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Chapter One 
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    Viscountess Stormont, Helen Marie, Lady Stormont, stepped closer to her cook. Brushing aside an unruly lock of hair from her cheek, Helen said, “Since the fête is coming up, I must make plans. The food must be spectacular, as this is sure to be a well-attended event. I expect even more guests this year than last. My schedule for getting the menu completed is a month behind for the December fifteenth celebration. Why does it seem I’m always scrambling to finish details for something I host every single year? It isn’t as if the party was a surprise.” 
 
    The cook didn’t give an answer. Not that one was expected. Was it Helen’s imagination, or had the other woman discreetly rolled her eyes? It wouldn’t be the first time. Helen was famous for good intentions and poor but well-meaning attempts at keeping everything organized and done in a timely fashion. Her servants were well used to her idiosyncrasies. But Helen, being of a certain age in her fifties, was too old to act differently now.  
 
    The fête, given in honor of the opening of the winter garden planted by the Royal Horticultural Society, needed to outshine recent parties. Helen had her reasons, but mostly they had to do with trying to find favor with those of the ton who had a tendency to snub her. 
 
    Turning her head to gather her thoughts about food for the party, Helen’s mouth dropped open in a very unladylike way. She snapped it closed before anyone else could enter the room and witness it. 
 
    That cat.  
 
    Edwina, full of figure and sporting silver-white fur like her mistress’ hair, trotted merrily across the recently polished kitchen floor. Leaving in her wake small, untidy paw prints. Muddy ones. And if Helen wasn’t mistaken, Edwina had been grinning.  
 
    It wouldn’t do any good to follow her feisty, fluffy pet. The times Helen had tried, Edwina only skittered through the rest of the house, depositing unwanted dirty spots until her paws were free of mud. She usually ended her trail after thoroughly destroying the stairs — her favorite victim. Maybe to punish the cat, Helen should instruct the cook not to feed Edwina quite so much. The feline’s middle seemed to grow rounder every day. 
 
    But no, Helen was too soft-hearted for that. One glance at those large green eyes and long whiskers, and Helen would crumple like an un-pressed ball gown. Silly cat could get away with anything and knew it. It had been that way ever since Edwina had shown up outside the kitchen door as a waiflike half-grown cat, howling loud enough to alert all of Highgate.  
 
    At the time, the cook had tried to chase the little thing away, but Helen succumbed to the feline’s pitiful wail and took her in. The fact that Edwina was spoiled was no one’s fault but Helen’s. Even with all the mischief, she couldn’t imagine her life without her little companion. There were times, many in fact, when Edwina was the only one who would listen to Helen’s ideas. 
 
    Of course, there was no guarantee the cat was really paying attention, but one could always hope. 
 
    With a sigh, Helen turned back to the cook, who had since returned her attention to stirring a large pot of stew. Seemed the servant was used to Edwina’s trickery, too. And since it wouldn’t be the cook cleaning that particular mess, Helen left to find one of the maids to take care of it. 
 
    She found Mary dusting a high shelf in the parlor. When the maid noticed Helen standing behind her, she startled, as if caught doing something wrong. But then, the girl was new. Helen could see that having the mistress find a servant herself, instead of sending someone else to do it, might be a little disconcerting. However, Helen believed in doing certain tasks herself, wanting to be as open-minded as she could, even though most of her acquaintances weren’t that enlightened. 
 
    “Mary, Edwina has once again…” She vaguely pointed toward the hall. “Well, you’ll find that the trail begins in the kitchen, continues through the house, and progresses up the stairs.” 
 
    With a bob of her head, the girl said, “Yes, my lady.” Keeping her eyes averted and head down, the maid scurried away.  
 
    Helen had long been of the opinion that she’d like to have a better relationship with her servants than her contemporaries did. It was considered a strange idea, even wrong, by most, but then Helen was often considered strange herself. Other women she often saw at gatherings went so far as to shy away from her. Just because her ideas were different. Would people never change? At least try to see things from a new point of view? 
 
    Though she did regularly rely on several servants to take care of her needs and those of her home, Helen would love nothing better than a world where women had more say in what they did. Possess a certain amount of freedom in their male-dominated world. However, there was only so much she could do on her own. Still, she was indeed determined to help at least a handful of young ladies hopefully achieve a little independence of their own. 
 
    And she had a plan to do just that. 
 
    This time, she would remain focused and organized, even if it took all of her perseverance to do it. The outcome of her project was too important to fail. This one thing, her goal for the day, was something close to her heart. Much more significant than a party. And, if she could possibly convince some other women she knew to favor her idea, all the better. 
 
    Once the maid had been dispatched to deal with Edwina’s latest indiscretion, Helen readied herself to leave the house. Cecil, the head footman and her companion whenever she went out, had called for the carriage and was himself waiting for her at the door when she alighted the stairs. 
 
    “Ready to depart, Cecil?” Helen waved her gloved hand toward the door. 
 
    With a slight smile, he gave a single nod. “Yes, my lady.” 
 
    Perhaps her question seemed redundant, considering the fact that he had been waiting for her to get ready, himself dressed to go out and standing patiently by the entrance. Sometimes — no, make that often — Helen’s words flew out of her mouth without a sensible accompanying thought. 
 
    Which was never good. 
 
    Thank goodness Cecil had been with her for more years than she could remember. He’d surely grown used to her often unusual words and ideas. In all appearances, at least, he seemed to endure her whims. 
 
    At least someone did. Even though the man happened to be in her employ. 
 
    The same couldn’t be said for Helen’s contemporaries, however, with their contemptuous expressions and barely disguised judgmental stares whenever she was in their company. It had always been thus, since she’d been a girl. At times, others barely tolerated her notions. She’d taken the fact in stride. But this time… 
 
    Helen’s skin shivered as she went over the newest idea in her mind. Though she doubted she’d receive much, if any, support from other women, her plan had to go forward. Wasn’t it worth a try, at least? Perhaps some of the women would pleasantly surprise her. The future of young ladies, at least a few of them, was too valuable to waste. 
 
    She’d directed the driver to take them to the home of Lady Geistings for the monthly meeting of the Ladies Guild. As she sat in the carriage across from Cecil, it was all she could do to contain her unbridled enthusiasm. Why, her idea could change the very structure of society. For the better, of course. 
 
    The carriage hit a bump, and Helen’s reticule flew across the interior. Deftly, Cecil’s hand shot out, snatching it before it landed on the floor. 
 
    “I believe you dropped this,” he said. 
 
    Raising one eyebrow and giving a nod, Helen took it from his outstretched hand. No words were necessary, as Cecil made it his habit to always be on the lookout for anything his mistress dropped, stepped on, or bumped into. 
 
    Perhaps if she wasn’t so clumsy, she’d make a better impression on the other ladies of her acquaintance. But then, she doubted that would change their opinions of her opinions. Either way, whether they listened to her new idea or not, she had to forge ahead.  
 
    When the carriage rolled to a stop, Helen prepared to depart. The door opened, and the driver handed her down. Cecil followed, readjusting his hat, which had been knocked askew as he’d descended from the carriage. 
 
    Apparently, Helen wasn’t alone in things going awry. Not that her footman would ever admit it. 
 
    The Ladies Guild meeting was held the first of each month. Though they didn’t always discuss matters of note, it was a wonderful venue for gossip and hearing about the latest scandal. With all the ladies held captive in one room, perhaps Helen could make her plea for support. Not that she had hopes of many, but even a handful of women willing to help would be welcome. 
 
    While she stepped inside the home, Cecil stayed outside. He always said it was to watch the carriage, even though the driver would do that. Helen knew the real reason. He liked to smoke his pipe. In Helen’s house, she preferred people not smoke. Having him do it that way, thinking he was getting away with something in the process, was all well and good for both of them. 
 
    Inside, women chattered like magpies. If all of them were talking at once, how did anyone listen? What did it accomplish for every person to try to be heard at the same time? 
 
    As Helen approached the first group of ladies, they stopped, as one, and pointedly stared. At her. 
 
    Unfortunately used to this behavior, she nevertheless took the closest available seat and wore a pretend smile. Though the women were rude, they’d not go so far as to all rise from their chairs at once and leave. 
 
    Placing her reticule on her lap, Helen folded her hands placidly on top, and waited. Making them address her first was one of life’s little pleasures. Because most of the time, they could be as friendly as vipers with sore tails. 
 
    With a sigh, one woman finally succumbed to the rules of proper etiquette. “Good day, Lady Stormont.” She cleared her throat politely before adding, “So lovely to see you.” 
 
    Others gave halfhearted nods, surely glad that their friend had taken the initiative and spoken first.  
 
    Forcing an even wider smile, she nodded in response. “Lovely to see you all, as well.” 
 
    A collective sigh came from the group, as if relieved they’d done their duty and could now return to their chatter. However, Helen had no intention of letting this opportunity pass by. She cleared her throat politely then said, “Pardon me.” 
 
    All eyes once again focused on her. Several wore expressions of annoyance. Others, having been ready to commence speaking, snapped their mouths closed. Though to most people that would be disconcerting, Helen didn’t let it discourage her. 
 
    When she realized her fingers had tightened on the fabric of her reticule, she forced her hands to relax. “If you’ll indulge me, I have something I wish to say.” 
 
    Had someone groaned? It had come from across the room. No one made eye contact with her, so it was difficult to tell. But did it matter? She shouldn’t be at all surprised. When she remembered her reason for being there, for putting herself in a place to be ridiculed, she sat up straight, suddenly emboldened by her mission. 
 
    When no one inquired as to what her words might entail, she went on. “It has come to my attention that there is a small group of bluestocking young ladies who are at this moment without a proper place to reside.” 
 
    One woman blinked; another covered a yawn with her gloved hand. A third’s chest rose and fell in a silent sigh. 
 
    “These young women are bright, energetic, and forward-thinking. The very type of person who will be a wonderful asset for the future of Highgate.” 
 
    Still no response from anyone. In fact, a maid had stopped in mid-motion, her hand holding a cup of tea out toward a woman in a peach gown. 
 
    “You see, I had an idea that I believe will be of benefit to these fine women. And to all of us.”  
 
    The room was silent now. Not the flutter of a fan. Not the squeak of a chair. Helen had envisioned exactly that reaction, but the reality of it was still hard to take. If another person had told her they had something that would benefit her, she’d haven given them her full attention. Obviously, these ladies weren’t like her. At all. 
 
    “My proposal to all of you is this… To provide these lovely young ladies a safe, low-cost place to live where they can be free to pursue study of their individual interests.”  
 
    When the room stayed silent, Helen convinced herself it was time to depart. Apparently, no one in the room was even going to give her the decency of a reply. Ready to rise from her seat, she stopped when something shuffled to her right. 
 
    Lady Federley, sitting three seats away from Helen, leaned forward in her chair and made direct eye contact. 
 
    Ah, perhaps someone does want to help, after all. Helen rested back down on her chair, ready to have a lively discussion about the exciting possibilities of her idea. How shallow to have thought there wouldn’t be someone who would want to help. 
 
    “Lady Stormont,” said Lady Federley, “let me see if I heard you correctly. You want us to give you funds to help you finance a home for that type of girls?” 
 
    Someone, Helen couldn’t tell who, tittered. A few others wore small, satisfied smiles, as if secretly pleased Lady Federley had said the words they’d been too shy to speak. 
 
    “Why would I, or anyone here for that matter—” several heads shook side to side “—want to part with family money to waste it on something so worthless?” 
 
    What Helen had optimistically hoped would be a positive confirmation of her wonderful idea was nothing but the usual rebuff. “Because,” she said, “it is of the utmost importance that these young women are given what they need — a safe place to reside — in order to continue on in their very important pursuits.” 
 
    “Why would that interest us?” said the woman. “Women know their role in society. At least, they should. Marry well. Produce an heir. Unless one of them was my own daughter — which I can assure you would never happen, because I wouldn’t allow any offspring of mine to participate in something so senseless — I wouldn’t give you a single solitary coin.” 
 
    The buzz of several women murmuring to each other filled the previous silence. Giving it one last chance, Helen gazed around the room, hoping to find someone, even one person, who would give her an encouraging smile. An affirmative nod. Anything. 
 
    There was nothing. 
 
    With a sigh of resignation, Helen stood, turned, and though she didn’t feel like doing it, held her head high as she made her way out of the house. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
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    Talbot Yelverton, Earl of Godolphin, stepped from his carriage, giving a nod to the driver. His cane, which was more for show than need, tapped along the pathway to the front entrance of Helen’s home. Though he hadn’t spoken to her for a few weeks, she was never far from his thoughts. The woman captivated him. Had ever since he’d been a small boy. They’d grown up living within a close vicinity to each other, his home at Nettlebloom next to hers at Rosebriar. Even though Helen was older than him by fifteen years, that hadn’t mattered to Talbot. He’d thought everything she did had been fascinating. 
 
    In fact, he still did. 
 
    The second after he knocked on the door, it opened. It never ceased to amaze him how the head footman managed it. Didn’t the man ever step away from the door, even for a moment? 
 
    “Good day, Cecil.” 
 
    “Good day, my lord.” The footman stepped aside two paces, allowing him to enter. 
 
    Handing over his hat and cane, Talbot marveled, as always, the welcoming atmosphere of Helen’s home. His own house was lovely and lively, often with family about, but the moment he entered her home, he always relaxed and gave a smile, if for no other reason than he was closer to her.  
 
    Whenever they met, she was always friendly, the perfect hostess. But now he wished for more. While he had married another woman years and years ago, due to his father’s wishes and the fact that it had benefitted both families, he hadn’t been in love with his wife. She’d been kind and sweet, but his heart only had one true love. And that particular woman was, at that moment, making her way down the staircase toward him, a wide smile on her face. 
 
    “How wonderful to see you,” she said. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Her cheeks were flushed an attractive pink. Was it from the journey down the staircase? Or could he hope it was because of his visit?  
 
    Heart beating faster in his chest, he gave her a bow. “In my mind, it had been long enough, too long, since we’d last spoken.” Though he’d wished to come sooner, family concerns had taken much of his time of late. 
 
    “I’m so pleased you’ve come today.” She held out her hand. 
 
    Talbot, glancing briefly down to take her offered hand, allowed his eyes to stray back to hers. The most beautiful of blue. Indigo, really. He’d always found them fascinating. Like two pools of a sun-kissed lake with— 
 
    “Is something amiss?” 
 
    He jerked slightly, hoping she hadn’t noticed. But then, of course, she had. The slight smile she now wore confirmed that. Helen didn’t miss much. Ever. He gave her hand a tiny kiss, released it with reluctance, and straightened. “Nothing amiss.” As soon as he’d uttered the falsehood, his face heated. 
 
    Now they’d resemble twins. 
 
    With a sigh, he said, “What has had you occupied since last we spoke?” 
 
    She tilted her head, indicating he should follow her as she strolled into the parlor. “Please, make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    He did as asked, no longer surprised that she had shown him to the parlor instead of her footman doing so. Though her outlook on life and rules was often different from that of most, he found he quite liked it. 
 
    As he entered the room, he marveled once again at the décor. Every wall was adorned with paintings of various cats, all wearing some frock, hat, cravat, or all three. How he wished he was brave enough to take such liberties with his own home. However, his sons would never let him hear the end of it, if he failed to have only the finest, most fashionable, and expensive décor available. In their eyes, everyone should be the same, dress the same, have nearly identical homes. 
 
    How absurd. 
 
    He much preferred Helen’s way of looking at the world. That every person was unique. Special in his or her own right. Why not celebrate that instead of trying to fit a mold and be exactly like everyone else? 
 
    They sat as they often did, on the same settee, but never too close. Though they were much past the age of needing a chaperone, it had been instilled into them at early ages that decorum must prevail. 
 
    When he glanced to his left at her, his shook his head slightly. No, she cared not for many of society’s rules. So, it must be him who felt the need to keep his distance, although slightly. 
 
    What would happen if one day he bent the rules? Leaned over toward her, took her face in his hands, and kissed her? Was he brave enough to try? 
 
    You’re an old fool. Afraid she might turn you away. 
 
    If that were to occur, would he be any worse off? Still, the possibility of not having her as a friend at all was too much to bear. He looked forward to his visits with her like a cat with cream. 
 
    To his utter embarrassment, when he shook aside his fanciful thoughts, she was watching him closely. 
 
    With her brow lowered in concern, she said, “Are you quite certain nothing is amiss? Perhaps you’re not feeling well.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” He smiled. “My mind was wandering, as it has a tendency to do. Please pardon my inattention.” 
 
    Tilting her head like some fascinated bird, she said, “If you’re sure.” 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    Letting out a slow breath, she said, “I’m pleased to hear it. Now, I would very much like to tell you what I’ve been planning.” 
 
    A kind of energy that only Helen possessed surrounded Talbot, causing his heartbeat to quicken. With her, the plans could be about anything. Finding a way to school her servants. Providing orphans immunization against smallpox. Even building an enclosure for wayward stray cats. The possibilities were endless. 
 
    A white flash raced into the room, leapt into the air, and landed gracefully on her lap. The cat gave a satisfied smirk, turned in a tight circle, and plopped down, purr steadily increasing with every second. It had been a while since he’d seen Edwina. Was it his imagination, or had she grown quite a bit plumper? Maybe just a case of the feline getting older and settled. 
 
    To be fair, Talbot certainly wasn’t as trim as he had been in his youth, either. 
 
    With a sigh and slight smile, Helen petted her cat on the head, causing an even louder rumble from the animal’s chest. “Always want to be in the middle of things, don’t you?” She eyed one of the portraits on the wall, the one with a cat beneath a pink parasol. Was she contemplating purchasing a tiny one for her own cat? For a few more seconds, she ran her fingers through the long white fur. Finally, she focused again on Talbot. “Now, as I’d been saying…” 
 
    Leaning forward, ready to take in each syllable she uttered, for no doubt whatever she said would be interesting if not entertaining, he watched her intently. 
 
    “I’ve been to the meeting of the Ladies Guild.” 
 
    Still waiting for the interesting part, he sat motionless. Sometimes she took her own path to get around to the point of the story. That was fine. He didn’t mind. As long as they were together and he could study her to his heart’s content. 
 
    “My purpose in attending was to gain support for my latest venture.” 
 
    He nodded, hoping his expression was encouraging. 
 
    “I must say that, though not shocked, I was dismayed at their obvious reluctance. No, it was more than mere reluctance. I’d use the term rejection.” 
 
    Reaching in Helen’s direction, he gave the cat a couple of pats on her head and was rewarding by Edwina making eye contact with him, even giving a wink. It never hurt to have the object of affection of the woman he secretly loved to find him acceptable, as well. 
 
    “Indeed,” she went on, “my hopes hadn’t been high, but I’d assumed at least one woman would help champion my cause. For it is such a wonderful idea. Why couldn’t any of them see that?” 
 
    Did the lady have any idea how extraordinary she was? That when she was on a mission to right some wrong in the world — for though he hadn’t heard yet what she had to say, he knew it was for the good of all mankind — her magnificent blue eyes actually grew darker and gave a sort of effervescent sheen? 
 
    Her hand paused its motion on the cat’s fur, causing an irritated snort from Edwina. “Alas, not one lady in attendance agreed to fight this particular good fight with me. Not. One. Can you imagine? Here I have an exceptional idea, one that would benefit not only young ladies of our town, but the future as a whole, as well.” 
 
    Ah, she was getting closer to making her point. He held as still as possible, fixated on the movement of her lips as she spoke. 
 
    “I suppose I should now tell you the purpose of my visit, as I’ve already disclosed the outcome, such as it was.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to hear your idea.” 
 
    Her face flushed. “How kind you are. Always ready to give me encouragement.” 
 
    Though his heart warmed at her praise, he longed to give voice to his thoughts. Not kindness but love makes me say the things I do. 
 
    “My idea is this…” She ran her fingers through the fur between the cat’s eyes. 
 
    Talbot sighed. How he’d love that to be his face she stroked with such care and attention. 
 
    “…there are a number of young ladies who are bluestockings — quite admirable, in my mind — who would benefit from their own living quarters, properly chaperoned, of course, in which to pursue their studies while at the same time experiencing a type of both freedom and safety.” 
 
    Tilting his head, he watched her intently. The woman was nothing short of perfection. Her ideas, while to him often surprising, never failed to amaze and inspire him. 
 
    “—your opinion?” 
 
    “Pardon?” He’d been woolgathering. Again. How cork-brained he must seem. 
 
    “I asked for your opinion.” She held up her hand. “Honest opinion.” 
 
    Wanting so much to take her in his arms and hold her close, he settled for lightly patting her hand, the one that lay still upon the cat’s fur. “I think it’s a marvelous idea. Those young ladies would be so fortunate to have you on their side. To see to it they get the accommodations and freedom they so deserve. Once again, I commend you.” 
 
    She blinked, as if holding back tears. “Such a kind man you are. How have I come to be so blessed as to have a friend such as you?” 
 
    I’m the one who’s blessed. Though someday he hoped to change the term friend to something much more intimate. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
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    One of Helen’s favorite destinations was the haberdashery. Her penchant for ribbons and buttons had garnered her much teasing from her family, ever since she was young. Her sisters had ridiculed the frequent habit, telling Helen she might as well go off and be someone’s seamstress. 
 
    It wasn’t that she longed to sew, because she actually had little talent for it. There was just something about the feel of a handful of buttons, the sound they made as they rattled together in her palm, or the satiny feel of ribbons run between her fingers, that gave her a sense of well-being. 
 
    As usual, Cecil had accompanied her. But his normal habit of remaining outside the shop changed this time. With interest, Helen watched her footman slowly make his way to the back of the store, stopping often to eye a ribbon or notion. What was he doing? He had no more interest in the women’s items there than would a horse in a parasol. 
 
    The man was up to something, she just knew it. Though she trusted him implicitly when he accompanied her places, or when she told him things most mistresses would die before divulging to a servant, she also had to admit he had a certain talent for mayhem upon occasion. Hopefully, he wouldn’t indulge in anything that would be of embarrassment to her. 
 
    But then she noticed a pretty maid, standing somewhat close to her own mistress, giving Cecil quick glances from beneath her lashes. Smiling coquettishly. And then… yes, Helen waited for it to happen, the girl dropped her handkerchief on the floor. 
 
    Classic behavior of a debutante. Though this girl was nothing of the sort, which was obvious from her mode of dress, but assumedly having accompanied the well-dressed woman standing close by, the maid had most likely spent much time with young ladies of good breeding, having copied their actions when in the company of gentlemen. 
 
    Ah… Could young love be afoot? 
 
    And how would Cecil, who she’d never known to be seen in the company of any particular woman, act now? Though he could be a tad saucy when speaking to her, which was something her peers would do more than frown at, but Helen secretly loved, Cecil was otherwise a little shy when around the fairer sex. 
 
    With interest, Helen paused beside a narrow set of shelves, each sporting a different colored ribbon. Reaching out, acting as if taken with the ones the color of a cloudy gray sky, she peeked to the left, and surreptitiously watched what her footman might do next. 
 
    Never one to deny her gift of matchmaking, Helen thought about ways she could help them find a way to each other. After all, everyone deserved happiness, didn’t they? 
 
    Not that Helen had men calling at her door. Not at her age. 
 
    Still, it would make her immensely happy to see her beloved footman find the woman of his heart. 
 
    Shocked, Helen watched as Cecil walked toward the young woman. Was he actually going to speak to her? As he got nearer, he bent down and retrieved the fallen handkerchief. Holding it out to her, his hand trembled. Not violently, but enough so Helen, standing a few feet away, could see it. Had the maid noticed, too? 
 
    Whether the young woman had or not, she accepted the proffered handkerchief and gave a curtsey. When it would have been appropriate for Cecil to give a bow, he seemed to do a sort of half-bow-half-stumble instead. 
 
    Swaying where he stood — oh, surely the man wouldn’t swoon — he righted himself, gave a second, less awkward bow, and rushed down the aisle and out the main door. 
 
    With a sigh, Helen shook her head. If Cecil had his heart set on that woman, or any woman, for that matter, he was going to need an abundance of help. 
 
    Taking a few steps, intent on following Cecil, she startled when a person suddenly appeared at her side. Helen barely refrained from actually jumping. What on earth? 
 
    When she turned, she frowned. Not that she was unhappy to see Mr. Scrivens; he was normally quite a nice young man, after all, as well as being Talbot’s nephew. But his expression of displeasure, aimed at her, made Helen’s mouth turn down at the corners. Still, proper manners prevailed, prodding her to force a pleasant smile and say, “Good day.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, good day.” He waved his hand impatiently to the side, as if trying to brush away the greeting. 
 
    Though she didn’t know him well, it was difficult to imagine this was his normal greeting. Was something amiss? Was he perhaps ill? But with all the people milling about the shop, some of whom he was surely better acquainted with than he was with her, why would he single her out for assistance? 
 
    The man took a deep breath. Was he trying to calm himself? Having trouble getting out the words necessary to ask for help? Finally focusing on Helen, he said, “We have something that needs to be resolved.” 
 
    Not at all what she’d imagined he’d say. Resolved? As if there was a problem. But how could there be? “Pardon?” What was he blathering on about? Perhaps his ailment wasn’t that of the body, but of the mind. Though it seemed an unlikely affliction for someone so young. 
 
    “It seems that your cat…” 
 
    “Edwina?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes, “Er, yes, Edwina has taken it upon herself to destroy my most prized possession.” 
 
    This was all some fabrication about her pet? “No, that’s impossible.” While her cat could at times be sneaky or secretive, she could hardly imagine Edwina attacking something such as a tapestry or piece of art. Why, the man was implying that— 
 
    “Quite possible.” 
 
    She’d play along. Maybe it would help calm him down if she acted as though she’d listened to his complaint. “And just what might this item be that you’re accusing my innocent cat of harming?” 
 
    “My red rose.” 
 
    “A flower? Don’t be silly. Edwina cares not for anything with leaves. She finds them monotonous and boring. Besides, I’m fairly certain she’s allergic to anything in the fern family. And possibly others as well.” 
 
    He frowned. “Not just any flower. If you only knew how many hours I’ve spent cultivating my plants, this one especially, in my uncle’s orangery. It’s my life’s passion.” He ran a hand along his chin and closed his eyes briefly. 
 
    Passionate about a plant? The poor gentleman really did have problems. “Nevertheless, even if my cat did what you say — and I’m not saying she did — how could you possibly know it was my cat? Do you make a habit of becoming acquainted with all the pets of all your neighbors?” 
 
    Raising one eyebrow, he said, “I know this because my uncle’s maid and yours are friends.” 
 
    Maid? Helen inwardly seethed. Probably Mary. She was lazy and unpredictable. That girl would be finding other employment. And soon. Making up lies about Edwina? Inexcusable. Unacceptable. “I assure you, it was not my Edwina causing harm to your, er…” 
 
    “Red rose.” 
 
    “However, in the interest of fairness, I shall attempt to keep her detained in the house more in the future.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice, “Then perhaps you’ll discover that it wasn’t her at fault and catch the real culprit.” That would give him his comeuppance once the guilty party was caught. Giving a haughty sniff worthy of an incensed royal, Helen turned and hurriedly made her way to Cecil. 
 
    She no longer had a desire to hold buttons in her hand. Or admire the pretty ribbons. No, now she only wished to return home and hold Edwina. And try to make it up to her. Poor thing, having people spread lies about her.  
 
    Wreck his prized red rose indeed. Preposterous. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
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    When Talbot returned home to Nettlebloom from visiting Helen, he wasn’t sure his feet even touched the earth. Was he flying? He always loved spending time with her, but today… Something was different. Had she felt it, too? Was she thinking only of him, as he was of her? 
 
    He entered the parlor to find two of his sons lounging about, looking like they hadn’t the energy of a garden slug. “Good day.” 
 
    “Good day, Father,” said George. 
 
    “And where might you have been off to?” asked Hasting. 
 
    “Visiting a… friend.” 
 
    George grinned. “Ah, let me guess. Was it Old Thorny? From the Briar Patch?” 
 
    Incensed, Talbot rapped his cane against the floor. “I’ll have none of that, do you hear? You know better than to call a lady such a name. And the estate is Rosebriar, as you well know.” 
 
    His son waved away the comment. “It’s only a joke, after all.” 
 
    “And what if she were to overhear you?” 
 
    “How would that come about? I don’t see her here. Do you, Hasting?” George aimed a look at his brother. 
 
    “No,” said Hasting. “Not anywhere that I can see.” He looked behind a cushion on the settee, acting as if she might be hiding there.  
 
    Sometimes his sons could be irritating dolts. 
 
    Suddenly weary — it didn’t take long when he was around his sons — he sat down in a nearby chair. “Why you boys insist on having sport with Lady Stormont is beyond me. She’s a lovely person, er, woman.” His face heated. 
 
    “Wait…” said George. “Are you… have you developed a tendre… for Thorny?” His laughter was rough and loud, making Talbot’s skin prickle. “I’d only thought you visited there for the entertainment of watching her hands flitter about like some bird when she speaks.” 
 
    “Or,” said Hasting, “perhaps it’s because of her hair, which happens to be the exact color of that mangy cat of hers.” 
 
    Talbot said nothing, only brushed at barely visible lint on the sleeve of his jacket. When his sons were young, it had been up to the nurse to keep them subdued. Talbot wished there was a nurse who could keep his adult sons in line now. Pity, that. What he wouldn’t give to banish them to the nursery. How he missed those days. 
 
    George, suddenly serious, eyed him. “Have you, Father? Developed feelings of a romantic nature? Surely not her, of all people.” 
 
    “And what would be so wrong in that?” Talbot tapped his fingers impatiently on the arm of the chair. “Your dear mother has been gone for a decade. Don’t I have the right to find someone new?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not saying it would be a bad idea in general. Widowers remarry all the time. Just… well, for one thing, she’s way too old for you. How would that look, for you to marry some old crone?” Lowering his voice, glancing around as if someone might overhear, he said, “She’s also…” 
 
    “She’s what?” He’d had about as much as he would endure. If he wasn’t tired, he might challenge them to a duel. Well, probably not. But it was a nice thought, nonetheless. 
 
    George bit his lip then said, “In a word, odd.” 
 
    Jerking as if slapped, Talbot blinked, then stared at his son. “That’s not true. She’s…” Dare he say it? “Magnificent.” 
 
    Dead silence. 
 
    At first, no one did so much as let out a squeak. Then Hasting gave something of a low rumble, starting as a chuckle, then increasing in volume to a high-pitched guffaw.  
 
    Laughter, from both sons now, surrounded Talbot, making him long to run away. And why oh why had he said that out loud? Especially to them. He’d often heard them laughing and whispering about Helen over the years. Thinking her daft. Or mentally deficient. Nothing was further from the truth. Why, as far as Talbot could tell — and it was his opinion that mattered, after all — Helen was perfect.  
 
    Not wanting to simply retreat to his room in a show of timidity, he sat up straighter. “If you’ll both gain control of yourselves and act as the adults I assume you are, there’s something I’d like to tell you.” 
 
    “Please don’t say you’ve offered for her hand.” George let out another laugh. “I’m not sure my heart could take it.” Placing his hand over his chest, his countenance sobered. “Wait, you haven’t…” 
 
    “No, not that.” Though if he had his wish, it would happen soon. Or would’ve already happened. He’d been in love with her for as long as he could remember. “While I was at her house, we had a very interesting, lively discussion.” 
 
    The brothers eyed each other, did simultaneous shrugging of their shoulders, and gave him their attention. Two sets of eyes fixed on Talbot, the young men’s matching facial expressions so like that of their late mother. 
 
    Watching them for a few seconds, Talbot was relieved their mirth had subsided for the moment. “Thank you. Now, Lady Stormont has had a marvelous idea.” 
 
    “Do tell.” George crossed his legs. 
 
    Narrowing his eyes at his son’s sarcasm, he said, “I shall.” Though his sons appeared now to be the models of civility and decorum, Talbot knew better. Given the chance, they’d ridicule him and Helen again. As soon as he uttered something they found amusing, the laughter would begin anew. “It’s her thinking that some young ladies of Highgate are in need of a new residence.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Hasting sat up straighter. “Don’t they have homes? Oh, dear. We’re not talking about homeless waifs.” A look of sheer panic crossed his face. Was he afraid someone below his standards might someday show up on the doorstep, wanting to move into their house? 
 
    “Of course not. These young women have breeding and family connections. And are exceedingly intelligent.” 
 
    “Who values intelligence in a woman?” said George. 
 
    Talbot lowered his eyebrows. “People who admire bluestockings.” 
 
    “Not anyone I know. In my opinion and that of my friends, bluestockings are nothing more than unattractive women no self-respecting gentleman would ever marry.” 
 
    “Perhaps your friends are the wrong sort of people.” Had he just said that? He was starting to sound like Helen. Brave. Adventurous. Caring little for the opinion of others. With a smile, he realized that was a wonderful quality to have. The more time he spent with her, the more he found himself very much agreeing with her insight and progressive ideas. 
 
    “Pardon?” George now sat on the edge of his seat. He appeared to be… incensed? Angry? 
 
    No matter. Talbot was their father, and it would do them no harm to sit and listen to what he had to say. “Whether or not you agree with the sentiment, I happen to think Lady Stormont’s idea a marvelous thing. Those young ladies will greatly benefit from a low-cost boarding house. She’s in need of more financial support. And I… intend to give some.” 
 
    “Father!” Hasting was on his feet now, fists clenched at his sides as if ready for battle. “That’s our money. You can’t just give it away.” 
 
    Anger formed a hard knot in Talbot’s chest. “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m not dead yet. And I shall do as I see fit with my funds. It’s not for you to say. You each have your own money to do with as you please. And I shall do the same with mine.” 
 
    Were his sons so greedy that they eagerly anticipated his passing, so they could spend his money? 
 
    With that, Talbot rose, trying very hard to contain his fury, but not having much success. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five 
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    When the door opened, the maid’s eyes widened. Helen tried not to take offense. It probably wasn’t often that someone her age appeared on the doorstep of the site of a bluestocking meeting.  
 
    “Yes, my lady?” The maid gave a slight curtsey. 
 
    This was exactly what Helen hoped to change. To allow people, especially women, to think more highly of themselves, to be able to express to the world their true selves. Although that would be a long time in the future, if ever, Helen was determined to try. “I’m here to attend the meeting.” 
 
    Looking over her shoulder and back, the maid said, “Please pardon me, my lady, but this is the bluestocking meeting. Perhaps you’re mistaken and—” 
 
    “No mistake. I know where I am.” She tapped her foot impatiently.  
 
    The girl’s face reddened. “Yes, my lady. Please come in.” 
 
    Once inside the stark, plain hallway, Helen slipped off her pelisse and handed it to the maid. “Which way to the meeting?” 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    On the way down the long, narrow passageway, Helen took in the décor. Or rather, the lack thereof. No portraits. No vases sitting on side tables. Not even a plush rug along the walkway. 
 
    Was a room in a rundown local pub the best they could do for their meeting place? 
 
    Well, she’d do something about that. Mentally putting that on her list of things to accomplish later, she stopped behind the maid as the other woman pushed open a tall, wooden door.  
 
    “In here, my lady.” 
 
    Nodding her thanks, Helen stepped inside. The room was nearly as sparse as the front entryway. Plain, straight-backed chairs in a hideous shade of green. A moth-eaten brown — was that its original color? — rug flopped haphazardly in the middle of the room. And an ancient fireplace, the stones crumbly, which produced barely more than a spark to take away the chill in the area. Helen wished she’d kept her pelisse. 
 
    The young ladies had been chattering amongst themselves. At the sight of Helen, all conversation halted. 
 
    Oh, no. She’d done it again. Would she receive the same reception she’d gotten from the women at the Ladies Guild? 
 
    But as she viewed the young faces, perhaps twenty of them, now all turned in her direction, what she saw wasn’t derision, distaste, or irritation. It was… 
 
    Curiosity. 
 
    Emboldened by this change of attitude, Helen stepped farther into the room. “Please forgive my intrusion this evening. I…” 
 
    One girl stood, awkwardly pushing her tiny gold-framed spectacles further up her nose. “Please, do come in.” 
 
    At the girl’s words, which weren’t sarcastic or mean in any way, she did as asked. 
 
    “Won’t you join us?” Bespectacled girl waved a hand toward an empty chair near the front of the room. “I’m Miss Berryton.” 
 
    Every single young woman wore an eager, inquisitive expression. Heads nodded, and mouths formed into smiles. 
 
    Giving a sigh of relief, Helen sat in the indicated chair. “Thank you.”  
 
    “We were just about to begin our monthly meeting. We are all free thinkers here. If you’d like to speak at any time, we encourage you to do so.” 
 
    Looking around at the friendly faces, Helen decided to do just that. Though she’d thought to sit in the back of the meeting and perhaps speak quietly to a few members afterward, if she could freely speak to the whole room at once, all the better. “Why, yes, I believe I would like to speak.” 
 
    “Please,” said Miss Berryton, “stand at the front if you’d like.” 
 
    Helen, not one to shy away from speaking to someone, anyone, stood, placed her reticule on the chair, and took the few steps to a roughly built wooden table. 
 
    All eyes were on her, opened wide, alert and interested. Had Helen finally found the audience she’d been craving? People who thought somewhat as she did? Time to find out. 
 
    “Thank you for being so kind. For allowing me the privilege of speaking to you. My name is Lady Stormont. I have, for all of my life, really, also been a free-thinking woman. Though I must say, it is not generally looked upon by most as an acceptable trait.” 
 
    Several women nodded. 
 
    “I have always admired you, the young women of the bluestocking group. Your quest for knowledge and learning gives me hope for the future of Highgate and the London area.” 
 
    Murmurs of agreement sent warmth through Helen’s chest. How wonderful to be in such a welcoming environment. And how completely different it was than spending time with the rude ladies of the ton. 
 
    “If you’ll permit me… I’ve come tonight with a specific purpose in mind.” Helen cleared her throat politely, hoping they’d still be receptive when she’d revealed her plans. 
 
    All were still smiling, though a few glanced at each other uncertainly. Better just get the words out before she lost her nerve. 
 
    “Here’s what I’ve been thinking about lately. Well, it’s about you ladies specifically.” 
 
    Miss Berryton tilted her head. “Thank you. But you don’t even know us.”  
 
    With a smile, Helen said, “I may not have met any of you specifically, but I recognize your enthusiasm, your thirst for knowledge. And your desire for a better world for women.” 
 
    The uncertain expressions disappeared, all the ladies once again giving Helen their full attention. 
 
    “What I’d like to propose is this. To provide, at a nominal expense to you, a place to reside to call your own. Where you could live, study, hold your meetings…. Whatever you’d like to do.” 
 
    A couple of the women sat with eyes wide, mouths slightly open. Helen supposed she couldn’t blame them. It must have come as a shock. A woman they’d never met, showing up unannounced at their meeting place, proposing what she just had. Even she had to admit it might sound outlandish upon first hearing it. Though Helen had toyed with the idea for so long, it didn’t seem strange to her at all. 
 
    “Are you… you’d really want to do that? For us?” 
 
    A huge smile crept across Helen’s lips. “More than anything.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Because, were I a young woman such as you, I believe I would be here, in this meeting with you, as a member, not just an old woman with ideas and dreams. You are all so important. You…” Suddenly, Helen’s emotions overcame her. Stepping to her chair, she retrieved a handkerchief from her reticule and lightly dabbed at her eyes. 
 
    One of the women took Helen’s arm, assisting her to sit down. “Are you unwell?” 
 
    “No,” said Helen. “I’m fine. Just… a sentimental old woman.” But she gave one final touch of the handkerchief to her eyes. “I meant what I said. To all of you. I’d love nothing better than to see you all residing in a wonderful, safe, low-cost house. Is that something you all might…?” 
 
    Hope hovered in her chest, light as a bird’s feather floating on a slight breeze. Would they accept? Or decide Helen was only a dreamer with too much time and imagination? 
 
    “I, for one, think it’s a superb idea,” said Miss Berryton. 
 
    “So do I,” added a large-boned girl with reddish hair. 
 
    Clapping, a third said, “Most exciting.” 
 
    Letting out a breath, Helen glanced around at the ones seated nearest to her. “This is wonderful. I’m so pleased.” Now that she’d had her say, it was time to take her leave. Standing, she turned and faced the entire group. “Thank you, again, for allowing me to share my idea with you. I’m so looking forward to helping you all succeed.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six 
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    After Helen received an urgent message to come immediately to see Mr. Scrivens, she’d barely tossed on her pelisse when she alerted Cecil, and they left as soon as the carriage was ready. What in the world could be the matter? And what would it have to do with her? It wasn’t often she spoke with the man, just the usual balls and parties. But that would be the same for most people she was acquainted with in Highgate.  
 
    “Hurry, please,” she called out to the driver. A few seconds went by before the carriage sped up, causing Helen to hold on tightly to her seat. 
 
    Cecil, as always, sat calmly across from her, his face a study in peacefulness and serenity. How did the man do it? She could be upset about many things, all with little notice. Though she had to say, Talbot had recently been a calming influence on her. At the mere thought of the man, her shoulders relaxed and she let out a long sigh. Extraordinary. That one person could have such an effect. And he wasn’t even with her at the moment. She’d always known him, had always valued his friendship, but lately… 
 
    Something had changed. Her heart fluttered at his light touch, or when his eyes met hers. There were even instances when they were together, sitting side by side on her settee, that a slight tremble overtook her hands and her palms became moist. It was as if she were a young girl again, feeling lighthearted and free as she toyed with the idea of who among her circle might make the best husband. 
 
    But she wasn’t a girl any longer. Far from it. Her hair had grayed. Her skin was no longer smooth. And her figure… Well, thank goodness her gowns hid a lot of that. Did those feelings of bewilderment she felt every time she was near Talbot mean anything? She knew, deep down, what she wished it to be — the first stirrings of love. 
 
    And that would be wonderful, if only she could be sure he felt it, too. It wasn’t as if she could come out and say it. Well, actually, she could, and would, under different circumstances, as she wasn’t usually afraid to speak her mind. 
 
    However, this was different. It wasn’t about bluestockings, or garden fêtes, or even how she chose to converse with her servants. 
 
    This was a matter of the heart. Her very own personal heart. And she had no wish to have it broken. Which was what might occur if she pushed too hard to find out how Talbot might feel about her only to discover he only viewed her as a neighbor and friend. 
 
    If that were so, she wasn’t sure she could bear it. Though she longed to know, perhaps it was better, safer, to wait. 
 
    Too bad waiting had never been something at which she excelled. 
 
    Soon they were at Talbot’s estate, where Mr. Scrivens and his mother had been residing. How had it happened that Helen hadn’t been aware of the short journey there? Had she been so caught up in thinking about Talbot that she’d not realized they’d arrived? She sat up straighter and smoothed the fabric on her gown. Cecil’s chin was lowered to his chest. Squinting, Helen eyed him. That man was asleep. How had he accomplished that so quickly? 
 
    With a sigh, she shook her head. She guessed it hadn’t mattered, since she’d been caught up in her own dreams anyway. 
 
    Now that they were at their destination, Helen once again wondered what on earth could have possessed Mr. Scrivens to send her such a missive. As she and Cecil, who’d startled himself awake when the carriage stopped, climbed the front steps to the house, she admonished herself to remain calm. 
 
    You will know soon enough. 
 
    At Helen’s knock, the door was opened by a footman. He gave a bow. 
 
    Standing up as straight as she could, she said, “I received an urgent message to see Mr. Scrivens immediately.” 
 
    “Please come inside, my lady. He is in the orangery.” 
 
    “Thank you.” As she followed the servant through the long hallway toward the side of the house, her hands fidgeted at her sides. Had she somehow offended the man? Said something outlandish or inadvertently caused him alarm? 
 
    The closer she got to the orangery, the more her heart fluttered in her chest. And not in a pleasant way, as with Talbot. Would he be close by? Perhaps she would see him, since he did live there, after all. 
 
    The servant opened the orangery door, ushering her in. Across the room, Mr. Scrivens turned, his face an interesting shade of light purple. Good heavens, was the man ill? Dying? 
 
    Rushing toward him in concern, she stopped when she reached a distance from him of three feet. His countenance was not in the least welcoming.  
 
    Without a word, he pointed to the floor. What was he doing? Did he expect her to sit down there, for want of a chair? Surely not. He was odd, but not… 
 
    Something, a squeak, then another, came from the vicinity of her feet. Slowly, she lowered her gaze and there, on a folded-up blanket, was her very own cat, Edwina. 
 
    And six tiny kittens. 
 
    A glance up at Mr. Scrivens showed the man with an irritated frown and arms folded across his chest. He raised one eyebrow and continued to stare at her, still not speaking. 
 
    Another look down confirmed that Helen’s eyes hadn’t deceived her the first time. 
 
    Edwina was a mother. How had this happened?  
 
    Did that make Helen a grandmother? 
 
    A hot flush ran from her face to her chest. Helen was, of course, a mother. Had given birth to her own children. Though it had been many, many years since she’d actually— 
 
    Helen, do get a hold of yourself. 
 
    Straightening her spine, facing her troubles head on, as always, she gazed directly at Mr. Scrivens. “It seems we have a situation here.” 
 
    Letting his arms relax at his sides, he said, “That’s putting it lightly. Since I don’t own a cat, imagine my surprise when there now seem to be seven residing in my uncle’s orangery. And this—” he waved his hand toward the pile of fur and purrs “—is on top of what she—” he pointed to Edwina “—has already done to my red rose.” 
 
    “Again,” said Helen, “I am terribly sorry for Edwina’s tendency to maul your special plant. I will be glad to pay any restitution for the destruction.” Why did her cat have to do that? Go to someone else’s estate and cause mayhem? Even though what the cat had done to his plants was terrible, to have kittens and have them there, was somewhat embarrassing. Although Edwina didn’t seem embarrassed in the least. In fact, her smug smile made her seem quite pleased with herself. She must have been sneaking out of the house a lot more than Helen had realized. And having clandestine meetings with a male cat in the process.  
 
    Was Talbot aware of what Edwina had done? He’d not said a word. Surely, he would have if he’d known. But then, he and his nephew had never appeared to be very close. And Talbot did have a tendency to be out in the pastures capturing butterflies for his new hobby of collecting them. 
 
    Waving toward the cats, Helen said, “When did… how…”  
 
    He held up his hand. “Allow me to enlighten you. Just this morning, early, I came into the orangery to check my plants. It was a normal morning, a little cloudy, just a hint of rain in the air…” 
 
    Why was he dithering on about the weather? 
 
    “…so, imagine my surprise, no, shock, when I encountered your cat, again, along with her six new cats besides.” 
 
    Helen raised her hand, clutching lightly at her throat, hoping the proper words would be forthcoming. Had Mr. Scrivens told others about this? They’d all have a good laugh at Helen’s expense when they heard what Edwina had done in someone else’s orangery. “I can see where you would have been surprised, as anyone would have been. I must say I’m taken aback as well.”  
 
    At this, she looked down at Edwina, who closed her eyes in a regal acceptance of Helen’s presence in the sacred place of the new kittens. The mother cat gave a loud, long purr, ending in what sounded like a contented sigh. Then she proceeded to groom the head of the nearest kitten, which happened to be the color of dark marmalade. 
 
    “Pardon me,” he said, “but I do need to resume my work on the roses, and they are right in the way. Do you suppose you could, perhaps, move these, er…” 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course. I shall go home straightaway to prepare a suitable place for them.” They were now her responsibility, after all, since Edwina was her cat. Giving the kittens another look, her heart gave a lurch. They were terribly cute. So tiny and soft-looking.  
 
    “But I was hoping you could take them with you,” he said, “now.” 
 
    Bristling, Helen was slightly taken aback at Mr. Scrivens’ bold insistence. After all, though Talbot had generously allowed his nephew full use of the grounds, the orangery didn’t belong to Mr. Scrivens. “Rest assured, I shall return for them in no more than two days’ time.” 
 
    “I suppose if you—” He suddenly turned and left. The young man was quite odd that way, often leaving right in the middle of a conversation. 
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, she bent down and patted Edwina’s head. “My dear, well done. Though I find it rather sneaky and secretive what you’ve accomplished without my knowledge, I do applaud your beautiful children. I shall see you again soon.” 
 
    When she’d left the orangery and returned to the front of the house to depart, she found Cecil standing outside, conversing with the driver. When he saw her, he walked toward her. “Everything fine now, I trust?” 
 
    With a grin, she nodded. “Quite. Edwina, my Edwina, has… well, she’s a mother now.” 
 
    He blinked but showed no surprise whatsoever. “Indeed.” 
 
    Watching him for a moment, she said, “You knew about that?” 
 
    His face reddened slightly before he nodded. 
 
    “And exactly how did you happen to…” 
 
    “I must admit, my lady, that I’d noticed Edwina sometimes in the company of other cats.” 
 
    The implication of his words sank in. Cats? Plural? Oh, dear. She fanned herself quickly, fearing she might be overcome by the vapors. 
 
    “This way, my lady.” He lightly took her arm and assisted her into the carriage. “Perhaps it might be better,” he said, “if you tried not to think about that, at all.” 
 
    “Yes, quite right.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
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    The very next afternoon, Helen was so embarrassed at what Edwina had done, she and Cecil once again visited Mr. Scrivens. Edwina and her new family needed to be brought home immediately. Perhaps if she did it quickly, the man might refrain from spreading the gossip all over town. 
 
    This time, when answering the knock at the door, the footman had an expression of boredom, as if to say, Oh, good day. Were you not just here yesterday? 
 
    Undeterred, Helen stepped inside. “May I assume my cat… cats are in the same location as before?” 
 
    “Indeed, my lady. This way, please.” 
 
    As if she needed guidance to the orangery, having just been there. Sighing, though longing to run and gather the cats to carry them away, Helen adjusted her speed to the agonizingly slow gait of the footman. 
 
    Why did servants walk so slowly when there were things of the utmost importance to be attended to? 
 
    As if the man knew her thoughts, he quickly peeked over his shoulder at her, then, unbelievably, slowed even more. 
 
    Letting out an exaggerated huff, Helen clenched her hands on her reticule, her gloved fingers digging into the fabric. 
 
    Finally, back at the room which Edwina had chosen as the birthplace of her children, Helen crossed the threshold into the orangery. 
 
    “So, you’ve come at last.” Mr. Scrivens stepped from behind a huge leafy plant of some sort, a watering pitcher in his hand. 
 
    Blinking, Helen said, “Pardon?” 
 
    “I feared you’d never arrive.” He shook his head, a sad expression in his eyes. 
 
    What was the man blathering on about this time? “Forgive me, but I was under the impression that I was to retrieve them in two days’ time.” 
 
    “Exactly.” He set down the watering can. 
 
    “But it was only yesterday I learned of the kittens’ existence.” 
 
    Lowering his eyebrows, he tilted his head. A few seconds ticked by before he nodded. “Oh. Of course.” Was he so obsessed with spending time with his precious plants that he didn’t know the day? “In any event—” he swept his arm toward the same spot where Helen had first seen the kittens “—I’ll let you—” And he once again walked away in mid-sentence. 
 
    Such an odd man. 
 
    As she moved closer to the cats, her heart nearly melted anew. The precious little ones were all curled against Edwina, their eyes closed, tiny paws kneading Edwina’s middle, while the mother turned her head in Helen’s direction and… 
 
    Had her cat winked? 
 
    Not that Helen would normally believe someone saying a cat did anything of the sort. She might assume the person had been imbibing spirits. However, Edwina wasn’t an average cat. She was, in fact, extraordinary. And Helen had no trouble believing what she’d just seen. Although she might not spread that information around. Didn’t she already have enough trouble convincing others to listen to her ideas? If she confessed to strange behavior from her pet, others might think she and Edwina were somehow in league together. Then Helen would never be invited to any event again. 
 
    Turning to summon Cecil, she nearly let out a squeak of surprise. The man was standing right behind her. How did he do it? Not only did he seem to know when he was needed, but as a matter of routine, he would suddenly appear, seemingly from the air and not having made a sound. 
 
    Perhaps she’d keep that information to herself as well. If people thought she fancied others appeared from nowhere, Bedlam might be her next place of residence. 
 
    “My lady? I have the basket. For the kittens.” 
 
    “Splendid. If you would place the babies inside, I shall then carry Edwina.” 
 
    At the sound of her name, Edwina stared first at Helen, then Cecil, and finally the basket. Her ears flattened, her tail slashed side to side, and a low, threatening growl came from somewhere deep in her chest. 
 
    Oh, dear. 
 
    Edging closer, Helen said, “Now, my darling, we’re not going to hurt you or your children. We’re simply…” How did one go about trying to convince a moody cat of their good intentions? At a loss for words, hoping for something inspiring with which to convince the cat, she turned her head. 
 
    Cecil took a half-step closer and whispered, “Perhaps if you mention the word home?”  
 
    Pleased with his suggestion, she nodded. “Yes, that might work.” Angling back, catching Edwina’s attention once again, Helen said, in her most pleasant voice. “My dear, we’re going home.” 
 
    Edwina yawned. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like that? To go back to our nice, comfortable house?” 
 
    Edwina sighed. 
 
    “Where everything is familiar? With your favorite blanket?” 
 
    Edwina sneezed on her paw then licked it. 
 
    “Your kittens would love it there. So much to do.” 
 
    Edwina narrowed her eyes, glaring right at Helen. 
 
    Biting her lip, not knowing what else to say, Helen stilled as Cecil whispered something to her. Brightening, she once again addressed Edwina. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but… the cook has decided to prepare roast duck this evening. Roast. Duck.” 
 
    Knowing it was Edwina’s favorite meal — one she often helped herself to when the cook wasn’t looking — Helen waited for the cat’s reaction. 
 
    At first, nothing changed. Edwina didn’t move so much as a whisker. Then she shifted a little to one side, causing the kittens to roll toward her. However, she still didn’t seem at all interested in what Helen had said.  
 
    What now? 
 
    They couldn’t just leave her there. Mr. Scrivens might have an apoplectic fit. Perhaps they’d have to think of something else to— 
 
    Edwina rose to stand on her four paws, stretched, and gave a wide, squeaky yawn — quite unladylike — and finally, with tail held high, stepped carefully over the kittens to make her way to Helen, as if the idea had been hers all along. 
 
    Glad that Cecil’s suggestion had worked, but quite vexed that Edwina had taken her time about it, Helen gently picked up the cat, trying to avoid putting much pressure on her lower regions. Helen could still recall the tenderness she’d experienced after giving birth all those years ago. And poor Edwina had birthed six!  
 
    While waiting for Cecil to gently grasp each kitten and place him or her in the basket, Helen lightly stroked the fur around Edwin’s ears. Keeping her voice low, Helen whispered, “How brave you must have been, having your little ones all alone. I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    A long, deep purr came from the cat, as Edwina snuggled closer to Helen. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” whispered Helen. 
 
    Once they were — all nine of them — safely ensconced in the carriage, the driver took them back the short distance to Rosebriar. 
 
    Cecil took charge of the basket once again, and Helen, though Edwina had begun to squirm, held tightly to her cat until they reached the small alcove attached to the large kitchen, where a nice nursery of sorts had been arranged. 
 
    One by one, Cecil placed the kittens on the large, soft blanket. It never ceased to amaze Helen at her footman’s complexities. Though the man had been dismissed from several previous positions for impertinence, Helen couldn’t see how she’d ever managed without his assistance. Yes, her servant was too outspoken in society’s view, but since that had never bothered her, it had worked out for them beautifully. 
 
    And now, watching the tenderness with which he handled the tiny furry beings, Helen was stunned anew. She’d never witnessed him display such gentleness. Maybe there was hope for her servant when it came to securing a wife. If only the woman he desired could view his current demeanor, his kind actions, his slow, careful movements, then surely the maid might more readily overlook Cecil’s awkwardness when he was near her. 
 
    If Helen had any say in the matter, and of course she did, Cecil would indeed procure the woman he loved. She’d see to it personally, if necessary. 
 
    Once the cats were all settled and napping, Helen made her way to the out of doors, needing some fresh air. But when she stepped through the rear kitchen door, she was surprised to see Cecil by their low stone wall, waving his hand furiously at something she couldn’t see. 
 
    Never one to shy away from being nosy, Helen marched in that direction. 
 
    When Cecil noticed her, he straightened, his face darkening to a deep red. 
 
    “What have you found?” she said. 
 
    “My lady…” He vaguely indicated something on the other side of the stones. 
 
    Curious, Helen stepped closer and peered over. 
 
    It was a cat. 
 
    An orange cat. 
 
    Narrowing her eyes, she addressed Cecil. “Am I to assume this is the… er… one of the…” 
 
    “Yes, my lady. Edwina’s, shall we say, suitor?” 
 
    Helen let out an unladylike snort. “Suitor, indeed. Why, this cat is no more than a…” Feeling her own cheeks burn hot, she snapped her lips closed, glad she hadn’t finished the distasteful thought. 
 
    “Exactly, my lady. What do you wish me to… do?” 
 
    “Chase him off, of course. He has no business associating with Edwina.” 
 
    Frowning, he said, “As you wish.” 
 
    “Wait.” She held up her hand. “Before you make him leave, I think I have something to say.” 
 
    With an uncertain expression, Cecil took a step back and waited. 
 
    Feeling like a lioness protecting her own cub, Helen leaned over the low fence, making eye contact with the ne’er-do-well cat. “Now, you listen to me, sir. You will stay away from my Edwina and her babies. They are no longer your concern. Besides, you should be ashamed of yourself. Those poor defenseless kittens born on the wrong side of the blanket.”  
 
    Behind her, Cecil gently cleared his throat. 
 
    Oh, quite right. What if someone else heard her berating a cat? It wasn’t the strangest thing she’d ever done, but the list of her oddities continued to grow. One of these days, would someone do something about it and try to have her committed? 
 
    Pish posh. Stop thinking in such a fashion. 
 
    “Well, I’ve said my piece, Mr. Cat. Be on your way now. Off with you.” She pointed in the direction of the woods behind her property. 
 
    The cat, giving her a look that said he had nothing to do and all day in which to do it, finally gave a haughty sniff worthy of a debutant’s mother and slowly ambled toward the trees. 
 
    “There,” Helen said. “Now, let’s get on with the day.” She turned, not checking to see if Cecil followed. But she was fairly certain he’d mumbled something uncomplimentary about her. 
 
    Nothing new there. Good thing she liked him. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
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    The message from one of the bluestockings, Miss Berryton, had been met with trepidation and excitement by Helen. What would the young woman have to say? Though Helen had sensed a general attitude of interest from the ladies when she’d presented her idea about the boarding house, none at that time had given a commitment. 
 
    At the appointed time of the visit, Cecil came to Helen and announced the girl’s arrival. “My lady, she is seated in the parlor. I’ve arranged for tea.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cecil.” 
 
    After he’d gone, Helen checked her reflection one last time in the looking glass. It was the best she could do. At her age, some days were better than others, and lately, the better ones were outnumbered. 
 
    Smoothing her hand over her hair, she sighed, stood up as straight at her posture would allow, and, with confidence in her stride, made her way to the parlor. 
 
    When Helen reached the doorway to the parlor, she was at first surprised that the young woman wasn’t seated. Instead, as she stood with her back turned, she seemed to be attentively studying something in the corner. 
 
    “Miss Berryton, thank you so much for coming.” 
 
    Turning with a wide smile, the girl said, “And thank you for allowing us to meet in your lovely home, my lady.” 
 
    “Please,” said Helen, “won’t you join me?” She indicated a grouping of high-backed chairs arranged close to the fireplace. 
 
    Once they’d been seated, Cecil appeared suddenly. The girl seemed startled, her eyes wide, as she let out a gasp. 
 
    Cecil placed the tea tray on the table between them, poured two cups of tea, gave a bow, and left. 
 
    “Please,” said, Helen, “don’t be alarmed. It’s simply something he—” She waved her hand toward the doorway. “—does.” 
 
    Miss Berryton let out a slow breath and nodded. 
 
    Helen picked up her dainty cup filled with fragrant tea and took a sip. The young woman then followed suit. 
 
    “May I ask,” said Helen, indicating the corner where she’d first found the girl, “what had you so interested when I came in?” 
 
    “Oh, I hope you don’t mind. But I found your selection of books to be fascinating.” 
 
    Glancing toward the bookcase, Helen squinted, trying to make out some of the titles. Truth be told, she’d not read any of those, not having any interest in the subjects. “I don’t mind a bit. They were my late husband’s books. I’ve kept them there for purely sentimental reasons.”  
 
    Sighing, Miss Berryton said, “I must say, you are quite fortunate to have such an outstanding collection. Every single tome has worlds of marvelous information, just waiting to be discovered.” 
 
    Amazed, though she shouldn’t be — this was a bluestocking, after all — Helen smiled. Perhaps once the boarding house was completed and the girls had moved in, she could donate the aforementioned volumes to the young ladies. “I assumed you’ve asked to meet to discuss my idea. And what might your answer be?” Edging forward, not wishing to miss a word, Helen held her breath and waited. 
 
    Miss Berryton placed her teacup carefully on the table. “First, let me thank you once again for your kind offer.” 
 
    With a nod, Helen smiled. 
 
    “After you departed that evening, we were so surprised and pleased at what a place of our own in which to stay might mean for our future endeavors.” 
 
    “Splendid.” Helen’s heart warmed at the kind words. 
 
    “However…” 
 
    Oh, no. Trying not to frown, Helen grasped her hands together tightly in her lap. Had they decided not to participate in her idea? 
 
    Holding out her hand, as if to bestow comfort, Miss Berryton said, “There are some, several in fact, who though they appreciated your idea, couldn’t bring themselves to leave the homes they share with their parents.” 
 
    Crestfallen, she could no longer keep a smile on her face. Her shoulders slumped. “I see.” 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry it isn’t the news for which you’d hoped.” 
 
    “As am I.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    A tiny glimmer of hope resurfaced in Helen’s mind. 
 
    “There are some, myself included, who would very much like to accept your kind offer.” 
 
    Suddenly, there was joy in Helen’s heart once again. “That’s wonderful.” Grasping her fingers together in her lap, she said, “How many would that be, then?” 
 
    “The number for those of us firmly committed to your cause… is nine.” 
 
    Nine? Helen blinked. That was only a fraction of the ladies to whom she’d spoken at their meeting. Nine… Though it seemed a very small number, much less than she’d hoped for or imagined, it was, however, so much better than none. Resolved to be happy with what she had, she reached out and squeezed the girl’s hand. “That’s marvelous. I’m so pleased.” 
 
    Letting out a sigh — had the girl been holding her breath? —Miss Berryton’s eyes crinkled at the corners and her lips curved up in a beautiful smile. “As am I. I’m so looking forward to…” Head turned toward the doorway, she blinked, then tilted her head. “Oh… my.” 
 
    What in the world? Angling around to see what had her so fascinated, Helen inwardly groaned. Edwina stood in the doorway, but she wasn’t alone. In her mouth, she held one of her kittens by its scruff. How to explain to the young woman who’d just accepted her offer to… 
 
    “Is that a kitten? Oh, I adore kittens!” Without preamble, the girl stood up and quietly stepped toward Edwina. Glancing back toward Helen, she said, “May I pet her?” 
 
    Not sure if she meant the kitten or Edwina, Helen stood as well. Edwina could be quite temperamental, and who knew how she’d act if she thought a stranger was trying to abscond with her baby. “Oh, let me.” Rushing to the girl’s side, Helen bent down, holding out her fingers, gently petting her cat’s soft head. 
 
    With a loud purr, Edwina closed her eyes, never once losing her grip on the tiny cat in her mouth. 
 
    Perhaps if Helen didn’t make much noise and moved slowly… Lowering her hand to Edwina’s mouth, she then ran her finger over the kitten’s fur. “Thank you for letting me touch your baby, Edwina. May my friend do the same?” 
 
    Blinking up at Miss Berryton, Edwina finally closed, then opened, her eyes slowly, a sure sign of acceptance. 
 
    “Try it now, slowly,” said Helen. 
 
    With barely a sound, Miss Berryton knelt beside Helen and gently placed her forefinger on first Edwina’s cheek, then the kitten’s tiny head. An expression of awe filled the girl’s face. “How fortunate you are to have them.” 
 
    “Your family has no cats?” The way the young woman seemed enamored with them, Helen was surprised they didn’t have any. 
 
    “We do, but they remain out of doors. My mother can’t stand the thought of them living inside. Oh, what I’d give to have one living with me in my rooms. How comforting to have a small friend there waiting for me when I returned home each evening.” 
 
    “Perhaps, once you reside in the boarding house, you could do that very thing.” 
 
    The young woman wrapped her arms around Helen’s neck, causing Helen to not only jerk in surprise, but also blush at the unexpected affection from a stranger. Were bluestockings also more demonstrative than the average young woman? 
 
    “Forgive me,” said Miss Berryton, drawing back. “It’s only that I’m overcome with joy at the thought of this. I shouldn’t have…” Her cheeks reddened. 
 
    How silly of Helen to have taken even the slightest offense at the girl’s actions. Wasn’t she herself a proponent of being different, allowing people, all people, to be whomever they wished to be? Nonsense. It was heartfelt and, well, wonderful. Grinning at the young lady, Helen knew in her heart that she’d acquired a special new friend. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
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    Helen bent down to pet some of the kittens. They were all so lovely. Fur soft and fluffy. Paws and tails impossibly small. It had been ages since there’d been cats that tiny in her home. Edwina had been young, but grown, when she’d found Helen’s house.  
 
    She stroked her finger along the head of a white one, its color and features so like Edwina, it made Helen smile. Was that one Edwina’s favorite? The mother cat was self-centered enough for it to be so. 
 
    The tiniest one, marmalade colored with brown stripes, mewed pitifully, gaining Helen’s attention. Was the poor thing hungry? There wasn’t any way for Helen to feed it, of course. That was Edwina’s purpose. Wouldn’t a mother cat know instinctively when to give her hungry babies their dinner? With a frown, Helen glanced around the large area she’d covered with a blanket for the cats to lay on.  
 
    Where was Edwina? 
 
    The orange kitten, along with his three siblings, were all now staring at her, mouths open, eyes bleary and blue. 
 
    Wait… Three siblings? 
 
    Hadn’t there been six kittens originally? 
 
    Shock rolled over Helen. Had something happened to the other two? Perhaps they had died, and the cook had taken it upon herself to dispose of them. Standing, she marched to the kitchen, ready to have her say with the often-obstinate cook. 
 
    As Helen rushed into the room, the other woman, who’d been sitting leisurely at the table drinking a cup of tea, blinked at Helen. Didn’t the servant even have enough wits about her to at least appear startled or embarrassed that her employer had caught her idling? 
 
    Deciding to let that pass for the moment, Helen stepped closer to the cook and said, “It has come to my attention that some of Edwina’s children have disappeared.” 
 
    A quick roll of the woman’s eyes was her answer. 
 
    “I seem to remember quite clearly that when Edwina came here to live, you weren’t fond of the idea. Or of her.” 
 
    Her shoulders lifted slightly up and down in a shrug. 
 
    “And by that reasoning, I’m sure you have no love for the kittens either.” 
 
    Her cook looked up and waited but didn’t answer. Though Helen was more lenient and accepting of her servants’ individual personalities than her peers, she thoroughly disliked the cook’s frequent attitude of indifference. However, the woman was a genius when it came to preparing food, giving whatever she’d cooked extra spices that somehow made the flavors come alive. Helen had long ago realized she’d be fortunate to ever find another cook who had such talents. So she found herself tolerating much more bad attitude from the woman than she ordinarily might. What was it going to take to get the stubborn woman to actually speak?  
 
    Direct questioning. That would be the key. 
 
    Clasping her hands together in front of her waist, Helen said, “Do you have any knowledge of why the kittens might be disappearing?” 
 
    “No, my lady.” 
 
    At least the cook was smart enough to use Helen’s title when she finally spoke. “Have you noticed that there are now fewer kittens than we’d brought home?” 
 
    “No, my lady.” 
 
    That wasn’t helping in the least. Even when the woman answered, it gave Helen no further insight into what had happened to the tiny cats. 
 
    “Have you seen Edwina this morning? She seems to be missing as well.” 
 
    “No, my lady.” 
 
    With a sigh, Helen turned and headed back to the blanket. Perhaps Edwina would return soon. And the kittens as well. They were so little; surely they couldn’t go far on their own. But Helen had a vague memory, from when she was small, that their family’s mother cat had the habit of moving her kittens to a different location, only to bring them back shortly thereafter. 
 
    Strange little beings, cats were. 
 
    When she glanced down, she once again frowned. Perplexed, she counted only three kittens on the blanket. Hadn’t there been four only a short time ago? 
 
    Something was amiss. Worry now clouded her thoughts. Those tiny cats must be in some sort of danger, for they were too weak and small to get into any kind of mayhem on their own. Determined to find them before they’d come to harm, Helen searched everywhere she could think of in the room. Closets. Beneath tables. Behind curtains. Unfortunately, the cats were nowhere to be found. 
 
    It still bothered her immensely that Edwina wasn’t with her babies. Why would she simply go off and leave them? 
 
    Unless… 
 
    Could whatever trouble that had taken away the kittens have also endangered their mother? 
 
    No. Helen loved Edwina like her own child. She’d be crushed if something terrible had transpired to take her away.  
 
    Since she’d had no luck finding the cats on her own, it was time to use the detective skills of her footman. Cecil had the unique quality to sniff out answers to perplexing situations. The man had the nose in appearance and quality not unlike the hunting dogs Helen’s father had owned when Helen had been a girl. 
 
    Unfortunately, since Cecil’s nose was quite the protuberance, it had often somewhat hindered him from attracting members of the fairer sex. Though Helen valued him beyond all other servants, the poor man wasn’t much to cast one’s eye on. 
 
    As if she’d conjured up the man with her thoughts, Helen startled as Cecil entered the room. 
 
    “My lady, a message has just arrived for you.” He held out the silver tray containing the missive, waiting until she took it. 
 
    Lately, messages of any kind hadn’t been of a positive nature. With slight hesitation, Helen opened the note.  
 
    And gasped. 
 
    After she’d read it, she eyed Cecil. “I’m afraid there’s a problem.” 
 
    “Anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “Yes. Please have the driver bring the coach around. I’m afraid you and I must make a return visit to Nettlebloom.” 
 
    As soon as Helen was ready, she and her footman traveled the short distance back to Talbot’s estate. A tremor of foreboding ran across her chest. It wasn’t that she disliked Mr. Scrivens. He was just an odd type. Often difficult with which to hold a conversation, due to his annoying habit of walking away in the middle of speaking, or while the other person spoke. 
 
    She’d rather not have to deal with him again so soon, but current circumstances were leaving her little choice. 
 
    Once again, when they reached the estate, Helen was ushered into the orangery. Having been summoned once before to that very place had been bad enough. Doing it again was mortifying. What if Mr. Scrivens told others what had been going on? Helen might never live it down. 
 
    Although couldn’t she simply add it to the other times when people had ridiculed her for some something that had been beyond her control? 
 
    She stood in the doorway to the orangery as she waited for him to arrive. Though Helen didn’t want to be there, it was in fact, a lovely area. The scent of flowers permeated the room. Vibrant colors of contrasting shades came in forms of petals, leaves, and stems. Admittedly, Mr. Scrivens had quite the unique gift when it came to flowers. Although Helen admired any kind of flora, she had never cared much about what each type was called, or how it grew. Her interests leaned more toward felines. However, at the moment, she was quite vexed with Edwina. 
 
    “Here we are again.” Mr. Scrivens stood nearby, hand outstretched, indicating she should precede him farther into the area. 
 
    As she stepped inside, sudden warmth enveloped her. She’d been so overcome with embarrassment the last time she’d been there, she hadn’t noticed the rise in temperature. Was that for the plants? Did they flourish better in a warm climate? 
 
    Shaking her head, she banished the thought. Now was not the time to suddenly take an interest in flowers. Edwina had caused trouble, again, and the situation must be dealt with. 
 
    “As you can see, I once again require you to remove your property from my uncle’s property.” 
 
    Glancing around, Helen only saw plants. What was he…? 
 
    Something stirred directly beneath a vibrant flower. Whatever it was had long white whiskers and mischievous green eyes. And along with it were several sets of tiny blue eyes. 
 
    The kittens. 
 
    Well, at least Helen’s image of something horrendous befalling them could be put to rest. Though they were not where they should be at the moment, they at least appeared to be unharmed. 
 
    Sighing, he said, “I must say, I find it quite inconvenient to have to deal with not only your cat and her offspring, but she—” he pointed directly at Edwina “—won’t leave my prized rose alone. Does she harbor some kind of resentment towards it? But what might an innocent plant have ever done to her? It’s as if—” 
 
    Abruptly, he pivoted and left the room. 
 
    And that was something Helen found to be inconvenient. 
 
    Assuming the man wasn’t going to return any time soon, Helen located Cecil and together, they gathered up the babies in a basket they’d brought along for that very purpose. Cecil took charge of them, while Helen picked up a growling, spitting, obviously irritated mother cat. 
 
    Why did Edwina continue to do these things? Didn’t she realize how quickly idle gossip could reach the ears of the very people she’d been trying to convince to help her fund the living quarters for the bluestockings? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
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    After having tried to convince several more groups of acquaintances to assist her with funds for the boarding house and having no success, Helen decided to do it on her own. It might take all her money, but she was determined to see it through. It was so important to her to give those bright young women what they needed to succeed. 
 
    As she descended the main stairway, Helen heard someone knock at their door. Quick as a flash, Cecil was there to open it. To her delight, it was Talbot. Wishing she’d taken more time to look presentable, she nevertheless rushed down the remaining steps. Talbot, having glanced up when he entered, had already seen her there. 
 
    When she reached him, she offered her hand. “How wonderful to see you again so soon.” 
 
    “The pleasure, as always, is mine.” 
 
    “To what do I owe the honor of your visit?” 
 
    “If you have a moment to spare, I’d like a word with you.” He smiled, but there was a serious undertone in his words. Had she done something to offend him? She always seemed to upset someone, though she rarely intended it. 
 
    “Of course.” She turned toward Cecil and opened her mouth to speak.  
 
    But her footman called over his shoulder as he walked away, “I shall arrange tea.” 
 
    Sighing, she smiled. What would she do without him? “Now, if you’ll join me in the parlor?” 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    She couldn’t imagine what he had to say. It seemed much more than his usual visit, just to say good day and to see what each had been doing to occupy themselves. But she curbed her curiosity the best she could as they seated themselves on the settee. 
 
    After Cecil had delivered the tea and left, Helen clasped her hands together in her lap. Though she longed to inquire as to his reason for coming, she dared not. What if it was something she’d not like to hear? That someone had said something terrible about her, or him? Or perhaps tragedy had befallen someone they both knew.  
 
    “I’ve come today with news. Good news.” 
 
    She let out a long, silent breath. And nodded, encouraging him to continue. 
 
    “After our discussion the other day, I’ve come to a decision.” 
 
    Discussion… When they were together, they always spoke of a myriad of things. Surely, he couldn’t mean the… 
 
    “As I told you, I applaud your idea for the boarding house. It shows insight, imagination, and forethought.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “So impressed was I with your idea, I’ve decided to supply a tidy sum to your efforts.” 
 
    Helen blinked. Had he just said… 
 
    Chuckling, Talbot said, “I don’t believe I’ve ever witnessed you speechless before.” 
 
    She shook her head for a few seconds then tilted her head as she looked at him. “You want to…” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “But how did you know that I was in dire straits? That no one else would pledge any funds to help?” 
 
    Shrugging, he said, “I didn’t know. I only wanted to do it, regardless of the interest of others.” 
 
    She grasped his hands in hers. “This is truly the most generous, wonderful gift anyone could ever give me. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re most welcome. If I may ask, did you have any building in mind for your project?” 
 
    “Well, I do, though I haven’t actually seen the inside. I was waiting for…” 
 
    “Waiting for financial assistance.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Now you have it.” 
 
    “I’m so very excited. I can’t even begin to tell you. You’ve made me so happy.” 
 
    His eyes moistened. “I’m the one who…” He glanced away for a second and then back. “I’m just so very pleased I can be of assistance.” 
 
    “Indeed, you shall.” She laughed. How good that felt. Her anxiety over having to spend all her own funds was now gone. No longer alone in her endeavor, she felt as if she could conquer the world. 
 
    Glancing down, she realized she still clutched his hands. As she released them, she felt a warm flush crawl up her neck. “Pardon me. I hadn’t meant to…” 
 
    “Please.” He patted her hand. “I wasn’t bothered in the least.” 
 
    Helen let out a small gasp. The way Talbot was looking at her, as if he’d like nothing better than to— 
 
    No. You’re much too old for him. He wouldn’t think of you that way. Though she wished in her heart that he would, it would have to suffice that they’d remain special friends. And it would be enough. 
 
    Wouldn’t it? 
 
    “What building had you in mind?” 
 
    She forced her attention away from his handsome face, instead concentrating on business at hand. “The old Givens’ estate on Pickens Lane. I require something large and furnished. I’m hopeful that one will fulfill the need.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s a splendid choice. And from what I hear, the owner has been looking for a buyer for quite some time. You might be able to pay a fair price for it.” 
 
    She clapped her hands together. “Oh, wouldn’t that be wonderful?” 
 
    “If I’m not overstepping, would you like me to contact my solicitor about it?” 
 
    Because Helen had been concentrating on raising funds, she’d not gotten so far as to contact anyone about the building. Thanks to Talbot, she wouldn’t have to wait. Part of her had feared she’d fail, and that she should wait to take that next step until she had the money. Plus, that wasn’t something she would normally have done. In the past, her husband would have, and now perhaps her sons, though they hadn’t seemed particularly happy with her when she’d brought up her boarding house idea. 
 
    No, the only person who’d been supportive was the man sitting next to her.  
 
    Though she was overwhelmed with gratitude at his suggestion, she said, “I couldn’t ask you to do that.” 
 
    “You didn’t ask. I’m making the offer. And I’d be delighted if you’d accept.” 
 
    Unable to contain her smile, she said, “Then I accept. Gladly.” 
 
    “Splendid.” He reached for his tea and took a sip. “And how are your plans for the fête and ball coming?” 
 
    “Not as well as I’d hoped. I’m afraid I’ve been somewhat neglectful in light of trying to procure funds, as well as sorting out Edwina.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Your cat? What has she done?” 
 
    As if knowing they spoke of her, Edwina bounded into the room and leaped onto the settee. 
 
    Helen, embarrassed at her cat’s brash behavior, said, “Oh, dear.” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” Talbot smiled. “I’m quite fond of Edwina.” 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. She and I are friends.” He scratched the cat under her chin. “Aren’t we?” 
 
    Edwina let out a loud purr. 
 
    When Talbot glanced down at Edwina’s now slimmer mid-section, Helen realized she hadn’t told him of the new additions to her house. Or any of the embarrassing details thereof. “Oh, yes…. It seems there’d been a reason why my cat became increasingly plumper.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows and waited. 
 
    “Our Edwina is now a mother. Of six.” 
 
    “Is she, now?” He patted the cat on the head. Edwina closed her eyes, as if accepting his praise as her due. “How wonderful,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, mostly. That is, until she decided to have them in your orangery.” 
 
    Talbot’s eyebrows rose. “I must admit to rarely being in there, especially since my nephew has taken it over for his own purposes, much to my gardener’s displeasure.” 
 
    Face heating, Helen said, “I’d thought perhaps he’d mentioned it to you, and…” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, he didn’t.” Reaching out his hand, he patted hers. “Fear not. If that’s where Edwina chose to have her kittens, I don’t mind at all.” 
 
    Relief flooding through Helen and her body relaxed. Thank goodness Talbot was such a kind man. She’d not seen much that ruffled his feathers. Since he’d not made a fuss about where the kittens had been born, she might as well tell him the rest. “Then,” she said, “after Cecil and I brought them all here, she’s been taking them back there, one by one.” 
 
    Talbot laughed. 
 
    Staring at him, Helen said, “The young man is not in the least pleased.” 
 
    He laughed even harder. 
 
    Eyes wide, Helen feared perhaps her friend was having a fit of some sort. “Are you… unwell?” Surely the man wouldn’t be having sport at the expense of his own nephew? 
 
    “No.” He waved his hand. “I’m… fine. It’s only, that’s the funniest thing I’ve heard in quite some time and… Oh, please forgive me for being so thoughtless. It just… feels so good to laugh.” 
 
    Hadn’t Helen thought the very same thing only moments before? Grinning, she leaned closer to him, and said, “Indeed it does.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
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    Talbot spoke to his solicitor, and a few days later he, Helen, and her footman were making a visit to the building in question. As they walked up the path to the front door, Helen tilted her head back to see all the way to the top. The home, a two-story, was narrow, nestled closely between two other buildings. 
 
    Offering Helen his arm, he said, “Delightful, isn’t it?” 
 
    She nodded. “Quite. I can’t wait to see if the inside is as grand.” 
 
    Patting her hand, which rested on his arm, he smiled. Knowing Helen, she had probably been unable to sleep the night prior, anticipating their visit there today. Truth be told, he was excited as well, hoping Helen would be able to find the home that would work for her plan. 
 
    As they reached the door, it opened suddenly. Talbot, accustomed to a footman or butler opening doors, was slightly taken aback when his solicitor Mr. Smythe was revealed instead.  
 
    Slightly embarrassed, he felt his face grow warm. Silly of him to be so surprised, when the large house had sat empty for so long. No one else would have been there to give them entrance. He had heard there was a maid who kept the home somewhat tidy, but she wasn’t there very often. 
 
    “I’m so pleased to see you.” Mr. Smythe gave them a bow, opened the door wider, and they all stepped inside.  
 
    Once inside, Cecil found a corner in which to wait for his mistress. Helen stepped to the left into a large parlor, and Talbot, wanting to see Helen’s reaction, followed her.  
 
    “I’ll be in the kitchen if you have any questions about the property,” said Mr. Smythe. The sound of his steps echoed on the wood floor as he walked away. 
 
    When Talbot entered the parlor, Helen stood with her back to him. Was she upset? Worried? Pleased? 
 
    Rushing to her side, he was aghast to see her in tears. “Is it not what you’d envisioned? There are other buildings to see. Don’t be discouraged.” How he longed to wrap her tightly in his arms, so nothing could ever hurt her again. 
 
    As she turned to him, her mouth formed a smile. “It’s lovely. I… If the rest of the house is as nice and spacious as this room, I’d say we’ve found the perfect residence for the bluestockings.” 
 
    Letting out a sigh of relief that she wasn’t upset, he was also vaguely disappointed that there wouldn’t be need for him to console her. Try as he might, he couldn’t seem to rein in his impatience. His deepest wish was to court her properly and marry as quickly as was appropriate. However, doubts stabbed at his heart and head. What if she had no interest in him beyond friendship and companionship? 
 
    Though in the past he had settled for those very things, he could no longer accept it. They weren’t getting any younger. In the time they had remaining, Talbot wanted to be happy. And for that to occur, his life had to include the woman he’d dreamed about since he’d been a young boy. 
 
    His deepest wish was that Helen would feel the same about him. However, if that were not to be the case, he was determined to make her see how much he truly cared for her. Perhaps she could be persuaded to marry him even if she still only thought of him as a friend? Though that wasn’t what he wanted, he felt certain that over time, his sheer love for her would convince her that she might just love him as well. 
 
    They inspected the remaining rooms on the ground floor, making close examination of furnishings, draperies, and rugs. Several times, Helen stopped to admire a painting or decoration. A couple of times, Talbot noticed her brow furrowed when she studied this object or that. 
 
    Thank goodness she had the inclination to change the décor if it suited her. If it were up to him, he’d simply open the door and invite the bluestockings inside. 
 
    Holding in a chuckle, he could only imagine Helen’s reaction at opening the house without a proper cleaning, redecorating, and stocking of the pantry. That was likely why men and women were created differently. With a glance at her lovely form, he thought, Oh, yes, quite differently, indeed. Though it was not his inclination to attend to the small details, for Helen, he would make the effort. He heartily wished for the entire endeavor to go smoothly, and for her to be happy. If that meant dealing in mundane items for the house, so be it. 
 
    Finally, Helen had visited every room on that floor and seemed satisfied, at least for the time being, that everything was in order. 
 
    With Cecil behind them, they climbed the long, winding staircase. Stopping halfway to the top, Helen glanced over her shoulder, taking in the area below. “Simply splendid.” 
 
    “Indeed.” But Talbot was watching Helen as he made his remark, though she didn’t seem to notice. Cecil, however, did. The footman’s eyebrows rose nearly to his hairline. 
 
    Oh, botheration. Now he knows my secret feelings for his mistress. Would the servant tell her what he’d seen? They did seem to have an unusual relationship between them. 
 
    A slow smile formed on Cecil’s lips. And then he gave Talbot a deliberate wink. 
 
    A wink?  
 
    His entire body going hot with embarrassment, Talbot quickly turned and followed Helen up the steps. 
 
    It was imperative that the news of his intentions for Helen come from him, not hearsay from her footman. Time was of the essence. He mustn’t rush it, but at the same time, could he afford to wait? How disastrous would it be if Helen discovered his secret from someone besides him? 
 
    Once upstairs, he followed Helen from room to room, Cecil close behind. Talbot knew for propriety’s sake that he and Helen should not be alone — at least not with Mr. Smythe’s knowledge, but Cecil was sticking with them as tight as a bur. Was he doing it to fulfill his role as chaperone, or only to vex Talbot because of his feelings for Helen? 
 
    Giving the footman a glare, he stood up straighter, trying to convey confidence. Cecil, however, only smiled. Not wanting to experience another embarrassing wink, Talbot turned and addressed Helen. 
 
    “Have you decided if this building will suit your intended purpose?” 
 
    Eyes sparkling, Helen nodded. “It’s perfect.”  
 
    And so are you. He was glad Cecil couldn’t hear his silent musings. 
 
    “I’m relieved there are so many bedchambers,” she said. “I’m sure some young women may have to share, but I don’t think that will be a hindrance. Especially since there are fewer ladies coming than what I’d originally envisioned.” 
 
    Her face fell at the remark, making him long to reach out and touch her hand. But just as quickly, Helen rallied, giving him a warm smile. “We’ll employ a cook,” she said brightly, “maids, and a footman, at least.” 
 
    “Yes, sounds marvelous.” From the corner of his eye, he saw Cecil roll his eyes. Of all the nerve. Why did Helen put up with the chap? Hadn’t she heard the rumor that the footman had been released from not one but several previous positions? Would it be too much to ask that the man come to work for the bluestockings instead of Helen? 
 
    But when he glanced at her, she was giving a smile to her footman as well. No, if Talbot desired to hopefully someday marry Helen, it looked as if he’d have to become favorably acquainted with her troublesome servant. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
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    The kittens were growing and changing, it seemed, by the minute. Helen gained new delight every day from their cute antics and sweet expressions. Herbert, as Helen had named the marmalade one, was her favorite, though she’d never breathe a word of that to the others. They were several weeks old now, and seemed not to constantly require Edwina’s attention, or her sustenance.  
 
    Edwina, however, seemed to tire of them. When they acted as if they wanted to be fed, she’d often leave them for periods of time. Helen had taken to feeding the little creatures small amounts of broth and gravy, both of which they pounced on when she brought it near. Perhaps it was too much to assume that her selfish cat would remain devoted to her children once they were mostly weaned. Still, it was good that the kittens seemed not to need their mama’s milk now. 
 
    The fact made Helen a little sad. The kittens now longed to play and often did with each other, but something was missing, aside from Edwina. 
 
    They needed someone to love them. Someone who could give each cat individual attention like she’d always done with Edwina. 
 
    When Helen entered her kitchen the next morning, the cook was red-faced. Though that was common if she’d been standing over the fire, today it was obviously something else. Anger. 
 
    Oh, dear. 
 
    “Good morning,” said Helen.  
 
    Muttering something unpleasant, the cook waved her large spoon toward the small table situated in one corner. “What’s good about it?” 
 
    Goodness. The woman was more disagreeable than usual. Again, Helen put up with it because the cook was so talented. The woman could take ingredients that didn’t seem to go together and made something delicious and savory every single time. More than once, she’d saved a hosted dinner when Helen had absentmindedly forgotten to order extra food. 
 
    No, she needed to appease the woman if possible. Wasn’t Helen on shaky enough ground with her peers as it was? If she lost her cook, she wouldn’t even be able to host another dinner without fear of accidentally poisoning a guest. Now wouldn’t that make her popular with the ton? 
 
    Clasping her hands together in front of her waist, Helen said, “What seems to be the trouble?” 
 
    “If you’ll draw your attention over there—” she pointed again with her spoon “—I think you’ll find out the trouble.” 
 
    Sighing, Helen walked that direction, dreading what she might see. Had Edwina captured some awful creature outside and brought it to the cook for her approval? Shuddering, she remembered the time Edwina had left a large mouse on her bed pillow. It still gave her occasional nightmares. 
 
    When she reached the table, she frowned. “I don’t see anything unusual.” 
 
    “It’s beneath. Close to the wall.” 
 
    Feeling too old to be crawling around under a table, Helen gingerly bent at the waist until she could peer under the wooden furniture. At first, all she saw were shadows, but something moved. Another one sneezed. 
 
    Kittens. 
 
    “Your cat,” said the cook, her voice dripping with venom, “has been bringing those vile furry things in here every morning, then she trots off to who knows where. I’ll not be a nursemaid to the tiny beasts.” 
 
    Straightening, and trying to ignore the new pain in her side, Helen said, “I’m sure we can come to an agreement.” 
 
    “My job is to cook. And I do it well.” When she pointed to herself with the spoon, a dab of gravy remained on her apron. 
 
    In the woman’s current mood, best not to mention that. 
 
    “You’re an excellent cook.” What would Helen do if her servant left? There’d never be anyone else who would be her equal preparing food. Though it would be nice to have someone pleasant in her kitchen employ. 
 
    The cook’s eyes narrowed, making the wrinkles around her eyes appear deeper. “That cat.” Her spoon pointed toward the door, making Helen assume she meant Edwina and not the ones asleep under the table. “I cannot abide her.” 
 
    Helen’s eyes grew large. What could she do? Perhaps she could make the cat reside only in her bedroom. She could only imagine how Edwina would howl if not allowed to roam freely about the grounds. 
 
    “However, I know you’re quite fond of her.” 
 
    Nodding, Helen let out a breath. Maybe she wouldn’t feel compelled for Edwina to live a life as a prisoner after all. 
 
    “But I will not continue to work for you with all of them.” Again, the spoon indicated the table. “They get underfoot, always whining for handouts. They won’t leave me be. How can I be expected to complete my duties with wild things prancing about my feet?” 
 
    They may have been cute and fluffy, but those innocent kittens were hardly wild. Biting her lip against a smile, Helen forced her expression to be somber. “Please calm yourself. I have a plan to take care of that very thing.” 
 
    “Oh.” Mollified, the cook turned and plunged the spoon back into the depths of the gravy. 
 
    It seemed that was the end of the woman’s tirade. 
 
    Good. 
 
    Now Helen just had to make good on her word to give away the kittens, though it pained her to do so. But maybe she’d already been presented with the perfect opportunity. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
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    Thrilled to learn the property she desired for the bluestockings was now purchased, Helen threw herself into final preparations for them to move in. Spending time on hiring maids to give the place a thorough scrubbing, as well as permanent maids for the purpose of working in the house, it was all Helen could do to keep up with her plans for the fête.  
 
    Why did two very overwhelming projects have to come to fruition close to the same time? Footmen and a butler as well as other staff were hired. Old furnishings that Helen felt were undesirable were carried away and replaced by new ones. Also,  new linens were purchased for the girls’ use. The larder was stocked with everything Helen could envision young girls desiring for meals. However, she’d leave instructions with the cook to purchase anything additional the bluestockings requested. 
 
    In a way, buying things for the girls gave Helen the same feeling she’d always gotten when buying gifts for her family at Christmas. Anxious to please them. Hopeful they’d like what she had chosen. And she’d arranged for a very special gift. Something she knew at least one of the girls would truly appreciate. Hopefully, that would make the house feel more like a home. 
 
    Helen was so thankful to have Talbot’s assistance. There would not have been a way for her to have accomplished all the arrangements for the house alone. Though she’d been pleasantly surprised when he’d announced his intention to help with financing the project, the fact that he’d desired to help her with the small details came as a shock.  
 
    She’d never met a man who would go out of his way to help a woman with such a task. Was he so very different from other men in general, or was it only Helen he wished to please? 
 
    Her heartbeat sped up. Was he, perhaps, enamored of her and that was his way of showing it? 
 
    Shaking her head, she admonished herself. Stop acting the part of a young debutante. He’s a friend. That’s all. Though she deeply wished for more. 
 
    Once everything was in place to her satisfaction and all final preparations were complete, she’d sent word to the young women who’d agreed to come and live in the house, by way of Miss Berryman, who always seemed to speak for the others when it was a question of bluestocking business. 
 
    Now Helen would wait. Although she couldn’t promise to do it patiently. 
 
    She kept herself busy for the next few hours, though her mind wasn’t on her tasks. Her needlepoint resembled a first attempt by a schoolgirl. Better not keep that. It wasn’t as if she would display it anywhere in her home where others could see it. Then she’d stood in front of her looking glass, trying to decide if she wanted the maid to redress her hair. Or assist her to change her gown, again. Nothing she tried helped alleviate her worry that the bluestockings might decide not to accept her offer after all. What would she do if that happened? 
 
    Footsteps approached from outside the parlor. Cecil peered around the corner like some sneaky cat, wanting to see what she was doing. When he finally stepped into the room and alerted her to a message that had just been delivered, she wanted to shake the man, to make him tell her more quickly what it said. 
 
    “My lady,” he said, “word has just arrived that the young ladies are thrilled and ready to make the house their new home. They shall meet you there at day’s end.”  
 
    A combination of joy, excitement, and yes, even a little fear — for in the time she’d waited to hear back, her mind had created all sorts of things going awry — overtook her.  
 
    Time to get ready. She changed her gown and had the maid redo her hair after all, wanting everything to be perfect. Because when she felt good about her appearance, it helped her feel braver, more positive. And she’d need it.  
 
    It seemed every time she wanted to accomplish an important feat, something happened to ruin it. Everything in her longed to make this dream come true for the bluestockings, who she was coming to regard as friends.  
 
    However, she did have something this time that she’d not had before. Talbot. So supportive. So dear to her. He was to meet her at the house, to welcome the new boarders. 
 
    Were her palms perspiring because of nervousness for everything to go well, or was it because she would once again be in close proximity to him? When had her view of him changed from that of a dear friend to one of…? Longing. That was the term. She’d not felt it for so many years, it had seemed foreign to her. 
 
    Scolding herself for woolgathering, she headed out of her room and down the stairs. As expected, Cecil waited for her by the door. 
 
    He opened the door for her. “The carriage is ready, my lady.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    In her haste, as she hurried toward the carriage, she stumbled. Cecil’s hand shot out, and he wrapped his long fingers around her upper arm. Why was she so clumsy, especially when in a rush? “Thank you again, Cecil.” 
 
    He gave a nod and assisted her into the carriage. 
 
    The man was a puzzle. Though others had thought him unworthy of working in their homes, Helen couldn’t imagine going a single day without him. She was more determined than ever to help him find the love of his heart. Young people shouldn’t be alone. 
 
    Neither should women of a certain age. 
 
    Her mind once again created a picture of Talbot. So handsome. Sweet and kind. Could he ever have feelings for her beyond that of acquaintances? And if so, were they too old? 
 
    Was it too late? 
 
    When they arrived at the building, Helen was a bundle of jittery nerves. A row of carriages was lined up along the street. As soon as Helen and Cecil descended the coach, others followed, filling the area in front of the house with young, chattering girls and their parents. 
 
    But the most important person was missing. 
 
    Looking around, she was alarmed. Where was Talbot? She couldn’t imagine doing this without him at her side. He’d promised to be— 
 
    “I’m here,” came from behind her. 
 
    She turned, both relieved and happy at seeing him. Taking his offered arm, she gladly allowed him to lead her up to the main door. 
 
    Upon Helen’s knock, the door was opened with a flourish by a footman. With a bow, he said, “Welcome, my lady.” 
 
    Though Helen had viewed every inch of the place not so long ago, this time there were new rugs, wall hangings, and small side tables with flower-filled vases. And everything had been polished until it sparkled. “Perfection.” 
 
    Talbot stepped beside her. “Absolutely.” 
 
    Expecting him to be gazing about the hall as she’d done, she startled when his eyes focused directly on her. Her eyebrows lowered. Could he be…? 
 
    The clattering of men’s boots and swish of ladies’ slippers interrupted her thoughts. Bluestockings and their parents had crowded into the hall, whispering to each other, smiles wide on their faces. 
 
    When the group quieted, Helen took that as her cue and allowed Talbot to assist her to stand on the second to the bottom step of the nearby staircase. “Welcome, everyone. We are so pleased and honored to have you here. Please feel free to wander about the house, as the girls will wish to view the rooms and pick one out for themselves. Those who will be sharing rooms have already picked their partners. In exactly one hour, a light meal will be served for all in the dining room.” 
 
    Helen and Talbot strolled around the house, taking great joy in the squeals of delight and apparent approval of the parents when rooms were viewed and chosen. When everyone was finally gathered in the main hall before the meal was to be served, Helen once again claimed their attention. 
 
    “Though some of you might think it silly of an old woman to do, I’ve brought along something that I dearly hope will make this house more of a home for you girls.” Turning, she beckoned behind her. “Cecil, if you would?” 
 
    From a narrow side hallway, her footman approached, carrying a large basket. He stopped in front of her and gingerly placed the basket on the floor at her feet. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    Nodding, Cecil took two steps back to wait beside the staircase railing. 
 
    Some of the parents had raised eyebrows, but all seemed to be of curiosity, not consternation. Letting out a breath, Helen hoped they’d still feel the same when she presented their daughters with her surprise. 
 
    Bending down, she opened the top of the basket, grinning when five sets of tiny eyes met hers. At the sight of Helen, a loud chorus of meows floated up. Though Edwina had birthed six kittens, Helen couldn’t bear the thought of giving them all away. She’d kept the little Edwina look-alike, Edith, for her own. And a part of her guessed that even though Edwina had become disenchanted with her youngsters and no longer seemed to want to spend time with them, a day might come when she’d welcome the love of at least one of her offspring.  
 
    Standing nearby, Miss Berryman gasped. “Oh, look, it’s…” 
 
    As Helen picked up two of the kittens, it was all she could do not to be toppled over by gregarious, curious girls, each wanting their turn at holding a cat. 
 
    Standing next to Helen, Talbot chuckled. “I’d say your gift is a smashing success. Well done.” The expression on his face as he gazed at Helen was one of beaming pride.  
 
    Though Helen was gratified and pleased at his comment, somehow, her heart was a little empty, wishing his feelings went past friendship and admiration, to something much, much more. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
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    Talbot strolled through the small forest which sat not too far from his home. The trees, now empty of leaves, raised bony finger-like limbs toward the gray sky. Regrettably, it was now past the season for collecting butterflies, so his hands, empty of the butterfly net, hung limply at his sides. 
 
    As he walked through old, brown leaves that crunched beneath his boots, his mind swirled every which way. Yes, he wanted to be with Helen. Yes, he loved her and wished more than anything to ask her to marry him. 
 
    Then why was he there, walking in the woods, his head hung low, instead of marching right up to her door to ask her that very thing? 
 
    Fear. 
 
    While he knew in his heart that Helen valued his friendship, and seemed to always enjoy his company and conversation, he’d never been sure she reciprocated his feelings of love. It wasn’t something he could have just come out and asked.  
 
    Yes, I’d love more tea. By the by, won’t you please marry me? 
 
    Letting out a loud breath, he continued on down the path on which his ancestors had trod before him over the years. Had any of them had a similar problem? Wondered how to ask the light of their lives to marry them, even though the woman was… 
 
    Fifteen years his senior. 
 
    Yes, that seemed to be part of the problem. Not that he minded. He didn’t. Never had. But though he’d love to be like Helen, not caring much for society’s opinion, there was a part of him that did care. 
 
    Much to his dismay. 
 
    What if — even though he was now a man of forty — Helen still thought of him as that young lad who used to follow her around? Would she laugh at the idea of them being wed? 
 
    No, Helen wouldn’t laugh at him. She’d let him down gently, softly, as if placing a newborn kitten on a fluffy blanket. 
 
    But would that be worse than having her ridicule his proposal? Neither was good. 
 
    Sighing, Talbot kept walking, finally coming to a field of scrubby trees and tall grasses that now looked withered and ready for a winter’s nap. A brief ray of sunshine shone on something— 
 
    Orange? 
 
    What would something of that color be doing out in the field? It wasn’t as if flowers or fall leaves would still be about. 
 
    Then the orange-something moved. 
 
    Alarmed, Talbot halted his steps. Was it some sort of wild creature? An odd-colored fox that might do him harm? Wishing he carried something with which to defend himself, he glanced down at his empty hands. Although the butterfly net he carried in the summer and fall wouldn’t have done much good. 
 
    Standing as still as he could, Talbot squinted, trying to make it out. Whatever the creature was, it was half-hidden behind a large rock. There was more movement — a scuffling, scratching sound — and he spotted a long tail. 
 
    Long tail? Perhaps it was a fox, although this one’s tail seemed a bit skinny. 
 
    A row of long, white whiskers poked out from the side of the rock. A wide, orange face with large green eyes followed. 
 
    Oh. A cat. 
 
    Feeling silly at being afraid of some old tom cat, Talbot relaxed his shoulders. Truth be known, he liked cats. At least most of them. Unless they were particularly disagreeable. Maybe this one would be friendly. Or at least not try to scratch him if he got too close. 
 
    Taking his chances, assuming this cat would be somewhat friendly, he took slow steps toward the now-widened green eyes that had locked onto his. 
 
    “Good day, cat. I’m a nice man. Could we be friends?” 
 
    As soon as Talbot was close enough to view the other side of the rock, he was startled once again. For sitting there was not one cat, but two. The orange one he’d seen, and a smaller, short-haired black one. 
 
    “Oh, pardon me. I was unaware you were entertaining a guest.” 
 
    As he watched, his face heated. Because the two cats were obviously more than mere acquaintances. The way the other cat — who he was now sure was a female — was arching her back and hoisting her — er — nether regions toward the tom cat, it was obvious that Talbot had interrupted something of a romantic nature. 
 
    Oh, dear. 
 
    Thankfully, nothing untoward happened. Perhaps the cats would be kind enough to do whatever it was they’d wished to do after he left. But watching the male cat, and the way he bravely approached the female, had Talbot quite transfixed.  
 
    The orange cat, not hesitating or cowering, reached out a paw and touched the female’s nose. Then he stretched out his neck and began to lick her face. He wound around his lady friend, rubbing his side against hers, seeming not to have any qualms about getting better acquainted. 
 
    Talbot shook his head. These were only cats. The male obviously had no fear of announcing his intentions or affection for the female. He’d made it appear so easy. 
 
    Was it that easy? 
 
    Not that Talbot would do anything inappropriate or unseemly with Helen — of course not. But he’d been holding back at even telling her of his feelings. If this furry orange creature could simply approach a cat he’d likely not known long, obviously ready to do, er— 
 
    Talbot’s face heated again. 
 
    —then Talbot should be man enough to tell Helen of his feelings. That he loved her. Wanted to marry her. They had been friends for their whole lives, after all. If she turned down his proposal, he’d be heartbroken, of course. But at least he’d know. If, however, he did what he’d always done and not be brave enough to say the words, then he had no chance at all of winning her heart. 
 
    Mind made up, he gave a slight bow to the two cats who were watching him with open curiosity. “Thank you, Mr. Cat, for the encouragement I needed to speak to Helen.” Waving his hand toward them, he said, “Carry on with your, um…” 
 
    Deciding he’d rather not witness what was sure to come next, Talbot hurried back down the path to his home. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
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    The fête seemed to be going smoothly, although the wind had picked up and a stray gray cloud was hovering nearby. Hopefully, any bad weather would stay away until the guests had tired of their outdoor activities. 
 
    As Helen strolled along the edge of the property, she nodded at several people she knew. Some responded in kind, others acted as if they hadn’t noticed her. Though she was certain they had. It seemed that even though a few cared not for Helen, that didn’t stop them from attending the fête held at her home. 
 
    When she reached the end of the property line separating her family’s property from the neighboring one, she slowed, pleased to see that several members of the bluestocking society had accepted her invitation. What didn’t please her, however, was the fact that none of them were engaging in the fun activities that were available. 
 
    Instead, the young women stood in a group, appearing forlorn and confused. 
 
    Oh, dear. 
 
    Several of the parents were hovering nearby, but they too appeared equally shy at diving into the fun. With a friendly wave toward the older group, Helen approached the girls. 
 
    “Ladies,” she said, “why are you not participating in the festivities?” 
 
    A shrug came from Miss Berryman. “We’re more comfortable sitting in a room, discussing books, or studying different subjects. This seems…” 
 
    “Seems…” 
 
    “Pardon me, I meant no disrespect.” 
 
    Frowning, Helen walked closer. “Please don’t apologize. Everyone is entitled to their opinion, to their likes and dislikes.” 
 
    The girl nodded, but still looked uncertain. 
 
    Maybe, though they’d have been exposed to such games growing up, they’d chosen at the time not to join in. And from the reaction of their parents, was it any wonder? 
 
    Pity, that. 
 
    “Listen,” said Helen. “I understand your possible reticence at trying something new.” She watched them for a moment, feeling sure she was right in her assumption when they glanced away and shifted awkwardly from foot to foot. “But, as a personal favor to me—” she placed her hand over her bosom “—would you all like to at least give one of the games a chance? That’s all I ask. Just one try. After that, I won’t ask again.” Lowering her voice, she said, “You see, not everyone here today is appreciative of my particular way of doing things. Perhaps… if you all would indulge me, they might see me in a kinder light. Maybe they’d take the notion that I’m not so different from them after all if my guests are happy and enjoying the fête.” 
 
    The girls crowded even closer together, whispering among themselves for several seconds, then Miss Berryman turned and gave Helen a timid smile. “Yes, of course. With all you’ve done for us, that’s the least we can do. We will give it a try.” Glancing around, she said, “Have you a suggestion as to which game?” 
 
    Giving a wide smile, Helen beckoned the girls to follow her. The little group did so, walking in single file like baby ducks, obediently trooping behind Helen until she stopped. 
 
    “How about we try lawn bowling?” 
 
    One girl shook her head, her face growing pale. 
 
    Gently taking her arm and patting the girl’s hand, Helen said, “Now, now. No need to be afraid. Here, I’ll show you how it’s done.” Picking up a ball, she said over her shoulder, “You cannot possibly do worse at this game than I do.” 
 
    A couple of giggles came from behind Helen, causing her to smile. But she hadn’t been jesting. Though she’d played the game her entire life, she’d never become proficient. Her attempt to place the ball where it needed to be often ended up causing property damage. One unfortunate time, a man had to be tended to by a barber-surgeon, as the ball had crashed into his jaw, causing a large bruise and subsequent cracked tooth. 
 
    However, that fact might serve her purposes well today. What she hoped for was nothing more than to bring amusement to the bluestockings, and hopefully to help them relax in the process. 
 
    Bringing the ball slightly behind and to the side of her hip, she let it loose and watched as it bounced four times, hit a statue of a smiling cat, then careened off to the right, landing in a pond. And scaring several geese in the process. As the fowl complained and flew out of the water, a clump of wet feathers landed on the nearby grass. 
 
    More titters came from the group of girls. Laughing along with them, Helen turned. “There, you see? You cannot perform more poorly than I just did.” Picking up another ball, Helen held it out. “Who’s going to try first?” 
 
    A thin girl with curly blond hair, who appeared slightly younger than the others, raised her hand. “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Splendid.” When Helen handed her the ball, the young woman nearly dropped it. 
 
    “My goodness. It’s heavier than I’d expected.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Helen. “I had the same thought the very first time I tried it.” She wouldn’t add that it had been decades since that had occurred. “Now, you watched how I used the ball just now?” 
 
    The girl nodded. 
 
    “Don’t follow my example.” 
 
    By now the girls were laughing louder, causing a small rumpus. With concerned expressions, their parents moved closer. Helen smiled toward the group. “Never fear. We are only having fun.” 
 
    A couple of the women smiled, but the others wore expressions of boredom. 
 
    Oh, well, Helen couldn’t expect to please everyone. Unfortunately, she was quite used to that. 
 
    Standing a couple of feet behind the girl with the ball, Helen said, “Very well. Have you spotted the pins a few yards away?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The goal is to cause your ball to make its path toward the grouping of pins in an orderly fashion, causing them to fall. Does that make sense?” 
 
    As if something clicked in her mind, the girl nodded, her eyes bright. Had Helen’s words orderly fashion made the difference? The bluestockings were bright and inquisitive, but maybe they were also methodical in their way of figuring things out. 
 
    Pleased at the progress, Helen said, “Fine now… Draw back your hand as I did and let loose of the ball, aiming it toward that first pin to your left.” 
 
    The group of girls, and the two women who’d seemed interested, watched in rapt attention as the ball rolled smoothly toward its intended place, knocking down not one pin, but two. 
 
    Polite clapping followed. The young women gathered around the girl, giving her hearty congratulations. 
 
    Helen’s heart warmed at their smiles and camaraderie. Though some members of the ton were now watching the bluestockings with narrowed eyes and scowls, perhaps the fête would be a success after all. Besides, Helen cared not what they thought. 
 
    Fine. She cared a little. 
 
    But that wouldn’t stop her from doing things her own way. It was as she’d told the girls upon first speaking to them at their meeting — she’d always been like them in her heart, and in her mind, but as a young woman, Helen hadn’t had the opportunity to find any kind of group similar to the bluestockings.  
 
    Though the group was frowned upon by most now, in Helen’s youth it would have been unthinkable for a group of young women to act in any fashion that would have been contrary to what society as a whole believed to be right. Thank goodness that attitude was changing, even though it seemed to do so ever so slowly. 
 
    Because of the bravery of the first girl in giving the game a try, the others got in line to participate. Even more pleasing to Helen, the bluestockings were enjoying themselves.  
 
    As she glanced behind her, she smiled when she caught sight of a few young men who were also watching the girls in admiration. And it was a good wager that they weren’t enamored only of their lawn bowling skills. 
 
    Another happy hour passed, with guests wandering about, chatting, sipping their drinks, and enjoying the festivities. However, as the first flakes of unexpected snow floated down, Helen’s guests scurried to the safety of the house. 
 
    Shaking her head, she eyed the darkening sky. Why did the weather have to turn sour today? Thankfully, though, she had plenty of indoor activities for guests planned in case of inclement weather. 
 
    As she hurried toward the house, two women she recognized from the Ladies Guild meeting came up, one on each side of her. Now flanked by venom, Helen braced herself for the onslaught. 
 
    “How are we supposed to enjoy the fête with this snow?” said the first woman. “Now everything is ruined. I suppose you’ll cancel the ball as well? And my daughter has been anticipating it all month.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could have chosen a better day when the weather would have been nicer,” said the other. “It is quite inconvenient to have come here, ready for a happy affair, only to have to retreat into your house for the rest of the afternoon.” 
 
    Helen sighed as she watched them stomp away toward the house. 
 
    Why were some people always so disagreeable? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
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    Later on at the ball, Helen was ready to have a fit. There had to be some way to get shy Cecil and the pretty maid he fancied, Rachel, to at least speak to one another.  
 
    The footman had been such a blessing to her. Even though he wasn’t most people’s idea of an acceptable servant, he was perfect for her. Now, she’d love nothing better than to help him pursue the maid and perhaps give him some happiness of his own. 
 
    Right then, the girl, who had been peering out from behind a potted fern, watching her mistress dance, suddenly disappeared. Where had she gone? Then, from above the low wall next to the fern, Helen spotted the maid’s blond hair as the girl moved toward the back of the house. 
 
    The balcony? 
 
    Helen smiled. What could be better than a private tête-à-tête in the secluded area? Glancing around and catching his eye, she summoned Cecil with her hand. 
 
    The man frowned. 
 
    Now was not the time for his tomfoolery. Often he would take his time in doing her bidding, if he was in a certain sort of mood.  
 
    Again she motioned with her glove. 
 
    Cecil’s eyebrows went up, in question, but he remained where he was. 
 
    Seemed it might take a little more emphasis on her part. Narrowing her eyes at him, tapping her foot, which rustled the hem of her dress, she glared at the man, waiting for his reaction. 
 
    His face reddened. Must be surprised at her impatience, since she normally let him get away with most things. 
 
    Well, good. A third time, she waved him to her. 
 
    Finally, he slipped out from his hiding place, skirted the edges of the room, staying away from the guests, and finally darted behind some curtains. 
 
    For heaven’s sake. Was he going to make her go behind them just to speak to him? 
 
    She waited a few seconds to see if he’d leave his hiding spot. He didn’t. However, his head did pop out for a quick peek at her before disappearing once again. 
 
    With a sigh, Helen made her way to the draperies behind the punch table, smiling and nodding at those she passed. Though she wanted to assist Cecil with his romantic affairs, this was beyond the pale. 
 
    Might have to give him a good talking-to afterward. 
 
    With a shrug, she shook her head. Knowing her, she wouldn’t. Her soft heart, and the fact that she valued him so much, might convince her to not speak of it again. 
 
    No wonder her peers made fun of her for the way she treated her servants. Nevertheless, Helen was Helen, and she wasn’t about to change now. 
 
    With determined steps, she reached the window, trying to ignore odd looks given by those who were there watching the dancers. When she nudged aside the fabric, she found Cecil standing there, wide-eyed, his Adam’s apple moving as he swallowed. Was he afraid? Of her? 
 
    “Forgive me, my lady. I know it’s not my place to be here.” 
 
    “Behind my window dressing?” 
 
    “At the ball with your guests.” 
 
    “And may I ask what was your purpose for lurking behind that column?” 
 
    “I…” All color drained from his face. 
 
    “Were you perhaps watching a certain pretty maid, who accompanied her mistress to the ball?” 
 
    His mouth dropped open but promptly shut. “How—” 
 
    “Never mind that now.” 
 
    He blinked several times. “You’re not… angry?” 
 
    Letting out a breath, and keeping her voice quiet so others wouldn’t overhear, she said, “I was. But…”  
 
    He watched her but said nothing.  
 
    “There’s something I need you to do.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, some color returning to his face. “Anything.” 
 
    “I need you to go to the balcony.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Suddenly he was trying very hard to please her. Something she was unaccustomed to seeing from him. She quite enjoyed it but assumed it wouldn’t last. Just as she would never change, he most likely wouldn’t either. “What might I be doing, once there?” 
 
    Flicking a quick glance in the direction of the balcony and back, she said, “There’s someone there. I need you to…” To what? She hadn’t thought that far ahead. Peering over her shoulder, she eyed the refreshment table. 
 
    Of course. 
 
    “Take a glass of lemonade to the person there.” 
 
    “How shall I know which person, if there’s more than one?” 
 
    Biting her lip against a smile, she said, “I have no doubt you’ll know to whom you should give it.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    After stepping out again, purposefully ignoring the stares of others, Helen clasped her hands together as she watched Cecil do her bidding. Edging around the guests, he quickly made his way with the glass of refreshment and reached the far side. Once he turned the corner, he’d be at the balcony door. 
 
    If he saw Rachel in there, would he go ahead and give her the glass? Possibly speak to her? Or would he be too afraid, as in the past? 
 
    Perhaps it was good that she’d scared him a little with her glare. That might be what it took to give him the extra push he needed to actually say something to Rachel. 
 
    Though she would have liked to have trailed along behind Cecil to see how things progressed, she was, after all, hosting the ball. It wouldn’t be proper for her to leave now. 
 
    Several of her new bluestocking acquaintances had accepted her invitation, with their parents, to the ball. However, none of the young ladies looked very happy. Their parents were chatting with other adults, but the girls… 
 
    Aha. Helen narrowed her eyes as she watched them. As far as she knew, not one of them had been on the dance floor. 
 
    Because no one had asked them. 
 
    Bluestockings were a different sort, though Helen liked them very much. However, others sometimes shied away from them. Perhaps they were intimidated by their intelligence, or forward-thinking ways. Others, though, just found them odd. 
 
    Time to rectify that situation. 
 
    With purpose in her steps, she made her way to a group of young gentlemen who were standing off by themselves. And if Helen wasn’t mistaken, these were some of the same men who’d watched the bluestockings play lawn bowling at the fête. Each wore a certain expression — a combination of awkwardness, youth, and fear. 
 
    Were they afraid to ask someone to dance? Surely this wasn’t their first ball. They seemed old enough to have attended at least one in the past. 
 
    But that didn’t mean they had actually danced. 
 
    Stopping a few feet away, Helen watched them. While most were whispering among themselves, sometimes slipping surreptitious glances at the dancers, one young man was looking at something else. Or rather… someone. 
 
    When Helen turned to see where his line of vision went, she was pleasantly surprised to see it was one of the bluestockings. 
 
    Hmmm. If the young man wasn’t brave enough to meet her, Helen was more than happy to assist.  
 
    Moving slowly, as if trying not to scare away a timid deer, Helen reached the grouping of young men. “Good evening.” 
 
    “Oh.” He turned in her direction, face coloring. “Good evening, my lady.” 
 
    “Are you having a nice time at the ball?” 
 
    “I… why, yes, of course.” He wasn’t being truthful. Of that, she was certain. 
 
    “I’ve noticed you’ve not yet asked a young lady to dance.” This got the attention of the other gentlemen, who suddenly stopped their whispering and, with wide eyes, stared at their friend. Were they waiting for his reply? 
 
    The young man’s face reddened even more. Poor lad. His cheeks resembled two ripe apples on either side of his long nose. “I haven’t… that is…” A sudden coughing fit had one of the others helpfully patting his back. Once restored to good health, he said, “Pardon me.” 
 
    Helen smiled. “Sometimes these things occur. Now, what were we discussing? Oh, yes. As the ball’s hostess, it would please me beyond end if you were to ask someone to dance.” 
 
    His face turned white. 
 
    “How about…” She tapped her chin as if trying to decide. “Perhaps you’d like to meet that pretty young woman there by the punch bowl? The one in the pale pink gown?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Steps came from behind her. “Perhaps I can be of assistance?” 
 
    Helen, startled, turn to find Talbot standing behind her. “Good evening.” 
 
    “And to you. Forgive me for overhearing, but I happen to agree with you, Lady Stormont. Every young lady needs a partner for the dance.” He kept his gaze firmly on the young man, until he swallowed hard and then nodded. “Marvelous,” said Talbot. 
 
    With a smile at her friend, Helen then addressed the young man. “If you would like to accompany me, I will gladly make the introductions.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
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    Unable to withstand not knowing if Cecil had been successful in delivering the lemonade, Helen smiled and chatted with guests as she carefully made her way across the room. While it was true that etiquette required her to be the perfect hostess, she cared more at the moment about her footman’s happiness. She was a true believer in every person finding his or her true love. And though she wasn’t yet with the man she desired, her heart burst with happiness when she could help someone else find theirs. 
 
    When she reached the wide balcony, she was pleased to note that there were only two people there. And they were the right two people. However, they weren’t speaking to each other. In fact, they stood on opposite sides of the balcony, as far apart as was physically possible without leaping over the short wall. 
 
    “Cecil,” she said. 
 
    Her footman startled. Hadn’t he even heard her walk outside to join them? “Yes, my lady?” 
 
    “I need your assistance.” She motioned him with her hand. This time, instead of shaking his head stubbornly, he hurried to her, not even glancing in the girl’s direction. As if he were afraid of her. He reminded Helen of some timid mouse, stuck in his hole for fear the other mice might make sport of him. 
 
    She stepped closer to the entrance and stopped, hoping to be far enough away so Rachel couldn’t hear their conversation, but also to block the door, so the girl couldn’t try to escape. It seemed the two young people, though attracted to one another, needed a friendly push to get the courage to become properly acquainted. 
 
    Once she had him close, she whispered, “Did you deliver the refreshment as I asked?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And what happened then?” 
 
    “She drank it.” 
 
    Sighing, Helen said, “And after that?” 
 
    “I…” He pointed to the corner from which he’d just come. 
 
    Frowning, Helen said, “I see.” Her initial plan had failed. Why had she thought it would be so easy to arrange for her shy footman to actually speak to the woman he admired? She clasped her hands together in front of her waist. Lowering her voice even more, she whispered, “I was under the impression from the haberdashery that you fancied this girl. Was I wrong?” 
 
    Vigorous shaking of his head was the answer. 
 
    “Then perhaps you might explain to me why you were over there—” she tilted her head toward one corner “—and she is there.” 
 
    His face reddened, and he ducked his chin. “I… wanted to talk to… but I couldn’t… so I…” Again, he nodded toward his chosen corner. 
 
    Poor man. Indeed, he did need assistance. 
 
    “Fine, here’s what we’ll do.” 
 
    Cecil nearly wilted. Was he that frightened of speaking to Rachel, or relieved that Helen was now in charge? 
 
    “You will stay here. Right in this spot.” 
 
    His head bobbed several times up and down. 
 
    “I will speak to the girl. And…” She smiled. “…we shall see what transpires.” 
 
    His answer came in the form of a long sigh. 
 
    “Very well.” Turning, Helen stepped across the spacious balcony. 
 
    As she walked toward the young woman, the girl glanced up with an uncertain look. Was she as afraid as Cecil seemed to be? 
 
    “Good evening, miss.” 
 
    “Good evening, my lady,” she said with a curtsey. 
 
    “Are you having a nice time this evening, accompanying your mistress to the ball?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
    “And did you enjoy the drink brought to you by Cecil, my footman?” 
 
    At the mention of Cecil’s name, the girl blushed. She nodded. 
 
    “He’s a very nice fellow, you know.” 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “Perhaps you’d enjoy having a nice talk with him?” 
 
    The girl’s chin lifted, and she glanced at Helen, then away. Another nod. 
 
    “Wonderful.” Helen pivoted and made her way straight to Cecil. He was staring at her, a look of sheer panic in his eyes. Keeping her voice low once again, Helen said, “Cecil, I need your help in walking across the balcony.” 
 
    His eyebrows lifted, making him seem more like the saucy footman she was accustomed to. 
 
    “Please assist me.” She glanced down at his arm, then across the balcony. 
 
    At first, the man didn’t move. Then he stood up straight, took a deep breath, and held out his arm. 
 
    Stifling a chuckle, Helen placed her hand on his arm, and they moved as one across the long space. Once there, Helen removed her hand, thanked her footman, and made proper introductions. 
 
    Both young people smiled, though their faces were matching shades of red. Cecil indicated a set of chairs a few feet away, and the girl eagerly nodded. Quickly, Helen found another nearby maid and dispatched her to retrieve some more refreshments. When the maid brought them to the balcony, she momentarily paused when she caught sight of the couple, who were dressed as servants and not members of the ton. When the girl faltered, Helen politely cleared her throat and the maid did as requested. 
 
    Once the servant had departed, Helen watched the two at the table shyly smile at each other. 
 
    Ah, yes, young love has been discovered once more. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
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    Something brushed Helen’s arm, and she turned. Talbot stood close to her, smiling. Still distracted by the bluestockings, and who may or may not have been dancing, she was nevertheless delighted to see him. “Are you enjoying the ball?” 
 
    With a slight frown, he said, “I would enjoy it so much more thoroughly if I could find a beautiful woman with whom to dance.” 
 
    Giving him a quick glance, Helen tilted her head. He was indeed a handsome gentleman. “All you need do is simply ask one of the many ladies here. I have no doubt you’ll be leading her around the floor in short order.” 
 
    “I’m asking.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    Holding out his hand, he repeated, “I am asking. You.” 
 
    Blinking several times, Helen tried to calm her inner nervous flutter. “You don’t want to dance with someone such as me. Just look at all the lovely young women who have no partner. I know for a fact there are several of my bluestocking acquaintances who’d love to be invited to dance.” 
 
    Lowering his hand, he said, “Beautiful though I’m sure they are, they are not who I wish to ask. You. Only you.” 
 
    “But I’m…” She swallowed, not used to speaking of certain things with men. Keeping her voice low, she said, “Do you realize I’m… fifteen years your senior?”  
 
    “Of course. I remember following you around when I was young. You were always amazing. So interesting. Full of life. You still are.” 
 
    “I…” Her every desire was to accept the invitation. Spend time in the man’s arms. But what would people think? That she was being silly? Unseemly? Helen, be reasonable. It’s only a dance. Men and women danced with each other all the time. And it usually meant nothing. Only the polite thing one did while at a ball. 
 
    Letting out a deep sigh, he said, “Please, I… This is something I’ve dreamed of. All my life.” 
 
    Dreamed of? “What do you mean? Dancing?” 
 
    “Yes, with you.” 
 
    The man wasn’t making much sense. He acted as if his life would never be the same if she refused. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can better explain once you’re in my arms. Where you belong.” 
 
    Where you belong. Stunned, Helen’s gloved hand went to her throat. The way in which Talbot watched her now, one would think she was the only other person in the room. He was acting as if… No, that couldn’t be true. Why would he want to… court her? Her? Surely not. Perhaps he was only being polite, since they’d been lifelong acquaintances. “I’m not sure I understand your intentions.” 
 
    Grinning, he once again held out his hand. With a quick glance to the side and back, he lowered his voice. “People are beginning to stare. Probably wondering what it is about me that is so offensive that you refuse my invitation. How shall I ever live down the embarrassment at being rebuffed by the hostess of the ball?” 
 
    Helen’s face heated. Though she didn’t look to see if what he’d said was true, she still had no desire to cause him, her dearest friend, any discomfort. Swallowing, she said, “Yes, thank you. I’d love to dance.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” He led her to their position on the floor and took her hand in his. Though they’d often sat together on her settee, and had briefly touched, this experience was quite different. At least for her. When his hand settled lightly at her waist, heat shot straight down to her middle. Good heavens, it had been… well, she supposed years since she’d experienced that. Her husband had been gone for a long while. She’d thought never to feel… 
 
    Thoughts of her departed spouse brought back the truth of the situation. Her marriage to Robert hadn’t been ideal. It had been a match made between families for mutual benefit. Though he had never been unkind or abusive, Helen had never truly loved him. 
 
    Not like she did Talbot. 
 
    The realization struck like a lightning bolt, hot and fast, leaving her weak-kneed and a little lightheaded. Recently she’d been having thoughts of him, how she’d very much have liked to become more than friends. Had wished it to be so. And she also knew how her heart had been leaning more toward warm feelings for the man. 
 
    But this… the quick, unquestionable surety that he was the man of her dreams. That without a doubt, he was the only man she’d love. Could ever love. To think after all these years, at her advanced age, she might finally experience the euphoric feelings that others often claimed to have. 
 
    And there she was, in his arms, gliding around the dance floor for all to see. Although she and Talbot had spent many, many hours together, talking in private, somehow, being in public, where all of the ton were witnesses to their present circumstance, made it more real. 
 
    Others, especially women who weren’t at the moment dancing, had stopped to watch them. Was it purely interest? Or were they, as often happened, making fun of Helen? While in the past it had bothered her, now, as she gazed up into the clear blue eyes of Talbot, she cared not. 
 
    Let them talk. 
 
    Even if what her heart longed for, to be with the man for the rest of their lives, didn’t occur, Helen was happy now. 
 
    With a sigh, she relaxed in his arms, enjoying the sway and glide of the dance. 
 
    “Helen…” Talbot pulled her a tiny bit closer, making her gasp. “There’s something…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “For a long while now, I’ve…” 
 
    Staring up at him, willing him to say the words she longed to hear, Helen held her breath. But it couldn’t be. Surely this was only for one dance. He was just being kind. Honoring their long friendship with a purely innocent dance. 
 
    “You see,” he said, “I was married.” 
 
    Frowning, she nodded. “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “But I didn’t love her. It was arranged by her parents and mine. Not uncommon, of course, but…” 
 
    It sounded just like her own experience. She’d always assumed he and his wife had been a love match. But thinking about it now, why had she thought that? No one had ever said so. Perhaps it was because he was so kind, so thoughtful, that Helen couldn’t have imagined any woman not being enamored of him. 
 
    “And,” he said, “you were, of course, previously married as well.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true.” Focusing on his slightly confusing words instead of the dance, she stumbled.  
 
    Talbot’s strong arms pulled her closer. “There,” he said, “I have you. No harm shall come to you.” 
 
    And something deep inside told her it was true. That he had her best interests at heart. Hadn’t he always been a good listener? And avid supporter of her ideas and dreams? Who else had ever done that? 
 
    No one. Only him. 
 
    She’d always been fond of him, and deep down had wished their relationship could be different. But she had never truly believed that he could feel that same way, because of their difference in ages. While couples sometimes married with a disparity in ages, Helen hadn’t considered it could happen to her.  
 
    But was she getting ahead of herself? The man at the moment did seem fully attentive, even flirtatious. Maybe, though, he’d been in the port and was feeling a little young and free, saying things he might not ordinarily say. Would he regret his words later? 
 
    Studying him closely, she saw no signs of inebriation. Only… joy? 
 
    Because of her? 
 
    As Talbot masterfully edged her around the turn, they avoided any embarrassing collisions with other dancers. Once again on a straight path down one end of the room, he focused on her. “Helen, I know this might be sudden for you, but it’s not for me, since I’ve… well…” His face turned an interesting shade of dark pink. 
 
    Deciding not to interrupt, but instead to listen to what he had to say — though it was difficult for her to remain quiet — she waited. 
 
    Suddenly the music ended. Not sure whether Talbot desired a second dance with her, she took a half step back. 
 
    With his brow lowered as in concentration, he held out his arm for her. “Would you like to take a stroll in the gardens?” 
 
    The garden? At night? Alone? That was how assignations occurred. But did she mind? Peering into the man’s eyes, crinkled at the corners, his lips curved up in a smile, she came to a quick decision. “I’d be delighted.” 
 
    “Splendid.” 
 
    Helen had a maid retrieve her pelisse, then she accompanied Talbot outside. Thankfully the gardener had cleared the snow from the main walkway, so they were able to stroll unimpeded the short way to the mushroom-shaped gazebo. 
 
    Glancing around, Helen saw no one else about. Not surprising, since most were staying inside in the warmth of the ballroom. After Talbot had assisted her to sit on one of the chilly stone benches, he joined her, placing himself closer than he normally did when they’d shared the settee. 
 
    Her heart raced. Silly, but she felt like some young, virginal debutante. But she wasn’t. She was a woman of advanced years. Who could do as she pleased. The opinions of others mattered not. Emboldened, she turned slightly and faced Talbot, looking him right in the eye. 
 
    He gave her a one-sided smile that slowly curved up, creating a dimple on one cheek. 
 
    Adorable. 
 
    She let out a sigh and waited for what he would say, her heart silently begging for him to utter the words she most longed to hear.  
 
    When Talbot reached up and gently touched the side of her face, she sighed and closed her eyes. It had been so very long since anyone had touched her like that. With care. And tenderness. She opened her eyes. And love? 
 
    Because the way he watched her, eyes roaming slowly over her face, his expression one of wonder and happiness, told her he felt the same way she did. 
 
    Love, indeed. 
 
    “Helen,” he said, lightly stroking his finger down her cheek, “you can’t know how long I’ve wished for this moment. I care for you. Deeply. Always have. Though I hate to admit, I was too afraid to speak of it before, not certain of your feelings. Is it too much to hope… that you might, perhaps someday, care for me, too?” He didn’t blink as he waited. 
 
    Feeling not a bit shy now, Helen glanced up at him from beneath her lashes. “No, I’m afraid not.” 
 
    His mouth opened in what appeared to be shock. “Oh. I…” Lowering his hand from her face, he turned his head. 
 
    Grinning, Helen placed her hand to his chin, guiding his face back toward hers. “You didn’t let me finish.” 
 
    With a sad expression, he nodded. “Please, go ahead.” 
 
    “No, I won’t feel that way about you someday. Because… I love you, now.” 
 
    Shock mixed with joy covered his face. “You—” 
 
    “Love you, yes.” 
 
    Laughing, Talbot took her face between his hands. “This is… the most wonderful news. I…” 
 
    She laughed, too. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you at a loss for words.” 
 
    Even in the moonlight, she could tell that his face had flushed. “Helen, though I’d wished it with all my heart, I didn’t quite let myself believe that you actually loved me.” 
 
    “But I do.” She edged closer. 
 
    “Helen Marie Stormont, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” 
 
    Not having the heart to tease him any further, she said, “Yes. It would be my joy to do so.” 
 
    Talbot let out a long sigh and smiled. “I was thinking, hoping, that is, that perhaps we could have a Christmas Eve wedding.” 
 
    What about the preparations, the invitations, the food? Hadn’t she just chided herself for putting off the planning of the fête? “That’s only a few days away. I couldn’t possibly—” 
 
    “Helen, I’ve waited for you my entire life. I don’t want to wait any longer.” 
 
    His words sounded so sweet, so true, that Helen’s heart nearly burst. Truth be told, she didn’t want to wait either. “Then a Christmas Eve wedding we shall have.” Her mouth rose in a one-sided smile. “Oh, there is one thing, though.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Edwina.” 
 
    Talbot tilted his head. “What about her?” 
 
    “She must live with us.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “So, you really meant it before when you said you liked her?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I’ve always found her to be quite entertaining.” 
 
    “What about Edith?” 
 
    Blinking, he said, “Er… who?” 
 
    “My granddaughter.” 
 
    His brow creased as he took her hands in his and shook his head. “Forgive me, Helen. I thought I’d known everything there was to know about you. But I’m at a loss. You have a granddaughter named…” 
 
    “Edith.” Grinning, she said, “To be fair, she’s actually a granddaughter cat.” 
 
    “A… ah. I see. Edwina’s kitten?” He chuckled. “There’s always room for you and anyone you love, Helen. From now on, you are my family, and so are they.” 
 
    Helen’s eyes drifted closed as Talbot’s lips pressed against hers. 
 
    That moment in time, that utterly perfect moment, was what she’d been waiting for her entire life. 
 
    Deep in her heart, she knew… Talbot was well worth the wait. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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Thanks for reading! Dingbat Publishing strives to bring you quality entertainment that doesn’t take itself too seriously. I mean honestly, with a name like that, our books have to be good or we’re going to be laughed at. Or maybe both. 
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