affectation. The genial acknowledgement by your betters. That’d be a trick.

      “Miss Townsend, that’s quite a grin on your face,” Mrs. McKenzie acknowledged, which, of course, made Lady Agnes send another sharp look in Jack’s direction.

      Jack curtsied in deference. “It’s a fine day for a smile.”

      “And for such exalted company. I admit that I’m surprised about your companions,” Mrs. McKenzie said, ushering them up the stairs, letting Lady Agnes go first.

      Miss Jane, a girl of about sixteen who had been raised at the Women’s Home before she started working there, stood at the door, fidgeting. Her mouth gaped open as Lady Agnes passed. Jack knew her thoughts, written plain on her sleeve. Real nobility!

      “Is there something amiss with Miss Townsend in our company?” Lady Agnes called back to Mrs. McKenzie. Her tone sounded probing, not defending.

      Fact: Lady Agnes was suspicious. It thrilled a bit. Not that Lady Agnes might think ill of Jack, but that she was curious about him at all.

      “No, no, not a’tall,” Mrs. McKenzie said. “Miss Townsend is a fine lass, very helpful to us when it comes to the mends you bring us. Picks the best out for our girls and hers.”

      “Hers?” Lady Agnes questioned as they entered the building.

      Inside, it smelled of damp wool, old sweat, and the animal smell of tallow and warm bodies.

      “Surely, why—Miss Townsend, you haven’t told these fine ladies about your brood?”

      Oh, that was a fine way to put it. Made it sound like Jack had a harem lurking about. Hens in a coop. “It isn’t a brood, ma’am.”

      “I don’t know quite know what you would call it, but a fine group of ladies under the auspices of a respectable matron,” assured Mrs. McKenzie.

      “A boarding house!” Mrs. Tyler said now that she had regained her breath.

      “No, not precisely that,” Jack said, desperate now to avoid explaining.

      Fact: Jack picked up loads of dresses in all sorts of styles.

      Fact: All of those dresses were worn by people. Perhaps not precisely the group he had described to Mrs. McKenzie.

      Miss Jane approached and whispered something to Mrs. McKenzie. “Pardon me, my lady, ladies, I do have a small matter to attend to. Then I can get that accounting ledger for you, Lady Agnes.”

      Jack wanted to disappear. Skip ahead to when the other ladies once again forgot to include him in their banter.

      “You have quite the protégé, Lady Agnes,” Mrs. Tyler announced. “Running a boarding house at the tender age of, what? Eighteen?”

      Jack stumped a quick curtsy. Try twenty-five, but then Jack’s short stature and slim build often made it far easier to pass as a youth.

      “Yes, Miss Townsend cuts quite the figure,” Lady Agnes said, the sharpness in her tone all the sharper given her accent.

      Miss Perry was clearly bored. “Are we not touring the workshop?”

      “Ah, yes, of course,” Mrs. Tyler said. “We’ve a notion to create our own such space, either for our own girls or to offer employment for girls who may not be able to pay up front.”

      Jack had to commend the woman for an expanding business model. Unless it was a way to find free labor, in which case, she was a horrid woman and could be eaten by rats.

      As the other two women shuffled towards the workroom, noted by a sign that read Work Room, which hung from the doorknob, Lady Agnes stepped closer to Jack.

      Her dark eyes glittered. Jack knew he should feel like he was in trouble.

      Fact: It was hard to feel bad about something he’d pictured a thousand times. To be sure, it was a different reason to have her eyes glittering with interest, but, well, Jack knew how to take what he was given.

      “Miss Townsend. You are quite the puzzle.”

      “Thank you, my lady. Means a lot coming from you.”

      “I’m not sure it is a compliment.”

      “And I take everything as one so’s I never hear an unkind word.” Jack tried very hard to keep Innocent-Flower-Girl-Don’t-Mind-Me’s gutter accent, but when talking to Lady Agnes, he wanted to fall into his own speech so very badly. To speak to her as himself.

      Lady Agnes sat back on that one. “You are very clever.”

      Jack dropped Miss Townsend’s guard an inch. “That sounded less like a compliment in tone, even if it did in words.”

      “When the other ladies return, I will announce that you have decided to not accept my tutelage due to your other commitments—to your brood, as it were.” She pulled at her gloves, tightening her grip.

      “No need for that.” It was hard to remember he was Miss Townsend right now. He wanted to be Jack with her. He blinked up at her through lashes, willing Lady Agnes to fall down the well of his eyes. “I would welcome any opportunity to learn whatever you are willing to teach.”

      A small flame appeared in her cheeks and she licked her lips before catching herself. “I’m not sure what you are after, Miss Townsend. But I do know that you are more than what you seem.”

      “Both statements seem true,” Jack agreed.

      “Why should I spend my time with a liar?” Lady Agnes challenged, her tone suddenly imperious.

      “I haven’t lied.” Some truths a bit stretched, perhaps, yes.

      Fact: Jack didn’t believe in lies. Truth was hard enough, both to recognize and to practice. Roland had never understood that Jack was being more truthful by not being Gwen. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t all of him. To be Gwen was like only using one arm and one leg. Ridiculous, silly, nonsensical, especially when he could be Jack. Jack could be man or woman, moving freely through social spheres and strata in a way that Gwen never could.

      “So if I ask you a question, you’ll answer me truthfully?” Lady Agnes said. “It will be a condition of our association. I cannot be friends with a liar. I won’t.”

      Jack gingerly lifted Lady Agnes’s hand, turning it palm up. He pushed down the glove, exposing the fleshy bottom of her palm. Looking up into her eyes, he raised her hand to his mouth, pressing a kiss gently, reverently there. She smelled like rose and vanilla soap, her skin so soft and delicate. He had to keep himself from pushing back more cloth, kissing more bare flesh. Tamp down the compulsion to make her moan.

      Fact: She tasted better than he’d dreamed.

      “I swear to always tell you the truth.”

      Lady Agnes’s breath hitched. Mrs. McKenzie bustled down the hallway, breaking Jack’s spell completely. Of all the timing.

      “Lady Agnes, do forgive the interruption. Follow me to my office and we can get our accounting straight. I want to be sure that you and your family understand the depth of our gratitude to you.” Mrs. McKenzie ushered Lady Agnes of the blazing eyes—such restraint!—down the hallway.

      Jack took the opportunity to slip out unnoticed.

      Fact: The best performances left the audience wanting more.
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      Pearl Arthur sat in the parlor with Agnes and her sister, which was a nice change. Lydia’s one-sided discussion with her infant was, frankly, disturbing. The baby’s arms flailed periodically, and she gurgled and sighed as Lydia murmured at her. But Lydia didn’t seem happy. Certainly not like what had been depicted in pamphlets and books about the blossoming of motherhood. Quite the opposite. Lydia was still swollen, not only the weight from her pregnancy, but swollen with fatigue and an almost curdled milk pallor.

      Lydia seemed as if she were putting on a show, a different kind than she used to perform in ballrooms as she at once entranced the ton and pumped them for information, but a show nonetheless. Agnes honestly could not remember what her sister was really like between those performances. She had only come alive during training sessions with Miss Abbott in their parents’ ballroom, which Agnes had been happy to attend though not participate in.

      “May I pour?” Pearl asked.

      Agnes nodded, admiring how Pearl executed the maneuver with the genteel style Agnes struggled to master. “Your good manners are wasted on us.”

      “Nothing is wasted on me.” Lydia sniffed.

      Pearl gave Lydia a knowing smile—an intimacy that pricked at Agnes. Of course they knew each other well, living in the same house, caring for the same child, even if there was a nursemaid.

      “Pearl, if I may, I have a few questions that I hoped you may be able to help me with,” Agnes started.

      “Of course,” Pearl said, sitting back down in her chair, perched on the edge, spine straight. She had all the qualifications for a spectacular marriage if she could shake the shadow of Lydia’s scandal. Well. And the circumstances of her birth. “Is this what Miss Perry mentioned?”

      Ugh, Miss Mathilda Perry. Agnes really did not care for the girl, but she tried very hard not to speak ill of anyone. “Likely. What did she say?”

      “That you were taking on a charity case to help with marriage prospects.”

      Lydia burst out laughing, startling the baby. Pearl glanced over, alarmed as well.

      Agnes’s sincere disinterest in marriage was not a secret. But since Miss Perry and Miss Arthur had never been in Society, they didn’t know. Surely, didn’t Agnes
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