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Eight years ago, impoverished gentleman’s daughter Marianne Redfern fled her Lincolnshire home when her first love was forced to wed another. At Mrs. Brodie’s Academy for Exceptional Young Ladies, she learned the arts of cookery and self-defense—and as head cook, she can manage her staff, feed hundreds, and take down thieves. But she has no defense against Jack Grahame’s unexpected arrival two weeks before a dinner that will secure the academy’s fortunes.

Now a wealthy widower, Jack still has a wicked twinkle in his eye and a place in Marianne’s heart. When she gives him a second chance, he’s at her side in the kitchen all day and the bedchamber all night. But forgiveness doesn’t come together as easily as a sauce, and the wounds of the past will either destroy the academy’s fortunes or ruin Jack and Marianne’s chance at a future...
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APRIL 1819

London

“Scale of dragon, tooth of wolf,” chanted Marianne Redfern as she kneaded dough for the next day’s bread. “Witches’ mummy, maw and gulf of the ravined salt-sea shark...”

She trailed off when she noticed her assistant, Sally White, looking at her with some alarm. “Did you...are you making a new kind of bread, Mrs. Redfern?”

Mrs. The honorific always made Marianne smile. She’d never been wed in her life, but as cook at the exclusive Mrs. Brodie’s Academy for Exceptional Young Ladies—and a young cook in addition, at age twenty-eight—she was due the status and protection of a fictional husband.

“Just amusing myself, Sally,” she reassured the girl. “Shakespeare’s got the right rhythm for kneading, but you won’t see me feeding our girls any of those ingredients.” 

She liked the wayward sisters of Macbeth, the three prophetesses who drew a king’s notice when they predicted his rise—then his doom. There was a certain man whose face she liked to imagine in the dough when she punched it. She didn’t want to bring Jack Grahame to his doom, exactly, but when a woman had once had a lover’s notice, it was difficult to be cast aside.

Since then, she’d become a bit wayward herself. Though she had no magic but that created by a stove or an oven, carried out with grains and meats and vegetables. Bespelling only for the length of a bite or a meal.

It was enough. It had become enough. 

Satisfied with her dough, she turned the worked mass over to Sally. “Divide this part into rolls for the second rising, this into loaves, and cover it all. Put it in the larder so it will proof slowly. It’ll be ready for baking in the morning, and the young ladies can have fresh rolls for breakfast.” At Sally’s nod, Marianne patted her on the shoulder. “Very good. I’ll be on to the sauces.”

Sally had been cook’s assistant in the kitchen of Mrs. Brodie’s Academy for only a week, having moved up from the post of kitchenmaid when Marianne’s previous assistant married the butcher’s son. Marianne could teach any girl who wanted to learn, and indeed Sally did, for she had dreams of heading her own kitchen someday. Katie before her had been a fair worker, but her heart hadn’t been in cookery. She’d wanted the kitchen post only because she was in love with the boy who brought the meat. For three weeks they’d called the banns, yet Katie had said nothing to Marianne of her plans to marry. As soon as the parish register was signed, she sent for her things—and that was that, with no notice.

Love, love. It made people so deceptive. Yes, it was a good match for the girl; as wife to a butcher’s son, she’d never go hungry. But even better than making a good match was knowing a body could take care of herself, come what might. 

That was the purpose behind Mrs. Brodie’s Academy for Exceptional Young Ladies, and it applied to everyone, from the headmistress herself to the youngest scullery maid. Along with the usual French and drawing, the students learned forgery and how to hold their own in a fistfight and God knew what else. The servants were welcome to take the same instruction after their daily work was done, if a teacher would agree to it. And for a little extra pay—no one could accuse Mrs. Brodie of being an ungenerous employer—most of the teachers were willing indeed.

Marianne had arrived here eight years before, new from the country and without even rudimentary skills in the kitchen. She’d worked as kitchenmaid and then assistant under a fine cook, Mrs. Patchett, until that good lady had retired to Devon to live with her son and grandchildren on a family farm. From Mrs. Patchett, Marianne had learned how to use and care for knives, how to clean and chop produce, how to choose the best fish and fowl and meat, and above all, how to provide three meals a day for seventy-five teachers and students, plus the army of servants who kept the school running smoothly.

It was difficult work, and hot, and physical, and sometimes dull. And Marianne would do it forever rather than return to Lincolnshire. After eight years here, two as the head of the kitchen, she had never been stronger, faster, more skilled. She could split a sheep’s head, knee a presumptuous man, and stir a sauce of stock and cream to keep it from splitting—all at once and without turning a hair.

She had made something quite fine of herself, though the Miss Redfern who had first come to London might not have been so impressed. That young woman knew nothing but silk and song and embroidery and manners.

Marianne glanced at the clock that beamed from the corner. Eleven o’clock already, and most of the preparations were finally done for dinner at six. That was the main meal for the students; their midday repast was a simple one of breads and meats and cheeses, eaten between their lessons. She and Sally could assemble that in another hour, and the footmen would arrange platters for the young ladies in the refectory.

There was just enough time to begin a pastry for tarts before Marianne started the slow-simmering sauces. Tarts would be more special than a simple dessert of fruit and cream, and the young ladies deserved a treat now that they were nearly done with their spring term. The early apricots Marianne had bought that morning were fine and sweet; she could make do with them. It still smarted that she’d failed to win the first strawberries of the season from a greengrocer who’d wanted to charge the earth. Not that they’d have made tarts enough for all the students, but she had a weakness for strawberries.

“Sally,” she called. “I need you to work with the apricots once you’ve stowed the bread.”

When the answer yes’m came in reply through the open door of the larder, Marianne turned to her book of receipts and looked up her favorite ingredients for a tart pastry. How much flour ought she to remove, substituting almonds? One part ground almonds to ten parts flour might do the trick, enriching the delicate flavor of the apricots with melting sweetness.

She peered into the canister where she kept the nuts, pounded to powder and ready for use. Almost empty! She cursed. It was one of Sally’s tasks to keep a good supply of pounded almonds, but if Marianne didn’t direct her, the younger woman couldn’t be expected to remember every detail of their stocks. They needed another kitchenmaid to fill Sally’s old role, and soon. Mrs. Brodie’s annual Donor Dinner—Marianne couldn’t help but think of it in capital letters—was in a fortnight, after the term ended, and there was no way a single cook and assistant could prepare two formal courses and assorted desserts for one hundred people.

Well. She’d recruit the scullery maids to chop and peel if she had to, and she’d jug and stone and jar and press as much ahead of time as she could. And for today’s tarts, butter alone it would be in the pastry, and that would keep the cost of today’s meals down too. Mrs. Brodie was never mean with her kitchen staff, allowing Marianne all the budget she liked. Even so, the gentleman’s daughter who’d once spent several pounds on a single bonnet now measured out ground almonds in cautious spoonfuls and haggled to the ha’penny over the price of lettuce or fish. When it wasn’t her own money she was spending, she was more responsible with it.

Again, the face of Jack Grahame came to mind, and she wondered fleetingly if he’d felt the same about his father’s money. The money that had been needed, and that she’d had none of, and that had split them apart.

Money. Money. Money. This time, there was no dough for her to punch. 

So she turned her thoughts to the tasks before her, the ones she did every day. She checked the joints slowly roasting in the ovens, confirming that the coal held out. She pulled out the ingredients for the sauces she’d make for dinner; she sifted shelled peas in her hand and approved the amount. These could be cooked shortly before the dinner service. They’d boil in a flash and be finished with fresh cream and...something else. Something surprising and flavorful. Chopped shallots maybe, fried crisp in lard and scattered like beads over the top. Yes, that would do well.

Now back to the tarts. Sally had finished with the bread, and at the other end of the long worktable, she was settled with a great pile of apricots. Clean, cleave, discard the stone, set aside. The halved fruits went into a huge bowl, piling up quickly.

“You’ve a good rhythm for that work,” Marianne told the younger woman. “Thinking of Shakespeare? Scale of dragon, tooth of wolf?”

Sally blushed. “Little Boy Blue. It’s a nice old rhyme, that. My mum taught it to me and my sisters.”

Marianne smiled as she dug her hands into the flour and butter, now coming together smoothly. “I have sisters too. Haven’t seen them in a long while, but I remember learning those old rhymes with them.”

But where is the boy who looks after the sheep?

He’s back in Lincolnshire. Do not weep...

No, that wasn’t right. That wasn’t right at all. 

A knock sounded then on the door to the tradesmen’s entrance. The kitchen was a few rooms away, but the servants’ quarters were quiet at the moment. The footmen were likely upstairs, while Mrs. Hobbes, the housekeeper, would be making the rounds of the students’ chambers as the maids were cleaning them. She’d a keen eye and would come down hard on any maid who hadn’t done her work well. Her husband, the old butler, had grown hard of hearing in recent years. If he were polishing silver in his pantry with the door closed, he wouldn’t hear a Catherine wheel going off two feet away.

“Are we expecting another delivery, ma’am?” Sally asked with mild curiosity.

“Of kitchen goods? Not until I do tomorrow’s shopping.” Marianne eyed her butter-covered hands, then the pile of apricots her assistant had left to split and prepare. “I’ll answer that door. Back in a moment, Sally.” 

She wiped her hands on her apron and wound her way past the servants’ stairs, their hall, and the housekeeper’s room. Unfastening the door to the area, she lifted her brows, prepared to scold a lost delivery boy for interrupting her work.

But it wasn’t a delivery boy at all. 

Her startled brain took a moment to understand the sight before her. The thoughts went like this:

Oh! It’s a man.

A handsome man.

He looks familiar. Does he work for the fishmonger?

No, he’s not holding fish. Strawberries! He got those strawberries I wanted of the greengrocer. Look at him holding them, juicy and red, in that little basket. Does he work for the greengrocer?

Of course not. I’d have noticed him there.

No, he looks like...like...

And then she knit all the pieces together, and her jaw dropped. 

“Jack,” she said faintly. “Jack Grahame. Why are you here?”

“Marianne. I brought you strawberries,” said the man she’d loved and hoped never to see again. 

When he held out the little basket, she took it, bemused. She looked from the strawberries to the face of her first lover, her only lover, dressed as fine as ever and handsome enough to be in a painting. Then back at the basket. And then she remembered that her hands were greasy from butter, her apron had a bit of everything she’d cooked today upon it, and her hair—her long dark brown hair that he’d once run his fingers through, lovingly—was sloppily confined under a cook’s cap, and her cheeks were flushed from the heat of the ovens.

Ah, hell. If one’s long-ago love showed up unexpectedly at one’s door, it ought to be at a time when one looked one’s best. But Marianne was a cook now, and a cook was what she looked like.

She lifted her chin. Closed her hands around the basket of strawberries. Did he remember she liked them, after all this time? Bright as rubies, and she’d rather have them than gemstones.

“Well. Thank you,” she said with as much dignity as she could manage. “Is that all? As you’re here, you know I’m working as a cook. And since you were always a bright fellow, you must guess I’ve got to get back to work.”

“Since you asked, I’d like to come in and speak to you. Do the strawberries win me a little of your time?” His brows were puckish, his mobile mouth always at the edge of a grin. 

So he did remember. “Time enough for you to say you’re sorry for keeping away so long.” She tried not to sound as soft as she felt, but her own words betrayed her.

The humor on his face melted. He looked at her with grave gray eyes and said, “I’m not here to apologize, Marianne. But I do want your forgiveness.”

***
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HE’D ALWAYS LIKED HER eyes. In a face as calm as any cameo painting, her changeable eyes had betrayed her true feelings. If he read their green depths correctly now, he’d caught her by surprise, and she wanted to flay him alive. 

But she also wanted to pop those strawberries into her mouth.

She teetered between the two urges. The strawberries made the difference; Jack could see the moment when they decided her. Her fingers tightened on the basket.

“Come in, then,” said Marianne in a harassed tone. “I’ve not a moment to spare till the afternoon, but if you want to watch me at work, that’s your business.”

The tone he’d expected; her turning on her heel, he’d also been prepared for. The sight of the academy’s servants’ quarters as she led him along was something new in his experience. A winding space with whitewashed walls and timber beams, it was divided with shelves holding every sort of household ware and cleaning supply. 

The kitchen space was huge, much bigger than the equivalent room at his Lincolnshire estate, with a stone fireplace large enough for a man to step into if it hadn’t been crossed by an intricate arrangement of spits and hobs and hooks. There was a wall of ovens set into brick, atop which a long cooking surface—of some kind of metal, maybe?—held pots larger than any Jack had ever seen. They were practically washtubs, able to hold gallons of soup, and from them, savory smells issued forth.

At the center of the room was an immense table, wood-topped and scarred by cuts from kitchen implements. From a seat at one end, a young blond woman wearing a tidy white cap peered at Jack. A mountain range built of apricots surrounded her.

“Mrs. Redfern? Is everything all right?” she asked in an accent of pure Yorkshire. It made Jack smile—not only to hear one of the northern accents that sounded like home to him, but to hear Marianne addressed as Mrs. It must be an honorary title, for he knew she’d never married.

He couldn’t say the same. Which was part of why Marianne wanted to flay him alive.

“Miss White,” Marianne said in a crisp, formal tone. “Permit me to introduce an old acquaintance of mine. Mr. Grahame.”

“Grahame?” The girl perked up. “That’s a Lincolnshire name, isn’t it? Are you related to Lord Irving?”

“I’m his poor relation,” Jack admitted. “Or so his lordship thinks of my branch of the family. We’ve got land, but no title. His bunch of the Grahames have both, which as you know, makes them better.”

The kitchenmaid, he presumed she was, giggled at this.

“Are you indeed still poor? I thought you’d taken steps to remedy that.” Again, that crisp voice from Marianne. She had plunged her hands into a giant bowl of...he had no idea what it was. It looked like flour and butter, but the way she was squishing it to bits, he couldn’t imagine what it would become.

“No, I’m not poor anymore,” he said, feeling almost reluctant to say so. He reminded himself of the words he’d rehearsed so carefully: I am not here to apologize. He couldn’t, for if he did, it would make the last eight years of his life nothing but a wrong decision, a wrong path traveled.

A boy in livery ran in just then. “Any of the ovens needin’ coal, mum?” he tossed over a shoulder as he lay hands on a full scuttle.

“They’re all right, Evans,” Marianne replied, “but check again in a half hour, please.” When the boy bobbed his head, then tore from the kitchen as swiftly as he’d entered, she turned to Jack with a faint smile. “Oh, for the energy of the young. Now I see that if you’ve something to say to me, there will be other ears about.”

“Can you walk out with me?” As if he were twenty-two again, and she twenty, and he were calling on the neighboring landowner with an eye to the eldest daughter.

“I can’t get away for a minute until luncheon is tidied away. However...” She eyed the mountain range of apricots. “How are you at cutting fruit?”

“I’ve used a knife before, if that’s what you’re asking, and I can tell stone from flesh. Why?”

“That’ll do.” Her faint smile turned wicked. “Sally, I’ll need you to see to the young ladies’ luncheon today. You’ll find everything you need in the larder and the meat safe.”

“Oh, mum!” The young woman—surely she could be no more than twenty?—popped up from her seat, eyes wide and eager. “Do you mean it? Cut it and plate it and everything?”

“The footmen can help you with the plating, and they’ll take the dishes upstairs to the refectory. But they’ll be yours to command.” Marianne added as if an afterthought, “I’ll just need you to prepare everything in the servants’ hall.” 

“Oh. Not in here?” The girl’s light brows knit. “But shouldn’t I finish with the apricots?”

“You can’t do that and arrange luncheon.” Again, that wicked smile. “Mr. Grahame wishes to visit a kitchen? He can become a kitchenmaid for a while.”

Miss White—Christian name Sally, Jack now gathered—looked as if she found this highly entertaining. Shaking out her skirts, she practically danced from the long kitchen. Off to put together a luncheon for a school full of, as the academy’s name told Jack, Exceptional Young Ladies.

“If her enthusiasm is anything to go by, she’s a good assistant to you,” Jack observed once they were alone.

“She is, and better every day.” Marianne rubbed the doughy mass in the bowl between her hands. “We’ve a little less than half an hour before the boy returns, and you’ve all those apricots to cut up. If there’s something you want to say, say it now. While you work the knife.”

“I like a woman who knows her own mind,” Jack decided, settling himself in the chair vacated by Sally. “I’m not intimidated by things like apricots, you know. They’re little and cute. Not frightening enough to scare a fellow away.”

“I’m not trying to scare you away.” Wiping her hands, Marianne scattered flour over a few square feet of her giant worktable, then heaved the mass of dough onto it. “I’m trying to get on with my work. And I sincerely hope your ‘little and cute’ comment was only referring to apricots.”

“What else could I have possibly been referring to?” he said blandly. “I don’t see anything else little and cute in this kitchen.” 

No, Marianne had never been cute, nor was she exactly little. She was of medium height, and he thought her striking, a woman of frank eyes and a straight nose and a full mouth and a stubborn chin. 

Now she used that full mouth to frown at him. “First you don’t intend to apologize. Then you say I’m not little and cute. You could have kept all that to yourself. You could have stayed in Lincolnshire.”

“Probably.”

“Then why the devil are you here, Jack? Are you trying to win me over again?”

He hadn’t prepared this answer; he spoke on instinct. “I’m not apologizing because I can’t say I’m sorry for the life that brought us to this moment. And I didn’t say you’re little and cute, because you’re so much more than any word I could apply to you.”

For a moment, she only stared. Then she sighed, her shoulders relaxing. “So glib. As always.”

“It was rather good, wasn’t it? And it’s even true.”

“Cut the apricots,” was all she said, though to his ear, it sounded like, Fine, you’ve won a bit more of a reprieve before I boot you out.

Instead of cutting an apricot, he reached for a strawberry from the basket. They’d been ungodly expensive, probably forced in a hothouse, but he’d never forgotten Marianne’s yearly delight when strawberries appeared for a scant few weeks in the kitchen gardens. 

Taking the large knife up in his other hand, he carefully cut the little green leaves from the top of the fruit. 

Marianne was watching him, lips parted. “What are you do—”

He held out the strawberry to her. She looked down at her hands, covered in flour and what he realized now was pastry dough, then returned her gaze to Jack. He kept holding out the strawberry to her.

Maybe, he realized, he had come to apologize after all. But not in words. In strawberries.

At last, she relented, opening her mouth so he could pop the berry between her lips. The gesture was familiar, friendly, intimate—yet strange. They’d done this so many times in the past—first as childhood friends feeding each other berries and later as lovers sharing the sensual fruit. Now they were strangers.

But some things remained the same, such as the bliss on Marianne Redfern’s face as the taste of a strawberry spread across her tongue.

She allowed herself that moment of pleasure, then snapped back to work. It happened so suddenly Jack was caught by surprise. One second, her eyes were heavy-lidded and her lips berry-wet. The next, she was taking a rolling pin to the pastry dough before her.

He set down the knife, leaning forward. “Marianne, don’t you—”

“Cut the apricots.” Under her rolling pin, the dough became an even, flat sheet. “And did you know you’re still wearing your hat?”

He cursed, then tossed it onto a chair beside him and raked his fingers through his hair. “How do I look? Handsome?”

“Wash your hands,” was all she said as she turned to a shelf and took down a stack of tart cases.

He grumbled his way to the pump in the scullery, then back. Seating himself again, he took up the knife and applied it to the first apricot. “You used to think I was funny.”

“I did. You used to think I was a lot of things.” Roll, roll, cut, cut, press, press. A tart shell took form in one of the cases, then was set aside as Marianne took up the next round of dough.

How could he explain what she’d meant to him? She’d been more than a first love. She had been his companion for as long as he could remember. He’d wanted to marry her. When he was twenty-two and she twenty, he’d asked her, and she had agreed as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

But Helena Wilcox had had money, and the Redferns hadn’t, and if the Grahames hadn’t got money at once, they would have been ruined. Tenants lost, lands fallow, dowries drained. All Jack had needed to do was wed the merchant’s daughter, and he’d spare everyone.

Everyone but himself and Marianne.

In the end, the marriage had lasted only six years before illness took Helena. Marianne knew she died, because she sent a proper letter of condolence—not to Jack, but to his mother and his eldest sister, Viola. She’d done the same when Jack’s father had died a year later. Only recently had Jack put off mourning clothes for them both.

“I thought you were everything,” he said slowly. The knife cut the pale flesh of the apricot, revealing the stone. If it weren’t for the stone, the fruit could go right into the tart. But there was always a stone.

He cut another, and another, a whole pile of them as tart cases stacked up under Marianne’s quick hands. Finally, she replied. “I loved who I thought you were. I’ve missed that man.”

He couldn’t argue with that. “I miss that man too. Do you know, you’re the only person who ever loved me without thinking of how I could serve, or who else I could become?”

She stared at him. “Surely not.” 

Which was not a denial. Her disbelief warmed him, that not only did she grant she’d loved him just as he was, but she thought someone else must have too.

“Not that I’m aware. Anyway. That’s why I wanted to find you. Not because I want anything from you now, but to remind myself that once, it was enough for me to be Jack Grahame.” 

“You said you wanted my forgiveness.”

He cut more apricots, wanting to finish this small thing she’d asked of him. “True. I do want that of you. I couldn’t have acted differently eight years ago unless I were...not me. If that makes sense?”

“Yes, it makes sense.” She slid the bowl of cut fruit toward herself, eyed the quantity, then added a few fistfuls of flour. “If I had to marry to save my family from ruin, I’d probably have done it too.”

His heart skipped upward, lightened. He tossed the last few apricot halves into the large bowl. “Then you don’t blame me?”

She added sugar to the fruit. “Who else am I to blame, Jack?”

When she put it like that... “If you’ve the need in your heart to blame, then no one. There’s no one to blame but me.” A sapskull with a pile of stones before him, his hands covered in juice.

“I don’t know,” she said, and he drank in every flicker of emotion that crossed her features. “I hold you responsible for your actions. For the way you dropped me so quickly. But do I think it was the wrong choice? No, I don’t suppose I do.”

“Then you forgive me?” He was holding his breath.

“There’s a distance between don’t blame and forgive. I’m not ready to step across it yet.” She took a breath. “But if you’ve two weeks to give, I could use a kitchenmaid.”

He laughed.

She raised a brow.

“Oh. You’re serious? A kitchenmaid?”

“I’m serious,” she said, worry creeping into her tone. “I can’t take any more time like this, to talk with you and eat strawberries. I’m behindhand with today’s custards and sauces, and there’s a great dinner to prepare in two weeks’ time for all sorts of people who help fund the academy, and we’re short on staff since Katie left, and—”

He popped another strawberry in her mouth. “Don’t eat the leaves.”

She bit the red fruit from the top, still in mid-word, and questioned him with her big green eyes.

And because he’d never been able to deny her anything but his hand in marriage, he agreed.
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Chapter Two
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BEFORE SUNRISE THE next morning, Marianne was up and dressed and ready to work. She lit lamps in the kitchen, greeted the maids as they bustled through the servants’ hall, then entered the larder to retrieve the dough Sally had placed in the cool room the day before. The buns and loaves had risen slowly and were now beautifully puffed, ready to pop into the ovens and feed a hungry academy.

Still adjusting her cap and apron, Sally joined her a moment later and helped to carry the dough from the larder into the kitchen. Marianne then peered into the adjoining rooms to look for Jack, but in vain. 

She hadn’t spotted him upstairs in the servants’ attic quarters, either. Though, of course, he hadn’t moved into the academy upon accepting the temporary post as her kitchenmaid. Instead, he had the nicest lodging of any maid in England, keeping his room at an elegant hotel.

Maybe he was still there. Sleeping away the day, never planning to roll up his shirtsleeves and help with today’s meals.

Yet if he didn’t intend to return, why would he have come so far to see her? And bring her strawberries?

She couldn’t fathom. But she also couldn’t wait any longer. She had to leave now or risk missing the pick of today’s offerings at the butcher, the greengrocer, and the fishmonger. Just as she was setting aside her cap and cramming her everyday hat onto her head, Jack entered the kitchen with a small parcel in hand.

“Morning, Mrs. Redfern,” he said with a wink, and with entirely too much good cheer for a man who was going to peel vegetables all day. 

“Good morning,” she grumbled back, wishing for a cup of tea from the kettle she hadn’t yet heated. These mornings when she went for supplies were always a scramble. “What’s the parcel? You’ve been shopping at this hour?”

“No, I went shopping before this hour. You told me we’d have to rise early. Here, look what I got for you.”

He handed over the little package, pulling loose the twine as he did. When Marianne took it in her hands, the paper fell open to reveal a palm-sized section of honeycomb. Sunlight-gold honey dewed the intricate little hexagons. Each was a reservoir for the sweet liquid, each itself of pleasant-scented wax. 

The sight and smell of it tugged powerfully at her memory. When she brought the honeycomb to her nose to breathe in the scent, suddenly she was twenty years old again—back in Lincolnshire, wearing thick, long gloves and a hat with netting to protect her face. And she was laughing, telling the bees in her father’s hives that Jack Grahame had asked her to marry him. This was an old tradition, really more of a superstition. One had to tell the bees of any weddings to come, or they’d grieve at being left out of the celebration and might stop making honey.

But that marriage never happened. Instead, Jack’s father arranged his son’s wedding with the well-dowered daughter of a wealthy merchant. 

When the banns were called for Jack and Helena Wilcox, Marianne hadn’t bothered to tell the bees. Let them continue on, happy in their ignorance. 

They hadn’t stopped making honey, as far as she knew, but she hadn’t been around long enough to collect it. She’d thought she was protecting herself by leaving before the banns were called a second time. She had protected herself.

But she’d hurt herself too. There was so much she had missed by fleeing her home.

“Where did you get this honeycomb?” she asked.

Jack doffed his hat, looking pleased. “I persuaded a confectioner to open early.”

“Why?”

“I wanted to bring you some, because I was remembering the bees your father used to keep.”

So. He recalled those days too. “Why?”

Now he looked annoyed. “I don’t know, Marianne. Maybe because seeing you reminds me of the way we grew up, helping the beekeeper collect honey and wax, and it was a nice memory, and I wanted to share it with you.”

Yet all of that belonged firmly in the past. The Redfern land now belonged to the Grahames, sold by Marianne’s mother upon being widowed five years before. Jack’s father had been living then, and he’d snapped it up using the Wilcox money that had passed into his hands. 

There was no room for Marianne and Jack in that memory anymore, certainly not together.

“That’s not what I’m asking, really.” She bit her lip, wishing for a taste of sweetness. “Why...any of this? You came to London. You brought me strawberries.”

“And honeycomb,” he pointed out.

“I don’t understand why you’re here, Jack. I have a good post, and you have your life in Lincolnshire. If you just wanted to share a memory, why didn’t you send a letter?”

Seeming to think over his answer, he flipped his hat end over end. Fidget, fidget. “Because,” he decided, “I haven’t seen you for eight years, but for all the years before that, I saw you every day.”

The kitchen clock chimed the hour, reminding her of time rushing past. “After eight years without seeing me, it seems as if you could go on in the same way.”

“I probably could have, but I didn’t want to.” His gray eyes were merry. Why did he always look as if things were going his way? “Now that I’m here, maybe I’ll begin to pine for you. Be a devoted suitor and shower you with gifts. Would you be interested?”

The fiend. Did he know that was all she’d once wanted? 

Did she know what she wanted from him now? 

With one fingertip, she touched the delicate comb—then, in a rush, she folded over the heavy brown paper and set the parcel down on the worktable. “Don’t buy me any more presents.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s not right.”

He set his hat on the table beside the parcel, then stripped off his gloves. “You don’t like them?”

“I don’t know if I like them or not. It’s too confusing.”

His smile was crooked, not exactly happy. “I don’t mind confusing you, Marianne. That’s a step up from angering you, and isn’t that where we started?”

“I don’t know,” she blurted. “You’re confusing me.”

He poked through the paper and touched the discarded honeycomb with a gentle forefinger. Then he folded the brown paper over it, packing it away. Done, Marianne thought. He’d listen, and he’d stop now. 

Instead, he said, “Then I’ll keep right on.” Stepping closer, he cradled her face in his hands—and he kissed her.

Oh! She hadn’t been kissed for so long. At first, the sensation startled her. Her mouth was meant for tasting recipes, for hectoring grocers, for explaining her work to assistants. It had been so long since she’d used it for anything else, for pure pleasure unconnected with work, that she was clumsy. The touch of his lips was too intimate; it was impossible to resist. She moved forward, crushing into Jack, and pressed her mouth against his. As if eager for her, his lips parted, taking her deeper.

She remembered this feeling now, this taste. The sweetness of a loved one face-to-face. The velvet touch of a tongue and the heat of lips. His strong fingers holding her face as if he couldn’t bear for her to escape him again—

But she had. Had to. Did. Must. 

She was at work, and anyone could happen in and see them, and—and she was a cook now, and she had meat and vegetables to buy.

Her thoughts in a tumble, she drew back, catching her heel on the hem of her work dress and staggering. Hands outstretched, palms facing him, she recovered her balance and asked again, “Why?”

Blinking as if dazed, he asked, “Why not?”

She set her hat straight. Drove a pin through the brim into her thick coil of hair. “That’s the difference between us. I can’t afford to ask why not.”

He rubbed a hand over his chin, his mouth. “It’s just a kiss, Marianne.”

“Is it?” She swallowed.

Those gray eyes weren’t merry now. “No. It wasn’t just a kiss. But I thought if I said that, you might stop stumbling around and looking so worried and hurt.”

“I’m not hurt,” she said.

“And worried?”

She spoke slowly, as if reading out an unfamiliar recipe. “The only thing I’m worried about is missing all the choice grocery goods.”

“Really? That’s what’s bothering you?” He lifted a brow. 

“What else?” she said loftily, tying the strings of her bonnet, fighting the urge to lift her hand to her lips to see whether they felt as different without as they did within.

“If you say so, Mrs. Redfern.” He popped his fashionable hat back atop his head, then pulled on the kid gloves entirely unsuited to a kitchenmaid’s errands. “Lead on, and I’ll serve you as you like.”

***
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HE’D INTENDED IT IN a teasing way, but he soon learned that Marianne took his offer of assistance all too literally. She’d given him an enormous basket to carry, and after visiting a dry-goods grocer, it groaned and clinked with jars and tins. The march from there to the greengrocer’s seemed miles long as the basket dug into his arm and butted him in the leg.

Hitching it onto a different part of his forearm, he set his teeth. He’d have bruises all up and down his arms from the damned basket. Why had she had to get every spice in the world, and the bigger the container, the better?

“You’ve been picking heavy things on purpose,” he grumbled to Marianne, blithely unburdened at his side. 

Beneath the brim of her bonnet, her eyes squeezed with amusement. “Why, Jack, are you telling me that basket is too much for you?”

“No,” he lied, pride stung. “Only, I don’t understand why you couldn’t have these things sent to the academy along with the other food.”

“Because you’re here to carry them. And what a fine kitchenmaid you are.” Under straight dark brows, her eyes were large and full of humor.

“Ha,” he said flatly, settling the heavy affair of wicker more firmly in the crook of his elbow.

Any landowner worth the name had been up with the animals at some time, had got his hands dirty in every field at one time or another. But dawn on Jack’s rolling, quiet lands up north had left him wholly unprepared for an early morning in London’s bustling food markets. Every street was a jostling wall of people, the cries of hawkers mixing with the ding of shop bells and the babble of customers and food sellers. The sun was pale in a spring-morning sky, but already Jack was hot, and he was gritty-eyed from little sleep and wondering how the devil Marianne could move through these crowds all the time.

“You really do this every day?”

“Not every day.” She smiled. “Sometimes I make a list and send a footman. When I had an assistant and a proper kitchenmaid, I could send one of them.”

“You imply that I’m not a proper kitchenmaid.” He feigned distress. “So hurtful.”

“But accurate. If you knew your ingredients, you’d never have suggested that huge sugarloaf.”

“It’s a large academy. We need a lot of sugar.” 

“Yes, but the larger loaves of sugar are from the later boilings. They don’t cook or bake nearly so nicely as the first or second.”

“Sugar...boils?” Surely she was speaking some sort of foreign language only cooks understood. “But it’s solid.”

She laughed. “Give me those two weeks, and you’ll learn right enough how sugar boils. And gets made.” 

He eyed the basket into which several of the small, and apparently better, cone-shaped sugarloaves were nestled alongside expensive vanilla pods, fragrant cinnamon, and God only knew what else. “Fine, as long as I don’t have to shop with this cursed basket all the time.”

“Just this once, to give you the experience.” She slipped a hand onto his unladen arm. “Ah, here’s the greengrocer. Isn’t this nice? Getting out of the kitchen and into the city? Really, though it throws the day into a flurry, I enjoy the shopping. Picking out all the best for the young ladies and the teachers, keeping them fed and happy with the food I make. It’s part of their learning. Part of helping them become...whatever they’re going to become.”

He eyed her with some surprise. “What sort of academy is this, that you feed them so well and care so much?”

She looked embarrassed then, turning her gaze to the lettuces and becoming brisk. “Well. Everyone needs to eat, and it’s my job to feed them. Good morning, Mr. Haviland!” She greeted the greengrocer, a stocky, beetle-browed man with a pleasant smile and the cutthroat negotiating ability of a pirate. Jack had encountered this fellow the day before when he’d bought strawberries, little knowing he’d soon be back for more produce as an employee of the academy.

Informally. Voluntarily.

And, despite his present physical discomforts, not at all unhappily. 

Marianne was engaging in a spirited and fluent battle of prices with Haviland, finally shaking her head. “No, the lettuce is simply too dear. We’ll make do with—what could I cook?” She ticked on her fingers, thinking. “I’ll have the cabbages.”

Ugh. Cabbages. No. “Allow me to make up the difference, Marianne,” Jack offered. “Look—I know this man. I bought strawberries from him yesterday.” Haviland was beaming, remembering, probably, what an easy mark Jack had been. He couldn’t deny it. He’d got used to having money and to using it to save trouble.

Marianne looked at Jack repressively.

Oh. His informality. “Mrs. Redfern,” he corrected. “Ma’am.” 

Again, she shook her head. “No, don’t buy the lettuce at that price. It’s not that I can’t spend more of Mrs. Brodie’s money if I wish. The headmistress allows me free rein. But if I spend too much, I don’t enjoy working with the ingredients. If the cost is too dear, all the joy is gone.”

She turned back to the greengrocer, her cheeks pink with the pleasure of arguing. And Jack, holding her basket, reeled on his feet.

Not because of lettuce, or even cabbage. But because she was right: When the cost was too dear, there was no way to find joy. He and Helena had sold themselves, she for status and he for money. He’d loved someone else, and she had too.

The cost had been too dear. And when Lincolnshire had seen loss upon loss—Marianne’s father, the Redfern lands, Helena, his own father—Jack stopped counting the months to the end of mourning and began instead counting the months until he could get away. To Marianne, with whom he’d last been happy in that golden, glowing, honeycomb way.

“Forget the lettuce,” she concluded with a sniff. “Mr. Haviland, I’ll take the cabbages instead. Jack, by the time I’m done with them, you’ll swear they were tender spring greens.”

She tapped her chin with a fingertip. “How many do you suppose we could fit into that basket? I’ll need twenty-three for the academy meal, and for the servants’ dinner...hmm.”

“Wait. You make a whole separate dinner for the servants?”

Her brows drew together. “Of course I do. You don’t think the kitchenmaids dine on roasted lambs and new peas with shallots, do you?”

He resettled the basket, growing heavy again on his arm. “I rather hoped this kitchenmaid would.”

She elbowed him, grinning. “The meal will be as good as you help me make it. We’ll have colcannon, and you see if Mrs. Lavery doesn’t come into the kitchens for a serving of it.”

“Mrs. Lavery?” Jack didn’t recognize the name as one of the servants he’d met the day before.

“She’s the—” Biting her lip, she shot a glance at the greengrocer. “The art teacher, among other things. Family’s from Ireland. She made sure I’ve got the recipe just right.”

To the order of cabbages, she added onions as well, selecting them carefully as a wealthy lady might pick over the stones at Rundell and Bridge. After arranging to have the vegetables delivered to the academy, she rejected the leeks the greengrocer offered. “Good in colcannon, but not if they look dry as that. Nice try, Mr. Haviland.”

The man threw up his hands in seeming dismay, then bade a farewell so cheerful that it was clear he’d enjoyed the dickering as much as Marianne had. As they left the stands of fruit and vegetables, Jack was simply relieved not to have dozens of cabbages piled onto the clinking weight of the exotic ingredients in the basket.

“We’ll go to the butcher’s next,” Marianne said, pushing back into the thick of the crowd of shoppers. “And find a bit of bacon to go into the servants’ dinner, plus joints of beef for the young ladies.”

“One moment,” Jack said. “I’ve got to switch arms, since you’re using me instead of a farm wagon.” He shifted the basket, drawing it from his aching left forearm to the right and immediately felt pinioned.

It was then that he noticed the dip. If it had been subtle, he probably wouldn’t have, but this was a jostle against his side, a hand in his coat. 

He struggled to turn, fighting the press of several people moving past him at once. Who had done it? A boy? No, a grown man! That wiry balding fellow, just there. Jack saw the purse just before someone moved between them, blocking both his sight and path to the man.

“Stop! Thief!” Jack thrust the huge basket into Marianne’s arms, then gave chase. “Stop that bald man!” he called. “Thief!” Damn these crowds! Why was everyone in his way? Hadn’t they heard him? Seen the man running away with his purse?

Shoving and pushing, he finally got close enough to dive for his quarry. With a leap and a curse, he caught the man about the shoulders and tackled him down. 

“Lemme go! I didn’t do anything!” The wiry man struggled, caught Jack in the bruised forearm, and slipped from his grasp as Jack hissed in pain.

A neat booted foot stuck out—to trip the man, Jack thought with a flicker of hope, but no, it caught another fellow and sent him sprawling. The balding man darted away, looking over his shoulder furtively, as Jack turned to lambaste his would-be helper.

It was no well-meaning stranger who regarded him with grave green eyes.

“Marianne!” How had she run after him so quickly? He shook that off. “That’s not the thief!” The man she had tripped was larger and quite prosperous looking. Already, he was heaving himself upright, indignant and blustering.

Marianne moved closer to the man, saying something Jack couldn’t hear, and held out her hand. In a flash, it all changed. The proper gentleman’s face contorted, and he caught her about the throat and pulled her against his body with an arm like a vise. Jack’s heart, already hammering from the chase, skipped and stuttered. “No!” He lunged forward, ready to attack.

Then Marianne sank in a faint, poor thing, her knees buckling. Jack twisted to catch her—but no, she wasn’t collapsing as he’d thought. She’d got the man to loosen his hold, and she bent abruptly at the waist, flipping the much larger man over her body. Jack could only gape as the large man was somersaulted over Marianne, landing flat on his back on the pavement. With a single stride, Marianne went to the groaning man’s side and planted her foot gently on his throat. 

“Stay down,” she said coolly, “and don’t cause any more mischief. And give my kitchenmaid back what your accomplice stole from him.”

“Accomplice...?” Jack had no idea what was going on. How had Marianne flung a grown man over her head like that? And where was the man who had stolen Jack’s money?

A constable arrived on the scene and took charge of the prone man from Marianne. A search of his pockets revealed not only Jack’s purse, but several others—more than enough to haul him off, despite his protests that he’d never stolen a thing.

“He’ll be giving up his accomplice within five minutes.” Marianne dusted her hands on her skirts, then straightened her hat. All perfectly untroubled, seeming heedless of the curious crowd about. “All right, then, Jack? I have to go back and get my basket from Mr. Haviland. We’d best count all the jars to make sure he hasn’t helped himself.”

“How...” Jack shook his head. “I don’t understand. How did you know who had my purse? That wasn’t the man who stole it.”

“The dip was so clumsy. He couldn’t expect to get away with it unless he handed off the goods to someone else, and I saw him do it. If you’d caught the first fellow, he wouldn’t have so much as a stolen farthing on him.” Jack must have been staring, for she added, “It’s not so uncommon a scheme here in London. Especially on a busy street.”

Jack kept a hand to his purse—impressed, intrigued, and not a little intimidated. “And you deal with this every day.” As they retraced their steps to the greengrocer’s, he asked the more pressing question. “Where did you learn to flip a grown man over your head?”

“Well, it wasn’t over my head. But I learned it from Miss Carpenter. She teaches geometry and mathematics at the academy.”

He remembered her pause when she was describing the job of Mrs. Lavery, who apparently liked eating colcannon. “She teaches something else too, I’ll warrant.”

“Oh—perhaps. You did all right for someone who hasn’t had her instruction. You almost had that first fellow.”

Retrieving the basket from the bemused Mr. Haviland, Jack resettled it on his arm. For the second time, he asked, “What sort of academy is this?”

Marianne grinned at him. “Maybe this evening, you’d like to find out.”
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Chapter Three
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JACK HAD LOOKED FORWARD to one of Miss Carpenter’s lessons that evening. It would be interesting, he thought, to learn her methods for flipping grown humans over one’s head.

Interesting? That was putting the matter mildly.

Within three minutes of entering the ballroom for the lesson, Jack had seen enough to realize Marianne had let that thief’s accomplice off easy by only tossing him to the pavement. 

Within another two minutes, Jack had been volunteered—though not precisely voluntarily—to play the part of an attacker toward Marianne, and he himself had been heaved through the air and onto a sawdust-stuffed mat that wasn’t nearly thick enough.

“One can use the human body as a l-lever to move much larger masses,” explained Miss Carpenter, a square-shouldered, freckled young woman with red-blond hair and a deceptively sweet face. “A-as the Greek scientist Archimedes is thought to have said, ‘Give me a lever long enough and a place to stand and I can move the earth.’ But in Greek, of course.”

She regarded Jack, still prone on the floor, with approval. “G-good, Mr. G-grahame. You l-landed just r-right.” Her stammer came and went, present when addressing Jack but almost absent when speaking to the others in the room, whom she clearly knew well. 

Besides Jack and Marianne, six others were present for the lesson. Jack recognized one as the art teacher, Mrs. Lavery, who’d inspired the colcannon the servants had enjoyed for their evening meal. The teacher of history and geography was there too, a pretty widow named Mrs. Chalmers who had light brown skin and alarmingly intelligent eyes. 

Also present were two students who were almost grown and preparing to become teachers themselves and a pair of footmen who looked visibly relieved that Jack had joined the group tonight. Miss Carpenter had introduced them as her assistants. Jack guessed they usually played the part of attackers being slammed to earth, or otherwise having the large masses of their human bodies used as levers against their own safety.

Jack groaned and stood, rubbing his shoulder. “It didn’t feel like I landed well. Mrs. Redfern heaved me like a sack of cabbages.”

Marianne beamed at him.

“You w-weren’t hurt,” said Miss Carpenter. “N-not r-really. Kn-knowing how to fall is as important as kn-knowing how to get away.”

“Or attack,” he grumbled. Yet he felt lifted by the response, as if he’d somersaulted over Marianne’s head with skill rather than landing by ungraceful chance.

Miss Carpenter then broke the group into pairs to practice holds and escapes, settling one of the footmen with each of the students and the two other teachers with each other. As this left Jack with Marianne, he stood by her side and murmured in her ear, “Turnabout is fair play. I’ll have you on your back in a minute.”

She choked, covering a laugh. “Presumptuous, aren’t you?”

Jack realized how his words had sounded. “Hm. More like loose-tongued. No, that’s not any better, is it? You’re still laughing.”

She pressed a hand to her mouth and nodded.

He folded his arms, but completely failed at sternness. “Fine, then. Laugh. I’m a man with manly urges, and I’m not ashamed of it.” 

After he’d kissed her earlier, he’d thought about it all day, since chopping cabbage didn’t prevent a man’s mind from roaming. She’d liked the kiss; she’d deepened the kiss. And then her clever, organized mind had cleared its throat and interrupted them, and she’d been all business again.

But throughout the day, he’d caught her looking at him. Confused, as she’d said, and sometimes biting her lip. Remembering the kiss, or the taste of strawberries, or the honeycomb he’d found carefully wrapped and hidden behind the new sugarloaves in the pantry.

Maybe he wasn’t the only one with urges.

Marianne pivoted to face him, a foot of space between them on the mat. “Your manly urges didn’t keep you from being thrown like a—how did you put it? A sack of cabbages?”

All right, maybe he was the only one with urges. “Do your worst, Cook. I’ve handled more cabbages today than you, and I’m not a bit afraid.”

“You were going to have me on my back, I think you said. Would you like to try it?”

Through the wide windows, the sky still held the final shreds of daylight, while branches of candles kept their corner of the ballroom glowing warm and welcoming. Oh, she looked saucy, her eyes shining and hair glinting auburn in the candlelight. She still wore her faded work dress from the day, but her hair was plaited now and pinned into a coronet about her head. It looked playful yet regal, and if she didn’t stop laughing, he just might pluck out those pins and give reality to his promise.

“I’ll not only try it,” he said, “I’ll make it happen.”

He scrutinized the other pairs for clues, soon understanding why the footmen were willing to allow themselves to be flung about. Miss Carpenter was settling the hands of one of the students on a footman’s wrist, instructing the young woman to tug the man’s arm forward. As the student obliged, putting pressure on the man’s elbow joint, his expression looked anything but discomfited. It was half an embrace, the lucky fellow.

As Miss Carpenter moved along to the next pair, demonstrating the lunge and tug, Marianne faced Jack. 

“You’re watching what they do? Let’s give a different move a try. Come at me as if you’d like to kick me in the midsection.”

Jack regarded her doubtfully. “I like your midsection. I don’t want to kick it.”

“If I’ve learned my lesson from Miss Carpenter, you won’t even come close.” She looked about. “Here, we’d better stand over one of the mats.”

Dubious still, Jack stepped back. Then he strode forward, one great step and another, and turned on the ball of his foot to kick out sideways toward Marianne. 

Though he’d expected some skullduggery, he hadn’t foreseen her quick movement. She seized him about the leg in a tight embrace. Thus pinned—though not unhappily—he struggled to keep his balance. “You’ve made your point,” he said. “You’re strong and clever. Now let go. I look like a ballerina.”

Over the line of his leg, her frank eyes met his. “I’m sorry about this,” she said. A second later, a kick to his standing foot knocked that leg out from under him, sending him to the mat flat on his face. 

Only then did she let go of his leg. As he groaned, stunned, she crouched next to him. “All right?”

“You’re a terrible human being.”

“I did apologize,” she pointed out. “But wasn’t it clever? You could use the same tricks if anyone ever attacks you.”

“No one would ever attack me in Lincolnshire. And the only person who attacks me in London is you.” Settling his hands under himself, he pushed up into a plank, then slid his feet beneath him and stood. 

Miss Carpenter stopped beside them then. “Another good f-fall, Mr. Grahame.” She looked to Marianne. “A-are you comfortable trying the throat grab?”

“Throat grab?” Jack’s brows shot up. “No. I’m not comfortable trying the throat grab. No one grabs my throat.”

“It works the other way. With you grabbing me.” Marianne’s cheeks went pink. “Jack, take hold of me as if you want to throttle me.”

With a knowing smile—just what did she think she knew?—Miss Carpenter moved off to work with another pair. And Jack faced Marianne, less than an arm’s length away. 

He stepped closer. “You said ‘as if I want to throttle you.’ Taking it for granted that I don’t, after what you’ve put me through?”

“You said you wanted to see what sort of academy this is.” Her eyes were fathomless, lovely. “And I’ve hurt you only today, and only your pride.”

Which meant, he supposed, that he had hurt her far more over the years. It must have seemed to her, gone from Lincolnshire and knowing his life only through vague rumor, that he’d got everything he wanted and moved along from her.

Secondhand news never got the details right. Sometimes he hadn’t known what to make of his own life, and he was the one steeped in it.

He stepped forward and set one hand to each side of her neck, cradling it in a gentle collar. Her skin was smooth and warm; he stroked it with the pad of his thumb, up and down, until her head tipped to one side to allow him greater range of motion.

“I’m throttling you,” he said quietly. “What do I do now?”

She blinked slowly. “Ah...now I take hold of you.” She grabbed his arms above the elbows and pulled him tightly against her body.

“Dear me,” Jack said thickly. “Which of us is attacking which?”

“Now...now we lie on the floor.” She was still blushing. 

“You mean I get you on your back.” He knew he was smirking.

“I mean I pull you to the floor.” She leaned backward, taking them down in a swift tangle of limbs. 

For once, it didn’t hurt to fall—or maybe the aches merely faded in the face of arousal. His hands were still on her neck, and he slid them to her collarbone, to the lovely sliver of uncovered skin above the bodice of her dress. She clutched him about the arms, preventing him from freeing himself—as if he’d be fool enough to want to when he lay over her like a lover in bed. Just a fraction, he dipped his head, and when her lids fluttered shut and lips parted, he decided fighting was his new favorite subject.

Another inch, and he’d claim her mouth, and then he would—

“No, n-no. That’s not it at all, Mr. Grahame. Mrs. Redfern. James, come here.”

Jack’s head snapped up. Marianne’s eyes snapped open. With what probably seemed like suspicious speed, they untangled themselves and scooted away from each other on the mat.

Miss Carpenter was the one who had spoken. Reluctantly, one of the footmen shuffled away from his pliant, smiling partner and toward the instructor. 

Once Jack and Marianne moved aside, this pair took up places on the mat. What followed was the throat grab and arm grasp, a sudden yank back, and some sort of collapsing somersault on the part of the teacher, and the unfortunate flip of James, heels over head, to land on his back.

The young teacher bounced to her feet, then extended a hand to her partner and heaved him upright. “See the difference? Y-you need to fold at the w-waist, Mrs. Redfern, and place a foot at his m-middle. Make a spring of your body to propel him into the air.”

“Don’t listen to her. Don’t fold at the waist,” Jack murmured into Marianne’s ear as they sat at the edge of the mat. “Don’t place a foot in his middle and propel him into the air. Let him lie on top of you instead.”

She snorted. “That wouldn’t be much of a defense, would it?”

“And why would you defend against me?”

“Many reasons,” she said with a sigh.

That didn’t sound like a bad thing, but he stood and offered Marianne a hand to help her up. Instead of rising to her feet, she took hold of his hand, then his arm at the elbow, and pulled him down again. One of her feet came up to catch his belly, not as a kick but as balance, and instead of his body flipping over hers, they again collapsed in a heap.

“N-not quite how I meant it,” said Miss Carpenter. 

But if their instructor said anything else, Jack didn’t notice as he looked into Marianne’s face. He noticed only the swiftness of Marianne’s breathing, the wicked curl of her lips. The softness of her breasts beneath his chest and the length of her limbs entangled with his.

And she thought she had to defend against him.

“Had we best be done with today’s lesson?” he asked, addressing his words not to Miss Carpenter, but to the lovely woman who had tugged his body against hers.

“I think we had, yes,” Marianne replied, a hitch in her voice.

That was that. And a wise thing, too. Regretfully, slowly, Jack levered himself up from their prone position and helped Marianne upright. After he thanked Miss Carpenter for her instruction and bade good night to the others, he and Marianne exited the ballroom. “I’d best be off to my hotel, so I can be ready to work at first light.”

She didn’t quite look at him. “Not yet. There is more work I need of you here. Tonight.”

“Truly? There cannot be a vegetable in London left unchopped.”

Still, she didn’t look at him, and the candles in the corridor sconces left her face in shadow. “It’s not chopping vegetables I have in mind.”

Oh. Oh. He thought he understood her meaning, but decided to toy with her a bit. “Indeed? Could you be more specific?”

“Come on, Jack,” she said with some impatience. “I know you liked lying on top of me. I—could tell.”

“Of course I liked lying on top of you. Remember? Manly urges.”

“Are you still having them? The manly urges?”

She tipped her face to look up at him, and he couldn’t be flippant anymore. Not with her eyes on him, so beautifully familiar in shape, so vulnerable and seeking. They’d grown apart; she was offering them a chance to be together again.

Even if he hadn’t had manly urges—which, by God, he did—he’d be a fool to say no.

“For you?” he replied, smoothing back a wisp of her dark hair, loving the feel of her, real, here. “Always. Forever.”

She laced her fingers with his, then, and pulled him through quiet corridors and through the door that separated the main part of the academy from the servants’ quarters below. They descended the narrow steps to the basement kitchens, silent under the weight of wanting that filled the space between them. Every stride was too short to cover the distance remaining; every breath was too long to wait to touch her more.

When they reached the kitchens, still and empty for the night, Jack was following her blindly, his eyes wide against the pressing darkness. His footsteps rang heavily on the flagstone floor, obvious and blundering. Marianne guided him through the warren of small rooms, through a doorway, then closed it behind her. She struck a flint and tinder, then lit a lamp to reveal a tiny chamber beside the butler’s pantry.

“What room is this?” Jack asked, eyeing the simple bed, the screen, the washstand on which Marianne had replaced the lamp.

“It’s mine,” Marianne replied. “I’ve this chamber, and the housekeeper and butler have a great large room at the other end of the basement. The other servants are up in the attics.”

“This is where you live?” Curious, Jack studied the space. There was nothing to show this room belonged to Marianne, or indeed to any particular person. Besides the clothes hanging on hooks behind the screen, it might have been a bare chamber left unused.

“No. The kitchen is where I live. This is where I sleep.” She reached her hands out to him. “And where we can...”

“Ah. You want me to slake my manly urges with you,” he said lightly, though the sight of the room troubled him. She was a gentleman’s daughter, and she lived with almost nothing. Was she at the edge of poverty? What would happen to her if she couldn’t work anymore?

Questions he’d never thought to ask until he’d realized his family had no more money. Questions he felt compelled to resolve now that his finances were secure. 

“Come with me to my hotel room,” he offered. “There’s a feather bed, with more than enough room for you to stay the night, and—”

“Jack. No.” She lifted a hand, laid it gently over his lips. “This is where I live. It’s where I belong now.” She gestured broadly, encompassing the servants’ quarters as a whole. “If you want to be with me, be with me here.”

He pressed a kiss to her hand, then pulled it from his face. Taking her into his arms, he replied, “I want to be with you.”

So he was. And after much undressing, and kissing, and caresses and laughter and a pleasure almost shattering, he had to admit that there was nothing at all wrong with a narrow bed in a plain room, as long as one shared it with the right person.

In a tangle of limbs, they fell asleep.
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Chapter Four
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MARIANNE AWOKE WHEN the lamp guttered out, her eyes snapping open in the darkness. Without lamplight, it was always dark in this windowless room, but she’d a good internal clock, and she knew it wasn’t yet time to awake for the day.

Who was she fooling? Not only the sudden fall of darkness had awoken her. The press of Jack’s warm, lean body against hers—almost nudging her off the edge of the bed—had unsettled her sleep too. The sensitive space between her legs, the tingle of her skin where he’d touched it—these things had pervaded her dreams and made her wakeful, wistful.

“Marianne,” he said quietly, and his arm came around her to settle beneath her bare breasts.

“The lamp went out,” she whispered. “It woke me, but I’ll drift off again.”

“I want to tell you some things,” he replied, “and it’ll be easier in the dark.”

She wiggled under his arm, apprehensive. “Bad things?”

“No. Just...old things. Honest things.”

“All right. I can listen to old and honest things.” She rolled toward him on the bed. Though she couldn’t see his face, she knew it to be close. His arm cradled her, tugged her against his body so her nipples brushed his chest.

“When I was twenty-one, twenty-two...before you went away,” he began, “I had nothing to offer but the circumstances of my birth. My maleness. Connected to that were the responsibilities of my father’s land, the tenants my grandfather and his father had placed there, and all the generations of tradition before that.” 

“I always thought you had more to offer than that.” She rocked her torso, liking the feeling of his chest hair against her breasts.

He didn’t seem to notice; he must have been deep in thought indeed. “My father arranged the marriage with Helena Wilcox so I could safeguard them all. I felt cheap for doing it, yet it helped so many. Two of my sisters have married well, and all three of them found love. I have nieces and nephews. The tenants’ cottages are in good repair, the land is healthy, and the crops have been more than fair.”

If he’d sounded proud, she would have thought him boasting. But he didn’t sound happy at all. “Why are you telling me all this?” she asked. “I don’t care. That is—I do. I’m glad for those people. But it’s no part of my life, and I never thought it would be.”

“Exactly.” His breath tickled her ear, making a wisp of hair dance. “You agreed to marry me without thinking of what it would mean in the years ahead. You agreed only because you liked me.”

“I loved you,” she said faintly. Not knowing whether she ought to speak the phrase in the past tense, or the present.

“My father didn’t understand that. He didn’t marry for love. Not that he was a bad man; he was a responsible landowner and respectful husband and dutiful father. But—it didn’t matter to him that I loved you. Not compared to making a marriage that would help our family in the present and future.”

“This might be too honest for me.” Marianne pushed against his chest, putting space between them. “I don’t want to hear that I weighed too little against your father’s wishes. I already know that. I lived it.”

He trailed his fingers lightly over her shoulder, her ribs, letting his hand rest at her waist. “Then I haven’t explained it well. I could have turned my back on him for you, and had it only been a matter of his will, I would have. But it was tenants. Livelihoods. The future. Hungry bellies and hopeful eyes.

“If it were only up to me,” he added, “the scale would never balance against you. Not then, not now, not ever.”

His hand on her waist was a weight, making it hard for her to draw breath. “But it’s not only up to you.”

“Not then, not now, not ever.” His tone was quiet. “But the hope’s now in my eyes, and the scale is yours to balance, Marianne. I’ve seen everyone else taken care of but you. And me.”

“I don’t expect or want you to take care of me.” After his low tone, she sounded harsh.

He hesitated. “I know you don’t need it.” Then his hand stroked Marianne’s side again. Quick trailing fingertips, halting movements. “My marriage wasn’t really anything of the sort. Helena—she loved my sister Viola. Not me. And Viola loved her in return.”

This was unexpected news. “Your wife...loved your sister?” Marianne had always assumed Helena Wilcox, pretty and rich and kind, had given her heart to Jack. Who wouldn’t? And of course, living as man and wife, he would have come to love her in return.

“Her love for Viola is why Helena agreed to marry me.” His hand went still, the palm flat and heated on her side. “I thought you might suspect, when after Helena’s death, you addressed letters of condolence to my mother and sister.”

“I did that to show how proper I was. That as a spinster, I wouldn’t write to a man.” Her thoughts were in a jumble, as if she were trying to sort out parts of two different recipes and combine them into one. But how did this fit—? And did that mean—?

“You were so proper that I completely misunderstood,” Jack said dryly.

“That’s half the purpose of manners.”

“Maybe so.” Jack chuckled. “We had separate chambers, Helena and I, from the moment of the wedding. Her chamber was...much closer to my sister’s than it was to mine. Both women were happier that way.”

“Oh,” was all Marianne could say. There had been a great deal to balance against the possibility of her marriage to Jack. Even more than she’d realized.

“When Helena died,” Jack said, “Viola grieved her as a spouse. I grieved the loss of a friend who had done me a great kindness.”

“Bringing all that money to your marriage,” Marianne said. Money, money, money. She usually wanted to punch down dough when she thought of it. Now she didn’t know what she wanted.

“Yes,” he said simply. “And along with her, I grieved the end of my marriage. Though it was in name only, I’d changed my whole life for it. What was I to do now?”

She rested a hand on his face, wanting to feel each nuance of movement, of expression. “You’d money enough to do whatever you wanted.”

“So I did.” He smiled, cheek and lips moving under her touch. “So I did.”

She half expected him to say he’d come tearing after her at once, though she knew it wasn’t true. He’d been widowed for a proper two years now. “What did you do with all the time since?” she finally asked.

“Amidst the conventions of mourning, I made myself the sort of man I’d always wanted to be. I learned languages. I studied drainage to improve my land. I made my body strong with fencing and running. I read history and mathematics. I visited the ailing and needy. I went to church every week. It was only then I realized that, worthy though my pursuits were, I was only filling time. I wasn’t happy myself. I felt nothing but duty and the savorless pleasure of obligations fulfilled. I missed feeling more.”

“Oh.” Should she say more? She didn’t know what it should be, yet there was clearly more to say.

“That’s when I came here to see you.”

“Oh,” she said again, softened. She traced the shape of his features, his jaw, the line of his ear. There was much she needed to learn about him, and to relearn.

“I can speak to you in Italian or French or German, or even Latin,” he said dryly. “I can check the drainage around the house or convert your recipes into large quantities and take beef tea to a sick student.”

She laughed. “You forgot to say anything about church or fencing.” She laced her fingers into the short silk of his hair. “It’s all still things, Jack. And,” she couldn’t resist adding, “what I most need now is a man who can chop four dozen cabbages without nicking his thumb.”

“Ah, well. You can’t blame me for trying to impress you, can you? Though I studied all the wrong things for that. Should have practiced with a knife and a basket of vegetables every once in a while.”

“You impress me more when you don’t try.” She was glad now for the darkness, not wanting him to see the blush that heated her cheeks.

He turned his head, pressing his face into her palm, then rested on the pillow again. “You impress me. The end. When I saw you, you looked different, but I knew you at once.”

“How am I different?”

“You are...” He trailed off, evidently thinking over his response. Wise man. “More. More grown-up, more beautiful, more strong and determined.”

Within, she melted. She was all syrups and honeys and glazes, sweet and pliant. She couldn’t bring a bit of sauce to her tongue as she asked quietly, “And did you feel something?”

“Yes. I felt,” he said simply.

They lay together in silence for a half-dozen heartbeats. A dozen, then another. It would never be enough heartbeats, and anything she said would not be enough either.

“I don’t worry about money anymore.” Jack’s hand slid from her side, trailed up, covered her heart. “What I worry about now is never being as happy as Helena was with my sister.”

“Do you expect me to make you happy?”

“I rather hoped we could make each other happy. We did once.”

They had, when they’d thought they had forever. But what did they have now? Another hour? A night? A fortnight, or however long he chose to stay in London?

She didn’t want to ask; she didn’t want the answer. So she asked something else instead. “Then you were never...you know. With Helena? Like this?”

“I never was,” Jack confirmed. “Since you.”

She drew his hand from her heart to cover her breast. “Then we’d better do it again,” she said. Before morning came and washed away the intimacy of the night.

The first time he’d come into her, she’d given him her body. This second time, she let herself fall in love again. He was everywhere: her body, her mind, her heart. And though he moved atop her, with her, she felt lighter.

In the morning he was still there. He’d kept her in his arms throughout the night.

He had chosen her; he had stayed with her. 

And so she forgave him at last.
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Chapter Five
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FOR THE NEXT SEVERAL days, Marianne put Jack to work in earnest as a kitchenmaid, helping Sally with tasks for the day’s meals while Marianne worked ahead for the Donor Dinner. The whole academy staff thought of it in capital letters now, this looming feast for wealthy patrons that included an exhibition of student talents. There was little over a week to go and so much to prepare and plan.

The orders were placed for peas and mushrooms on the day of the dinner; the peas would be made into a soup, the mushrooms into a fricassee with meat of crab. Mushrooms would also serve as the side to a dish of salmon, served whole save for the head. The fishmonger was on alert, as was the dairymaid who provided cream and butter. Two days ahead, fresh-killed pheasant would be hung and singed, and the hares were already hanging in the meat safe, all the better for a bit of aging before they were jugged in wine. Oh! The wines... Marianne would have to ask Hobbes to decide the wines for each course and remove. The old butler had enough knowledge to fill a vineyard, as well as the poker-stiff bearing that impressed the beau monde even more than being served the proper wine at the proper time.

So little could be done ahead compared to what must be done the day before or day of. But the more Marianne planned, the easier the day’s tasks would be. And the more she planned, the less she felt she’d be caught unawares; the less she worried about being left, startled, inadequate. 

Of being unable to balance the scales. Of not being the right choice for the task.

If Jack knew she still worried about that, he didn’t let on. He was cheerful with every day’s work, as if he’d never wanted to be anywhere else, and never would, but this hot and hectic kitchen. From his seat at the end of the worktable, he peeled new carrots and trimmed asparagus, chopped new potatoes and grated the woody last of the year’s parsnips. He listened as Marianne instructed Sally about the day’s recipes: which seasonings work together, how to use less-than-perfect ingredients—such as those woody parsnips, which had come cheap and could be saved by boiling them, then frying them into crispy thin cakes.

“A cook has to improvise and substitute all the time,” Marianne told Sally, remembering the apricot tarts of the day Jack had arrived—not only an improvised recipe, but an improvised kitchenmaid. “Sometimes it works out far better than the original plan.”

She looked over at the end of the table. As if feeling her gaze, Jack looked up and winked, then returned to peeling and chopping onions. His short-cropped hair was uncovered, and though he’d taken off his coat, he was still unsuitably fine for kitchen tasks. But he rolled up his shirtsleeves with the confidence of a man who knew his arms looked well—and that he could simply buy other clothing if these were stained or damaged.

Marianne looked ruefully at her work dress, faded from blue to gray. Cut loose and comfortable, the fabric worn soft and thin from many washings. It was just right for what she had to do, yet it felt like not enough. And that feeling came from within herself, she knew, so she tried to quash it. To Jack, she was enough. He had come here; he had told her so; he had taken her in his arms. Several nights now, he’d come to her, though after the first, he had left after their lovemaking to return to his hotel. He couldn’t be seen in the same clothing for days on end, he’d pointed out, which was sensible.

She knew that, yet she ached when he left her. She ached a bit now, looking at him across the room. Still not quite believing that he was content to clean vegetables all day just to be near her, and not able to cease wondering, For how long?

Somehow, working with onions never made him teary or sniffling; he looked as if he were tackling another of those accomplishments with which he’d filled his life before coming to London. Learn to fence. Master another language. Don an apron and become indispensable as kitchenmaid in a rather exceptional academy.

Don anything or strip off everything and become indispensable to Marianne. Full stop.

She cleared her throat, then turned back to Sally. “Another issue to consider: You might not always cook at the academy. Here, we feed a huge number, but we do it as we see fit. In an elegant household, the master or mistress could give you a menu, no matter how unreasonable, and you have to make it happen. If the mistress asks for parsnips in July, how can you make her happy with both you and the food you serve?”

Sally groaned. “As if parsnips aren’t bad enough in May. Whatever was left in July would be all string and rot.”

“So use a little—a very little—of what you can find, to obey your mistress. And make up the bulk of the recipe with...?” Marianne prompted, even as her mind whirled to answer the question. It would be a pleasant challenge. Parsley root was sometimes available in summer and would have a similar appearance. With a bit of treacle, it would work, maybe, though the root’s flavor would be strong. Or a combination of—

“Apple and potato,” Sally decided. “To get the creaminess and sweetness. If the lady wanted them in a mash. If she wanted them buttered and whole, I might as well resign my post.”

Marianne laughed. “Very good! Not the plan to resign, but the alternative to parsnips. That would do quite well. You’ve come far, Sally—even if you are much too kind to the kitchenmaid.”

Both Jack and Sally chuckled, then returned to their work. Sally was arranging sliced potatoes in an attractive pattern in the bottom of a giant pan, to then be covered with sliced onion from Jack. More potatoes, then a sauce Marianne would whisk together of egg and milk and butter and cheddar, and the lot would bake for the academy dinner along with the loins of pork already roasting.

As the other two worked, Marianne spread the plan of the table for the Donor Dinner before her. It grew in size and elegance each year, a testimony to the success of the academy. Now she would need to feed dozens of the elite, wanting only the best. Two courses, the first with a remove for soup, and a dessert. Each course must be arranged in a particular way, with center and side dishes in a harmony for appearance and taste...

She sketched an arrangement lightly with a pencil, considered, and added a few notes to her plan.

Then Jack started humming.

“Stop humming,” Marianne said without looking up. “Just chop.”

“It’s too quiet.”

Now she did look up, a protest on her lips. Too quiet? With the servants talking in their dining hall? With Evans rattling the coal scuttle? With Sally sliding metal pans over the table and pots rattling on their shelves when someone walked by?

She remembered this about him, how he liked always to be at the center of attention. Not to draw it to himself, but to soak in it.

“Fine,” she said. “Talk if you must. But no humming.”

“’Scuse me, mum, but I’ll get the cheese and butter for the sauce,” Sally said. “We’ll be needing it soon.”

The sauce. Today’s meal. Right. Marianne tossed down the pencil and rubbed at her temples, drawing herself back to today’s plans. “Cheese and butter,” she said. “Thank you. Milk too, and fresh eggs, and the flour.” Sometimes a sauce needed thickening, and adding flour was one of the simplest ways to correct the texture.

Sally bustled off, and Jack spoke up. “I’d rather listen than talk, if you’re in the mood.”

Marianne’s eyes popped open. “Words every woman longs to hear, unless she’s got a meal to prepare.”

“You don’t have anything to do until Sally gets back.” Those merry gray eyes, those wicked gray eyes.

“All right, Mr. Grahame.” She stressed the surname, then rested her weight on the corner of the table at his side. “For perhaps four minutes, I am at my leisure.”

He popped to his feet, pressed a quick kiss to her lips, then sat again and resumed peeling the papery skin off an onion. All before she had even finished gasping her surprise.

“Why did you never come back to Lincolnshire?” he asked.

She picked up an onion skin, folding and crumpling it between her fingertips. “Too proud,” she admitted. “Unless I could return in triumph, I planned never to go back at all.”

He nodded at the scattered makings on the worktable—the plan for the Donor Dinner, the pan of sliced potatoes. “Look at what you bring together every day. Isn’t that a triumph?”

She smiled. “That’s not a...” Then she paused. “It is, isn’t it? It’s not the sort of triumph I was thinking of, but yes. It’s a triumph.”

Jack sliced a bad spot out of an onion. “You were thinking of the sort of triumph one reads about in novels, weren’t you? With a husband who adores you and gems all over?”

“Right,” she agreed. Though hadn’t she always liked strawberries more than gems? “Right,” she reassured herself. Because if she’d had enough all this time, and she could have gone home to her remaining family whenever she missed them...

She blinked, her eyes teary. “Onions are getting to me.” As she moved away from Jack, she added, “My life is in London.”

Jack shrugged. “Sure it is, part of it.”

“All of it,” she said firmly, though she felt as wobbly as an underdone blancmange.

“You know, when your father died and your mother sold the Redfern lands to my father, all that money went to set up an income for your mother and dowries for her daughters.”

“I know.” Marianne’s two younger sisters were three and six years her junior. They had both married as they wished, thanks to the freedom of money. Money, money, money.

She was still holding the onion skin. She crumpled it and threw it to the floor.

“All three daughters,” Jack said. “Not only your sisters.”

“I know,” she said again, though she’d hardly thought of it since receiving the news five years before. “But I can’t make use of a dowry.”

He nodded as if this made perfect sense, to turn away from thousands of pounds—though he’d never done it himself. “Your mother has it now. She lives in the dower house on my property with my mother. They were always friends, you recall.”

This was the strangest bit of the conversation of all—him speaking of her mother and his in eternal tête-à-tête. How much had passed between the old friends since Marianne had left Lincolnshire? Was her mother’s hair still graying brown, or had it gone white? Did she still refrain from taking the sugar in her tea that she loved but had declined while Marianne’s father, kind but ascetic, was alive?

Marianne’s thoughts always came back to food now. Surely that was a sign she was where she ought to be.

When Sally returned, arms full of the ingredients for the cheese sauce, Marianne was not sorry to turn to the stove. To the work she knew and understood as she did nothing else.

***
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OCCASIONALLY, SHE PEEKED into the refectory as the young ladies took their dinner. She did so today, reminding herself that she was where she belonged: in the kitchen, as a cook.

She could have existed always apart from the upstairs, never seeing the young ladies or knowing whether they enjoyed the work of the kitchens. But she liked seeing them, liked knowing most of them bolted their food with healthy young appetites and took second helpings. The understandable hunger that a girl in her teens developed after racking her brain all day overlaid even the lessons in deportment and manners.

Before taking their food, the girls always said their prayers, then a chant, sort of a school motto, though Marianne had never seen it anywhere official. 

I am an exceptional young lady. I deserve the best and am prepared for the worst. Whatever comes my way, I am equal to the task. I know that I am never alone, because my teachers and sisters will always watch out for me as I watch out for them.

They all wore the same outfit, a pretty if simple gown of a medium blue color that was almost universally flattering, but they were hardly birds of a feather. The young ladies were any age from eight to twenty, magpies and peacocks and sparrows and ravens. Some sang, some imitated, some flaunted. Some eyed their surroundings, biding.

All eating, though, and with relish.

And Marianne felt lonely as she watched them dine. She’d never gone away to school. But once, thus, she had sat with her sisters, and they had been so different, but all belonged together.

It had been too long since she’d written to them. Both well-dowered due to the sale of the family lands, they’d married—she assumed happily—and had some children. She’d never met them, but the news was good. It was good enough.

She hadn’t noticed the empty seat at the head of the table until a woman’s voice sounded at her side. “Mrs. Redfern. Come and speak with me in my office.”

Faintly Welsh-accented and not to be gainsaid, this was the unmistakable tone of the headmistress.

Unworried but puzzled, Marianne eased shut the servants’ door and followed her employer up the back stairs, then out into a wide and bright corridor along which Mrs. Brodie’s office was located. As the older woman eased behind her desk, covered with tidy stacks of correspondence and other administrative papers, Marianne stood with hands folded neatly behind her back. 

A small woman in her middle forties giving an impression of great strength, the headmistress was dressed all in black. Her hair, black too, though shot with gray, was severely pinned back from a face that would never not be beautiful. 

When she settled a few papers, she looked up at Marianne. “Sit, sit. If you wish. I need to discuss a few items related to the...” She smiled. “Donor Dinner, I believe the staff are calling it?”

Marianne returned the headmistress’s smile as she sat in the indicated chair. “Quickest way of reminding ourselves what we’re all working for.”

There was much more to the event than the food, though that was Marianne’s only concern. But she knew that the older students would be exhibiting their more conventional talents, with needlework and artwork on display, with recitations in French and English, with sentences parsed and history recited. The food was the backdrop; the girls were the performers. And all of it was to convince well-meaning, deep-pocketed sorts that Mrs. Brodie’s Academy was worth funding.

Mrs. Brodie jotted notes on a slip of foolscap that she slid across the desk to her. Certain wines to be served before dinner, along with the first of the exhibitions. This would require an adjustment to the wines served during dinner, which would in turn require a different order of dishes in the courses. Marianne nodded, understanding, already imagining the switch and slide of roasts and sides in her plan for the first course.

This office was another place she belonged, and her employer’s trust in her was proof. And because of that, she’d do anything in her power—and maybe a little beyond—to make this dinner a success.

She’d been hired eight years before not because she was right for the post, but because she was desperate and admitted it. Upon leaving Lincolnshire, she had tried to find work elsewhere in London, only to realize she had no useful skills. She had stopped at Mrs. Brodie’s Academy because of the gilded plate on the front of the building denoting the name of the place. Run by a woman, she’d thought. More likely to be safe; less likely to have leering eyes and pinching hands. 

Carrying a valise and dressed in her last clean gown, her last pair of clean gloves, and her best hat, she’d rung the front bell, bold as anything. “I have an appointment with the headmistress.”

The butler looked at her doubtfully. “Your name?”

Her mind reeled. Should she make something up? She could think of no falsity that would make her more likely to gain an appointment. Mrs. Brodie would never believe she was Princess Charlotte.

“Miss Redfern,” she said crisply and honestly. And when she was ushered into the headmistress’s office, to her surprise, delight, and simultaneous terror, the honesty continued.

Behind the big desk sat the small woman, a little less gray then, but no less forceful or beautiful. With a dark and steady stare, Mrs. Brodie asked, “Why have you said you have an appointment with me?”

“I need a job,” Marianne blurted. “And I hoped... I would rather not be pinched and violated. I thought perhaps with a woman in charge...”

“Very reasonable,” the older woman said in a crisp voice tinged with the accent of Wales. She regarded Marianne for a long moment, up and down. Marianne made herself as still as a statue, imagining herself at a dance waiting for someone to invite her to the floor. At last, the headmistress gave a little nod. “What skills have you?”

“The usual useless ones. Needlework and watercolor. But I will do any honest thing,” she added quickly.

“Why limit yourself?” Marianne must have gaped, for the headmistress lifted a hand and said, “Very well, we will try you in the kitchen. If you sew and paint, you must be good with your hands, and Cook will welcome a new assistant. If you are eager to learn, you will do well. And if you are not...” Mrs. Brodie shrugged. “If you only want a safe place to live and honest work to do, the academy will take you on as a maid or find a similar post for you.”

Now that the different options were dangled before her, Marianne found that any honest thing had lost its appeal. Being a housemaid when one could be a cook’s assistant? The latter was clearly more exciting. It was hardly the dream she’d once had for her life, but those dreams had relied upon others. Those dreams were done and gone.

“I would like to assist the cook,” Marianne told Mrs. Brodie. “I will do my best to learn from her.”

“I believe you will.” Mrs. Brodie named a wage that sounded a pittance compared to her former pin money. But it was generous compared to the maid’s wages she’d been offered at other places—and with no pinching or harassment. “If you accept, you can have your things sent and begin tomorrow.”

“I have no other things,” said Marianne. 

Mrs. Brodie lifted her brows. “Then we’d best get you a uniform. And you can start work at once. My girls and staff eat well here. One cannot learn or do one’s best work if one is hungry.”

A footman guided her through the academy, giving her a bit of a tour on their way to the kitchens. Marianne regarded the students closely as she got the opportunity, wondering what an exceptional young lady looked like. To her eye, they looked like every other girl and young woman of her acquaintance. Some were quite pretty, some plain. Some had dark skin, some light. Some looked at the world as if it were a celebration. Some passed through the corridors in dreamy silence.

She wished she knew what to say to them. How to warn them against hoping for too much. But the words caught in her throat; it wasn’t her place to say anything to these girls, whose fees ran the school and paid her own salary.

Her place was not what it had once been.

But after eight years at the academy, she had made the place her own, and she was proud to have done so.

“And how is the new kitchenmaid working out?” Mrs. Brodie asked now, her voice tinged with humor. “Mr. Grahame, is that right?”

Mrs. Brodie always had names right. “We’ll still need a new kitchenmaid in the long term,” Marianne answered. “But Mr. Grahame’s help means I won’t have to hire someone while we’re preparing for the dinner.”

“Very good. I’ll leave the hiring up to Mrs. Hobbes,” said Mrs. Brodie of the housekeeper, “and will instruct her to get your approval on all kitchen staff. And I will trust that Mr. Grahame will know his place.”

The words reflected Marianne’s own thoughts, making her smile. “I’ll see to it that he does.” For he was at her side each day, at last, and that night, she would have him in her bed again.

Perhaps she could even persuade him to stay.
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Chapter Six
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THREE DAYS UNTIL THE Donor Dinner, and if Jack hadn’t come to London to help, Marianne knew she’d be tearing her hair out.

Not that he’d come to London specifically to help her. But still, it had all worked out for the best. He was a part of her life again and more essential every day. 

April had crashed into May with a wave of heat, making meal preparations an ordeal of perspiration and hurry. The stolen hours of rest were slow and cool and sweet in comparison.

Jack was with Marianne now, sitting at the long worktable in the slow hours of early afternoon when luncheon was complete and the final preparations for dinner still ahead. It was the last moment of leisure they’d take, probably, until the grand dinner was past.

He’d asked about her favorite things to cook, and she pleased herself by giving him a thorough answer. Settling them each with a great mug of tea laced with honey—she’d made use of that honeycomb after all—she paged through her book of handwritten recipes and notes to show him some of her favorites.

“This was the first dinner I ever prepared as cook, head of the kitchen, after Mrs. Patchett retired.” She pushed back her cap to scratch at her hairline, remembering the heat and panic of that day. “Underdone lamb and a jumble of over-roasted vegetables. You see how many notes I made about the ovens? Each has a personality of its own. If I ever move on to a new kitchen, I’ll have to learn the ovens all over again.”

Jack sipped from his mug, brows arching quizzically. “Overdone and underdone, and that was one of your favorite things to cook?”

“Hardly a triumph, you mean?” She smiled. “At the time, it was horrid, but in hindsight, I’m quite proud of it. The young ladies probably didn’t enjoy eating it, but it fed them all the same. By making that meal, I realized I could do the job here of cook, even if I wasn’t doing it as well as I wanted to.”

Jack drew the book toward him and looked over the notes. “There’s no question you can do the job now. I’ve never eaten so well as I have this past week and a half.”

“Flatterer.”

He grinned. “Sometimes I am, but not at the moment.” He drank more tea, turned a page. “Chocolate cream tarts? Big masculine creature that I am, I shall swoon at the sight of this recipe. Why do you not make those every day?”

A surprise for Mrs. Brodie’s birthday two years before. Those had been fun to make—and to sample. “Any pleasure can get wearisome, even chocolate cream. But it’s been too long since I made them. Maybe I can include a tower of them in the dessert course at the Donor Dinner.” Her fingers flexed for a pencil and her foolscap sheets of planned-out courses.

A warm hand overlaid her own. “No. Please. I didn’t mean for you to add more work to your endless list. I was merely envying those past people who were able to taste your tarts.”

“That sounds like a smutty joke.”

“Good. It was meant to.” He leaned closer, speaking into her ear. “And grateful I am that I’ve been able to taste your—”

“Stop,” she hissed, looking around the kitchen. Sally was stocking supplies, moving about from larder to pantry to worktable, and might overhear anything, anytime.

He arranged his expression into one of great sobriety. “Stopping now. Perfectly proper. Didn’t mean anything smutty.”

Marianne drank from her own mug of tea to cover a smile.

“Changing the subject to one of which you might approve.” Jack nodded toward the cook’s assistant, just entering the kitchen from the meat safe. “I see Sally carries a book of her own in her apron pocket. Hullo, Sally.”

The younger woman was carrying in the head of a hog on a great platter. As she set it at the end of the table, she replied, “Mrs. Redfern told me what a good practice it was to have a pocket book and pencil at all times. A cook might need to write any sort of note about a recipe or an ingredient, and it saves time never having to hunt up paper and pen.”

“Exactly right.” Marianne beamed at her. Even the hog’s head seemed to smile from its dish, as if pleased that it had finished brining. 

“Mrs. Redfern, I’ll get the stockpot ready for the head,” replied Sally. This sentence likely made little sense to Jack, but Marianne understood it to mean that her assistant would collect the needed vegetables and seasonings and bring them to a boil.

“Remember to add trotters, or the brawn won’t thicken,” Marianne instructed. “A half dozen should do. And remove and quarter the ears before you put the head in.”

Sally bobbed her head, understanding, and retrieved a shining pot from its place. She passed into the scullery to fill it with water.

“You’re a fine teacher,” Jack said. “Did you ever think of offering lessons in the evening, like Miss Carpenter does?”

“Oh. I don’t know.” Marianne glanced at the hog’s head. It still appeared pleased. “I do like teaching, but I’ve never thought of working with someone outside of my own kitchen.”

“Surely cookery is as useful a skill as what you’ve learned from Miss Carpenter.” He rubbed at his shoulder with a persecuted expression.

“Cooking’s different.” She wrinkled her nose. “It doesn’t have the excitement of throwing an assailant to the ground.”

Jack raised his eyes to the plaster ceiling. “There is a hog’s head staring at me from the end of the table, and she says cooking isn’t exciting.”

She laughed. “That’s for making brawn, and it’s only here for another minute. Though if you don’t know the reason, I suppose it does lend the kitchen an air of mystery.”

“Or grisliness.”

“Or that,” she granted. “Maybe Miss Carpenter’s fighting is the same as teaching lessons myself. If I’d never tried it, I’d think I could never do it.”

“Which means you’re all prepared to become a wonderful teacher as soon as you try it out.”

“But if I were to teach...” She looked at the hog’s head. The book of handwritten notes. Neither offered her insight. “I’d have less time for cooking.” Or being with you.

She wasn’t sorry when Sally swooped by, picked up the head, and strode back to the stockpot with it.

“When we gain something,” Jack said, more serious than he’d seemed yet today, “something else is lost. I believe this completely.”

Marianne considered. “I suppose that’s true. As I gained cooking knowledge, I lost my satisfaction with the way I grew up. It’s no longer enough for me to embroider and watercolor and smile. Those skills did me no good, and all the while I was building them, I didn’t know how helpless I was becoming.”

“That is not such a bad thing to lose, then.”

“It’s not.” She added more quietly, “I’ve lost more too. I’ve lost my faith that the way things have been is the way they have to be.”

He nodded at her prized book. “You are talking about more than the method of spicing a joint of meat, aren’t you?”

“Of course I am.”

Though it wasn’t spices that had got her thinking of what we’ve always done versus what could be. It was the pages of sauces. 

Ever since she had begun learning cookery, Marianne had loved sauces. They were like clothing for food, turning the plain into the special. The bland into the savory.

Mrs. Patchett had been fond of traditional English fare, and certainly Marianne preferred good fresh ingredients that didn’t need to be hidden by vinegar and salt. But a sauce! Oh! It turned a good saddle of mutton into a roast that popped with the flavors of heavy meat, floral herbs, pungent garlic. It awoke the nose as well as the mouth. It not only fed people, it made them smile.

She’d spent some of her wages on books of recipes from France, then translated them with her schoolroom French and the help of Mademoiselle Gagne, the French instructor. Many of those notes had made their way into the book, now open and vulnerable before Jack. She’d made that book without him, when she’d never expected to see him again. When she had accepted that. 

She’d been all right on her own because she’d had to be. Now, though she’d gained Jack, she’d lost that feeling of solid independence. 

“I’d best get back to work,” she said. “Dinner will need its sauces.” She drained her tea, then pushed back her chair. As she stood, she tucked her book back into her apron pocket. 

Jack stood too, catching her hand before she could step away. “You’re talking about more than food, you said. Are you talking about us? Is the way we are now the way we always have to be?”

“Kitchenmaid and cook?” she joked, though she knew that was not what he meant. On her hands, tough with old nicks and burns and scars, his fingers were warm and strong. 

“That’s not only up to me,” she dodged, remembering their first night together in her tiny chamber. So much about them had never been up to only them.

“It’s not,” he agreed. Bending his head toward hers, he spoke low into her ear. “But I’ve already decided what I want. It’s you, Marianne, and I would lo—”

“Mrs. Redfern,” piped up Evans, the errand boy, as he darted into the room. “The new kitchenmaids are here. Where do you want them?”

Marianne shook her hand free of Jack’s grasp, tipped her ear away from his voice. She had hardly taken in what he’d said, and now Evans wasn’t making any sense. “New kitchenmaids? I didn’t—”

“Show them in,” Jack interrupted. When she looked at him quizzically, he didn’t return her gaze. 

Four kitchenmaids, straight from an agency, filed into the room and stood in a line along the end of the table. They were all wide-eyed, a stair-step of tidy young women not the slightest bit like Jack Grahame.

And Marianne didn’t know her own kitchen anymore. With the arrival of the kitchenmaids, something had indeed been lost. The space, the sense of familiarity. The notion that she was in charge of decisions made here.

She turned to Jack, and she didn’t quite know him either. He’d lost his humor and become square-shouldered and stern, hands folded behind his back. 

“You seem to know what’s happening here,” she said. “Why is that? And why is it that I don’t?”

He still didn’t look at her. Everyone seemed to be waiting for someone else to speak.

So Marianne spoke again, annoyance warring with puzzlement. “You’ve already decided what you want, you said. What have you decided, Mr. Grahame?”

***
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IT WAS BAD TIMING, the kitchenmaids arriving just as Jack was attempting to tell Marianne how he felt—preparatory, he hoped, to convincing her his next choice was the right one. But maybe there was no timing that would have been good enough for that.

“Miss White,” Jack raised his voice, recalling Sally from the stove where she’d just stirred the contents of the stockpot. “Take charge for a few minutes, please.”

“Mrs. Redfern,” he addressed Marianne, then tugged her away from the new arrivals and into her chamber, lit the lamp, shut the door. Instead of cozy, the room felt cramped and close. The scent of laundry soap and lamp oil was strong.

“Let me explain,” he began.

“Please do,” she said. “Because you just ordered me about in my own kitchen, and in front of four new maids that I certainly did not hire.”

Her voice was firm and dignified, tinged with hurt, and he felt like a villain.

Which was ridiculous, because she ought to see him as a hero. “I hired them myself from a reputable agency, because you need more hands for the Donor Dinner.” He really had to say it all. “Because I can’t stay as kitchenmaid any longer. My mother wrote me that she’s ill. I’ve already got my carriage ready. I only waited to leave until the maids arrived from the agency.” 

And postponed telling her of his departure in favor of tea and fantasies of chocolate tarts. Because he knew she wouldn’t like it that he was leaving; he didn’t like it either.

“So you’ve known all day that you are leaving.” She folded her arms—not in defiance, but as if she were holding herself together.

“My mother is ill,” he said again. “That is the more important part of what I just said.”

Her green eyes caught his. “Gravely ill?” 

“I don’t know. If she were, she wouldn’t tell me. I just don’t know.” How powerless he felt, his loved ones scattered like sand. He wished he could gather them all up and keep them close to his heart. Be well, stay by me.

She pressed at her temples, a gesture he recognized as her sorting-out-a-plan maneuver. For an instant, he took hope that she was thinking up a way to come along, to lend comfort to a woman she’d always been fond of.

“I hope she will be well,” Marianne said. “Of course you must go, and give her all my best. But, Jack—”

“You could come along,” he blurted. “That is, you could come after the Donor Dinner. Visit your mother.”

She looked around at her room. “Oh. No, I—no. I don’t want to go back.”

Which was different from, I can’t go back. He wasn’t sure which was better.

“Are you certain of that?” he pressed. “Two years you’ve been in this room as cook, and there’s not a drawing or book or trinket to show it’s yours. This looks like the room of someone who’s ready to leave, Marianne.”

She lifted her brows, looking piqued. “It’s not. It’s the room of someone who expects to be left and who will get away before she has to bear the humiliation of it.”

He understood what she meant. It all went back to eight years ago, when they’d been split apart. He tried pacing, gave up at the small width of the room, and stood before her. “Eight years ago, did you truly want to come to London? Or did you just want to get away from me?”

Her mouth opened. Not a single word came out.

“I see,” he said. “You can’t give me an answer, which tells me right enough what it is.”

“Jack, all that was so long ago.” She stretched out a hand, the one he’d held just a few minutes ago. 

“It was, and yet it seems we’re not done with it.” He’d never considered before whether he blamed her for leaving Lincolnshire so abruptly, leaving him to deal with the sad families left behind.

It seemed he did. He didn’t take her hand. As she let it fall to her side again, he spoke on. 

“When the banns were called for Helena and me, you could have stayed in your father’s home, but you were too proud and determined to do that, and you left for London. I think you don’t do anything you don’t want to, and you never will. I just wonder what you’ll want next.”

“Not to be left behind again,” she mumbled.

He set his jaw. “Your family was left behind, not you. And you’re not the only one who had losses. 

“Your mother wanted me to go after you,” he added. “Did you know that? She thought you’d be murdered on your way to London.”

“Obviously, I didn’t know that. And just as obviously, I wasn’t murdered, and you didn’t come after me.”

“I did. It just took me a few years, until I could be proper about the matter.”

“Proper.” She laughed dryly. “Nothing we’ve done in this room has been proper.”

“And how we’ve enjoyed it.” He returned her smile, feeling it as a reprieve. “As you might guess, your father argued your mother out of her plans. You were almost of age, he said, and he knew you’d had your life shaken up. He told her he’d have friends of his in London check on you.”

“Which friends?” 

“Ah—I don’t know. Does it matter?”

“I—no, not really. But I did go away, and I can’t ask him now. I can’t ask him anything ever again.” She sank onto the bed, as if weighted by the years that had passed.

He crouched before her. “I couldn’t have given up love, our love, for any reason but love. Not money, not greed, not security—nothing for myself, because with you I had enough. But for love of my family, I could. I had to.”

“You made the sensible choice,” she said. “I know that. We’ve discussed that.” She looked at him with eyes like emeralds. Like spring lettuces, costing too dear. Like leaves on the trees he was missing. Like a mossy stone, perfect for skipping, on the banks of a pond near his home. “I haven’t seen the sea in eight years either. At home, I would be able to go to the sea and put my feet in the sand.”

Home. He pounced on this, thinking of what would appeal to a cook. “And collect mussels and catch fresh fish.”

She rolled her eyes. “I would leave the catching to the fishermen, cold as the North Sea is. But you’ve a good thought. Cookery in different parts of England is—or could be—much different.”

That hadn’t been his thought at all, but he let her credit him for the insight. “Then you’ll come with me?” He let himself hope. 

“I was only musing. No, I won’t be going back.” She shook her head. “Will you be returning to me?”

God, this room was hot. How would she get any sleep in here tonight? “As soon as I’m able. Though I can’t know when that would be, because of my mother’s health. You must see that.”

She laid a hand on his chest—to feel his heartbeat, he thought, but no, she was only pushing him back a small distance so she could rise from the bed. Jack stood, knees and ankles popping as he rose from his crouch. Yet another way the years had left their mark.

Her fingers became busy, tucking strands of hair beneath her cap. “What you’ve said ought to sound like a promise. But instead, I’m left wondering—when were you going to tell me you are leaving? All I have is my kitchen, Jack, and you made me look a fool in it.” Her hands dropped, her voice lowered. “You made me feel foolish.”

“I don’t like telling you things you won’t like.” He knew this was the wrong thing to say as soon as the words left his mouth.

“Don’t you? You don’t like telling me you’ll be leaving me for a perfectly understandable reason, or that you’ve hired a generous number of servants to replace you and make my job easier?”

“Well.” When she put it that way, his thinking was stupid. “I was afraid that when I left early, it would remind you of eight years ago. And so I wanted to—”

“To make certain of it?” She rounded on him, filling the small room with her anger. “To make certain you caught me unawares, left me unprepared and gaping in the place I ought to feel safest? Hearing another’s name called in the banns in church with yours. Having servants file into my kitchen expecting to be put to work. Jack.”

She was shaking now. He reached out a hand to her, but she batted it away. “Jack,” she said again, her voice cracking on the syllable. He hardly recognized the sound from lips that had spoken his name so many times. “Jack. Is this your way? Solve your problems at my expense? Buy your way out of a promise? Never tell me a truth you think I won’t like, until it can’t be ignored and it shatters my life?”

Clearly, they weren’t talking only about the kitchenmaids anymore. 

He shouldn’t feel as if he were in the wrong, should he, for leaving to visit his mother? Yet he did, because his departure was so much...more. There was always more, always another layer of emotion old and new.

Damn love, damn devotion. It was ridiculously complicated, and with all he had learned in life, he’d never mastered how to talk about it. 

“You don’t trust me,” she said. “You don’t trust me to understand. You don’t trust me with the truth of your life. All we have is make-believe and strawberries.”

Stung, he replied, “That’s terribly unfair. We have cabbages too—all right, this isn’t the time for a joke. But, Marianne, I’ve done what I thought best. My parents never loved each other, which is why my father was so adamant that I make a marriage for gain. My best friend ran off to London eight years ago and wrote to everyone but me. Those things are real, as real as this room. And if I hid the truth, it was because I couldn’t bear to lose you.”

“But you knew you would then. Wedding someone else has that effect.” Her tone was dust-dry. “So really, yes, you didn’t trust me to understand that you might have obligations to others besides me.”

She moved past him to put a hand on the door’s handle. “That was a large matter. This is a small one—at least, I hope it is, and your mother will recover. But if you don’t trust me in matters large or small, then we haven’t any foundation for being together. So you needn’t return after all.”

She sounded so cold. All business, as she might with a new kitchenmaid she wasn’t sure she had any use for. And he realized, “You haven’t really forgiven me, have you?”

She let her arm fall to her side. “You told me from the moment of your arrival that you aren’t sorry for any choice you’ve made. If you’re not apologizing, then what is there to forgive? There’s no wrongdoing on either side. There’s only what had to be then and what can’t be now.”

“What do you mean, it can’t be?”

“I belong here. You belong there, three days’ travel north, with your uncomfortable truths hidden in your pockets until they don’t fit anymore. So it’s clear that we don’t belong together.”

No. This couldn’t be it. This couldn’t be it. “You’re ending it? After all this time waiting?”

“You haven’t been waiting for me. The person who leaves isn’t the one who waits, and you left me the moment you agreed to marry someone else.” She smiled, but it was nothing like an expression of joy. “I left for London years ago. Now it’s your turn to walk away. Odd how I am the one left behind, whether I depart or show you the door.”

How was she so calm? He was a roiling mess of feelings that he couldn’t put a name to. “You say that as if I mean nothing to you. When the kitchenmaids arrived”—damn those kitchenmaids—“I was trying to tell you how I feel about you. That you’re my choice, and I love you.”

“You are certainly free to do that. I can’t change your feelings. Nor can I make you trust me, or think of the power you have when you hold someone’s heart and dignity in your hands.” She turned her back to him, tracing the line in the door where two boards were joined. 

“I hold your heart? But you never said—”

“Forget what I said or didn’t say. What I’m saying now is what counts. I won’t let you ruin another place for me. I won’t place my trust where it isn’t returned.” She was turning the handle now. “I have a life here, one that I created myself, and I don’t have to rely on you. I shouldn’t have let myself do it at all.”

“But I want you to. You can.” He knew she would hear the words as hollow.

Indeed, she shook her head. “The only thing I ask of you is to leave if you’ve a mind to. And don’t plan to come back again.”

She opened the door of her chamber; the air of the kitchens was comparatively cool on his face. She pushed past him and, with skill and speed, took charge of the four new maids.

She didn’t trust him anymore, and it was his own doing. If his heart was cracking into bits, that was his own doing too.

He drew himself up. Retrieved his hat and coat. And then, because he’d never been able to deny Marianne anything but his hand in marriage, he obeyed her wishes and left.
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Chapter Seven
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AFTER THREE DAYS IN his carriage, Jack was a mass of thwarted energy and wonderings and worries. As soon as the wheels turned from the main road and rolled past the low red-brick wall that edged this side of his property, he was knocking to his driver to pull up. Then he was opening the door, bounding down, arranging to have his things brought on to the main house, and haring off to the dower house.

The Grahames had always owned a great deal of land, though it hadn’t produced well until the Wilcox money had allowed for improvements in drainage. Now, as the carriage trundled on along the graveled drive to Westerby Grange, he cut through tidy fields and passed beneath trees, fresh and spring green. Here and there, the land was still wild, and he slopped through the edge of a waterlogged fen. Thinking, wondering, with every pumping stride. Had it been worth it, leaving London and Marianne? Was his mother well? Had he done right?

A small distance separated the dower house from the main building, and Jack’s path had been the most direct. Let the carriage make its ponderous and proper way; he’d thunder through one more copse and—there! The smaller copy of the Grange was square and sturdy red brick, with a bowed front, and...and thank God, there was no black crepe swagged over the windows. If Mrs. Grahame was gravely ill, she yet survived.

He strode to the front entrance, now feeling every bit of the heavy sog of his abused boots, and caught his breath before he thumped the knocker. The butler who answered wore his usual uniform of severe black and white, his usual mien of unflappable politeness.

“Mr. Grahame, good afternoon,” said Trilby. “May I say, sir, welcome home?”

“You may, with my thanks,” Jack said, still slightly winded. “Is my mother well?”

“She is almost herself again.” The butler stood aside to welcome Jack into the little entrance hall. Trilby, a long-loved and now elderly servant, had moved from the main house to the dower with Jack’s mother upon his marriage. Jack trusted the old servant’s report more than his own mother’s account of her health, which was likely to be offhanded and vague so as not to worry him.

Perhaps he’d inherited that hide-the-troublesome-truth quality from his mother.

With Trilby’s reassurance, Jack let out a great breath. It released the tension within him, though it left him hollow and dissatisfied. If he’d known...if he hadn’t left London...

Would it have mattered? Or would he have ruined his chance with Marianne soon enough, in some similar way?

Trilby would never raise his brows or demonstrate impatience, but the way he hovered close was an unmistakable nudge. “Would you care to join Mrs. Grahame and Mrs. Redfern in the drawing room? Miss Grahame arrived perhaps ten minutes ago, and tea has just been served.”

Miss Grahame—that meant his sister Viola. Maybe it was for the best that he’d walk in on all three women at once. He could greet them all, then leave with his duty done, and they could get on with their gossip about him.

Taking the hint from Trilby, Jack entered the drawing room and faced the trio of familiar faces that turned his way. There was Marianne’s mother, Mrs. Redfern, a spare and tidy woman almost crippled by rheumatism, but still with the strong chin and bright eyes she’d bequeathed to her three daughters. Viola, Jack’s elder sister, in her usual half mourning, with wide and shrewd gray eyes and her light hair in a low knot. And in her favorite chair, surrounded by cushions, was Jack’s mother, as round and wrinkled as an apple beginning to show its age and still just as rosy. Her once-black hair was now heavily salted with white, and it curled as tightly as Jack’s would if he didn’t keep it cropped short. 

True to the butler’s word, she looked well enough. She was tired, that was clear from the cushions supporting her, but her hands on her cup and saucer were steady. Her voice, when she greeted Jack, was clear.

And then began the interrogation.

“Jacob Elias, you’ve come all alone?” She craned her neck to look behind him. “No Marianne with you?”

Jacob, ugh. Elias, double ugh. “I rushed back to see how you were,” Jack explained. “Marianne still had work to do in London.”

Mrs. Redfern’s shoulders sank. “I’d wished to see her again, very much.”

She wasn’t the only one, though all three women knew that. Jack had journeyed to London on impulse, he thought, but not a one of these widows had seemed surprised by his plans. Instead, they’d all told him a more ladylike version of, It’s about damned time, and, Put a ring on her finger, and, You sapskull.

“Why on earth are you here without her?” Jack’s mother asked. “I was only sending you news. I didn’t ask you to return home. Why didn’t you just write?”

“What does my daughter look like now?” asked Mrs. Redfern. “Is she well? Did she send you with a letter for me?”

“What did you do to ruin things with Marianne?” Viola demanded.

Jack rolled his eyes. “Can’t I have tea and cakes before you sling all these questions at me?” 

“Fine,” said his mother. “But you have to sit on the jackal.”

Strange though it sounded, this statement made perfect sense to Jack. His mother, flush with funds and independence all at once, had completely redecorated the dower house in Egyptian style a few years before. Her chair, striped in a bright gold and blue silk, nestled in a corner of the small drawing room. Near at hand was a scroll-back settee of startling crimson on which perched the other two women. Which meant the only other place to sit was on the larger-than-life seated jackal of black-painted wood.

Not for the first time, Jack sat on the back of his near-namesake and patted its pricked ears. “Two sugars, please, Mother,” he said. “I’m tired out from the trip. And in answer to your questions—as you see, Marianne’s not with me. Mrs. Redfern, she’s well and strong and beautiful, and she cooks like a dream, and I’m a villain for not getting a letter from her.

“And I didn’t write for news, Mother, because...I wanted to see for myself that you were all right.” He’d come to see how his mother did, just as he’d gone to London to see Marianne. He didn’t want to write to people when he could see them for himself.

He just wished he hadn’t had to leave one person behind to see the others.

She handed over his tea with a smile. “It’s a good thing you cared enough to come. I had a few bad days of it and complained unendingly.”

“You weren’t that bad,” allowed Mrs. Redfern. “But there are many reasons to be grateful you’ve recovered.”

“You haven’t answered my question,” Viola said. “What have you done wrong?”

“Why must I have done anything wrong?” He gulped tea, taking strength from its heat and sweetness. “How do you know we’re not betrothed and I’m not deliriously happy?”

All three women looked at him in pointed silence.

After a moment, he relented. Balancing his cup beside him on the jackal’s back, he said, “She thinks I don’t trust her. So she’s done with me.”

All three women looked at him in accusing silence.

Viola was the first to break it. Sighing heavily, she stood, which meant Jack did also. “Walk me back to the Grange,” she said. “You can explain everything on the way.”

“I want to know all the gossip!” cried their mother.

“We’ll get it later,” soothed Mrs. Redfern. “Either Viola will tell us, or I’ll write to Marianne and hear her side.”

“Or you could leave it be.” Jack retrieved his cup, drained his tea, then set cup and saucer on the tea tray. “And trust that I did my best and don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

All three women looked at him in surprised silence. Then, as if cued by a conductor, they all hooted with laughter. Jack recalled the feeling of being flipped and pummeled during one of Miss Carpenter’s lessons.

“Come on, we’ll walk back before you make a fool of yourself.” Viola took Jack’s arm. Bidding the older women farewell, they left the little house and stepped out into the blueing evening light. 

Days were long in May, for which he was grateful. He’d arrived in daylight, able to blunder across his own land, able to orient himself to the familiar space of it. As if he’d never gone to London, given his heart anew, chopped cabbage, tried to set a new course for his life. Bought strawberries and honeycomb. Hunted for a bit of the past he’d thought he’d lost.

Their footsteps crunched on the neat gravel path. Jack bent to pluck a weed that interrupted the smooth, pale surface.

When he straightened, Viola looked at him quizzically. “It’s my responsibility,” he said. It was all his responsibility. Just as the Donor Dinner—that was today, wasn’t it?—was Marianne’s and Mrs. Brodie’s.

They were where they belonged.

“Sorry I got Mother and Mrs. Redfern laughing at you,” Viola said when Jack took her arm again. Their pace was slow, as if neither of them wanted to arrive at their destination. “I thought they’d ask you fewer questions if they took your arrival lightly. Neither of them’s been well, you know.”

“I know.” Mrs. Redfern had been in pain for years, unable to travel beyond the nearby hamlet. Certainly unable to go to London and visit her absent daughter. And his own mother—well, her health had been worn into his brain for days. “It’s all right. Just...don’t start laughing again yourself.”

“I wouldn’t.” Viola looked thinner since he’d left more than a fortnight before, but peaceful. Calm. Her smile was ready and knowing, as if she’d come to some decision Jack had yet to realize was facing him. “But I am surprised you left London without a promise from Marianne. So long, I lived in your house with the love you couldn’t have. I thought you’d want to do the same to me.”

“There’s no revenge of that where love is concerned.” His boots were dark on the gravel, each step square and careful. “I’d never have wished you a widow, Vee. I know you still miss her.”

She caught the gray lace at her throat. “Yes,” she said simply. “You might be the only one who knows how much.” 

A spinster sister living with a newly married couple was ordinary enough. For that spinster to love the bride, though, and vice versa, was thought unnatural by many. In public, Viola’s grief had to be that of a sister, a friend. In private, Jack had let her cry on his shoulder as often as she’d needed to. He could never envy her loss, but he did envy her devotion. No one would shed so many tears over him. No one existed for him to weep over as if he’d lost his heart.

Maybe that was not such a bad thing. Some part of Jack had always longed for Marianne, his missing piece. Briefly made whole again, he’d been cleaved anew. He would need far more than a few days to forget that time at her side.

Was it better to forget? Or to be changed?

“I have been thinking,” Viola said, “that I should like to move households.”

Ah. So this was the decision behind that beatific smile. “Surely not to live with Mother?”

Viola’s expression of horror was eloquent. “Indeed not. I love visiting her, but living with her would make me only a daughter again. I’ve altered too much for that.”

Jack nodded, accepting. “What have you in mind?”

“A cottage, maybe. Not like a tenant. I don’t know how to do anything useful. But a cottage of my own, where I won’t be surrounded by...so much.”

After two years, she was ready to break from the constant reminders of loss in the house she and Helena had shared. He could understand that. He could smile, even, at her assertion that she didn’t know how to do anything useful. It reminded him of Marianne—and since those reminders were all too few here, he didn’t want to escape them. Yet.

“You know how to make a home,” Jack told his sister. “Nothing could be more useful for a woman who wants her own cottage. You find a place you like, and I’ll buy it and deed it to you. Helena would like that, don’t you think?”

“She would like to see us happy. And on an evening like this, how could we not be?” Viola lifted her face to the sky, breathing in deeply. 

To Jack, the air smelled clean and cool. The sky was big and open, poked gently by treetops. There were the croplands, their earth rich and smooth and well tended. The wolds, high and rolling and treed, and the fens to balance, grassy and waterlogged and teeming with buntings and crickets and butterflies. The sun began to yawn gold and pink across the deepening blue above.

It was nothing like London.

He’d gone to find the man he used to be. He’d gone to feel something, to be absolved. And he had placed all that responsibility on Marianne’s shoulders, though he swore he wanted nothing from her.

He’d always wanted something from her. He had always wanted her to love him. When he tried to make himself into the sort of man he’d always wanted to be, it was because that was the sort of man he’d grown up admiring. Just as she’d been swaddled in silks and taught to paint and sew and flirt, his examples had been men who mended fences—literally and figuratively. Men who rode and learned and were accomplished at everything from Latin to getting a muddy field to produce. And never, in all those years, had anything made him as happy as learning to cook had made Marianne.

When she went away, she’d learned who she wanted to be. Never yet had Jack sorted out so much. He’d come all the way from Lincolnshire to London hoping she’d solve his problems. Hoping she’d make it all right that he’d spent the years away from her by leaping, now, into his arms.

But neither of them was the same as they’d been eight years before, when she might have leaped—but he wouldn’t have been able to catch her. They were, deep down, the same people, but they knew better now. She wouldn’t leap unless she knew she could land on her own, and he...here he stood with his arms empty.

It was what he’d earned. The reaping of the lonely life he’d sown, where he’d become a bounty to the people around him, but neglected to feed his own heart.

“Right,” Jack agreed into the silence. “Right. I can be happy here.” What was the alternative? Never feeling joy at all?

Viola looked at him sharply. “No. I’m sorry I said that. You don’t have to be happy this evening. It’s not a requirement, and there’s no schedule you must follow.”

But that didn’t comfort. If he didn’t have a schedule, how could he know he’d ever reach his goal? 

Whatever the devil it was.

“Are you coming in?” Viola asked. They had reached the front door of the Grange, the old brick manor house. 

“Not yet,” Jack told his sister. “I’ll be in by dark.”

She nodded, then climbed the steps and entered the house.

It was the only home Jack had ever known, and it wasn’t nearly the home it ought to have been. Not because of any flaw in the house, which had stood and abided generations of Grahames, but because of the people who had raised him.

Had Jack’s father had any regrets? He had no more regretted a life without passionate love than he would have regretted the temperature of the North Sea. It hadn’t been within his power. And Jack couldn’t blame him for that any more than he’d have blamed the sea for being cold.

He split from the graveled path before the house, taking a less-worn but ever familiar track onto lands that had once belonged to Marianne’s father. Now they were his.

Beehives and all.

The hives were cultivated in sawed-off logs mounted upright, a shortened forest abuzz at this hour with bees returning for the night. On top of some were little house-shaped structures, a newer sort of hive hinged and cunningly divided so the nest would form up the middle and the honey and combs be constructed along the sides. 

The bees were dedicated and predictable. This was what made them survive. 

He’d been dedicated and predictable too, to Marianne. He’d reacted to protect himself, to hoard the little drops of honey, because he thought he’d never get more. 

The things he’d done with the past eight years were good. Though he didn’t give a damn about Latin and would happily forget it, he liked the fitness of his body, the quick understanding of the problems his land developed. He liked being able to understand when people were talking about him in another language, as if it were a secret code. He wouldn’t end these things.

But they weren’t enough—not for others, but for him. And if he wasn’t enough for himself, how could he ever be enough for Marianne?

He hadn’t really become the sort of man he wanted to be, the sort who trusted he could have what he wanted. The things money couldn’t buy.

The things one had to deserve, to earn. The things one couldn’t win with a bribe of a treat, or a week and a half of hard work and deep pleasures.

The things one received by being present, by being real, by being devoted and honest and true.

Marianne was right: He’d tried to buy his way out of the trouble he’d foreseen. And in doing so, he’d earned himself a problem entirely new. 

He watched the bees find their hives. Homing in, knowing their place. But if their hive was upset, they’d build a new comb. Store more honey. They wouldn’t give up; if they did, they wouldn’t live.

There were worse examples. Even if his figurative hive lacked a queen.

So he thought about where he’d been most content. Not happy, brilliant and flashing, but content. Surviving and living and growing. Doing good.

And the answer was: with his hands in the dirt, making it easier for something to grow. With someone to talk to all the while at his side about anything from life’s deepest questions to whether that cloud looked like a naked breast. 

Ah, well. His lover and best friend lived in London now. She’d chosen London over him, cooking over home, the academy girls over her mother. That was her choice, and it angered him not to be chosen, but he had to forgive it. Without needing her to apologize for it, because she’d the right to make it.

But maybe he could bring a little of London to Lincolnshire. There had to be more women like her, like Viola, who wanted to learn more than they had. Daughters of impoverished merchants and tradespeople, too fine for service but unlikely to wed. Women who wanted to stand on their own.

One might even call them exceptional young ladies.

He wouldn’t stop hoping for the return of the queen, but he couldn’t force her to love him. To choose him. So he planned something else.

And he told the bees, in that old tradition, and asked for their blessing and their joy.
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Chapter Eight
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SHORTLY BEFORE MIDNIGHT, Marianne pressed a hand to the small of her aching back and saw the last dish stowed by the scullery maid. She bade the girl good night, sending her up to the attic quarters with a candle, then took a moment to admire the newly peaceful room in solitude.

After three days of frantic activity, the kitchen was calm again. Dark, save for Marianne’s lamp and a crescent smile of moon through the high-up window. Clean from flagged floor to plaster ceiling. The staff was proud but weary to the bone.

And they would all be up early to make breakfast and do the whole round of meals and chores again, and yet again.

The Donor Dinner had come off without a hitch—as far as the guests knew, and that was good enough for Marianne. They’d never know the burnt-cream tarts were supposed to have spun sugar on their candied tops, but that it had all melted away. They’d never know that they’d been meant to have brawn, but it hadn’t set properly, and so instead, the shreds of meat were fried to a crispy hash and stuffed beneath the pheasant’s skin.

And they’d never know that the cook had overseen her assistant and four kitchenmaids with only half her mind on the task and her heart entirely absent.

It didn’t help that the four maids Jack had hired were named Jane, Joan, Jill, and Jenny. Honestly! Names could start with letters other than J.

Marianne had peeped at the arriving guests, timing the readiness of dishes with the arrivals of the final couples. The men Mrs. Brodie invited had come in superfine and patent leather, with signet rings and gold fobs and generous bellies and loud laughs. The women had been in silks and jewels and feathers, their finery casting the glittering serving dishes into shade.

Elegant and wealthy as they all were, they were still people with appetites. The first polite demurrals past, they ate their food with the same eagerness the academy’s young ladies demonstrated. The footmen reported to the kitchen each time they came for new dishes. The guests had finished the first course down to the bones; they had drunk the wines, then eaten yet more, then drunk an absolutely amazing amount.

The performances had been a success too, reported the footmen, from the sweetly framed needlework and watercolor paintings, to the recitations of poetry and translations from French. This last had been the cause of much amusement, as the students in French were given random phrases and sentences by the guests. As more and more wine was imbibed, the suggestions grew increasingly ridiculous. When Mademoiselle Gagne’s prize student composed an ode in French to the remains on a lady’s plate—a stalk of asparagus, the delicate bones of a quail, and a few droplets of spilled wine—the company had agreed that such an effort could not be topped.

Next year, they’d all try to top it, though. And somehow they would.

Just now, the notion made Marianne tired.

No—everything made her tired. She was damned tired. Since her work was finally done, she could have her bed in her own room.

Lamp in hand, she dragged the small distance to her chamber—only to find the door open, a lit lamp already within, and a quiet figure awaiting her.

She squinted at the shadow and glare, recognizing the headmistress. “Mrs. Brodie? Is everything well?”

“Yes, very well. I only wanted to speak with you about our grand event.”

Marianne set her lamp beside the other on the washstand, then glanced around the small space. “Ah—have a seat on the bed, if you wish? I’m sorry there’s no chair.”

“There’s not much of anything in here.” The older woman settled herself on the narrow bed, her back as straight as if she were seated on an antique fauteuil. “You look as if you are planning to leave the academy at a moment’s notice.”

“My room always looks like this,” Marianne excused. “I only sleep in here.” She bent her knees a tad, pressing her lower back against the wall to relieve its ache. Just being able to lean, not to hold up her own weight for a moment, was a relief.

“I see,” said Mrs. Brodie. Not in the polite way a woman might accept a small confidence over tea, but in a quiet way, a slow and understanding way. As if she’d realized something that Marianne didn’t intend her to.

For her two years as cook, she’d occupied this room without noticing its lack or loneliness—or her own. Yet they’d been obvious to Jack. They were obvious too, it seemed, to the headmistress.

But that was all Mrs. Brodie said on the subject. “The dinner was a great success, and the credit must go to your food and to the teachers who prepared the students so well.” When she named the amount raised in subscriptions and donations, Marianne’s eyes widened. 

“You’ll be able to accept more scholarship students,” she realized.

“I will. And I’ll have to raise fees for the next year; so many inquired about having their daughters attend.” She smiled, standing. “I should let you get to bed. Morning will come early for us all, and the girls will be wanting breakfast.”

On her feet, she hardly reached Marianne’s cheekbone. Yet she extended a hand, placed it on Marianne’s cheek, as comforting as a mother. “You do your best for us. Every meal, every day. Thank you for that, Mrs. Redfern.”

Marianne’s eyes watered. She squeezed them closed. “It’s not enough.”

“Not enough for what? Not enough for a cook to feed everyone at an academy?”

Not enough for me to be proud of myself. Not enough to go home.

Because she couldn’t go home until she did so in triumph. And that was the one thing she could never feel until she did return. Until she felt forgiven herself. You’re not the only one who had losses, Jack had told her, and she’d been the cause of them.

Mrs. Brodie stepped away. Marianne heard the rattle of the older woman’s lamp. She opened her eyes to see the headmistress, aglow with light from the lamp she held. “You are an exceptional young lady.”

Marianne dashed at her eyes. “It’s in the name of the academy. They all are.”

“Yes, they all are. There is no such thing as an ordinary young lady, because each is a human entirely unique.” The older woman tipped her head, as lovely as a Madonna painting. “And that includes you. Don’t you think your kitchenmaid always knew that? Not the newest ones, but the erstwhile Mr. Grahame?”

Each is a human entirely unique. The simple sentence, spoken with calm, struck Marianne like a thunderbolt.

She’d faulted Jack for placing his family’s needs above her, hadn’t she? Even though she knew they didn’t balance. She was just one person, and they were many. But it wasn’t a matter of mathematics or weight. It was a matter of people, and each was worthy. 

To Jack, Marianne was. That was why he’d come to London—when he’d thought maybe, just maybe, she’d think him worthy of her.

And she’d sent him away. Just as she had cut herself off from her own family, all because of her own anger and humiliation.

“I’m not proud of what I’ve become,” Marianne said in a choked voice.

Mrs. Brodie shrugged. “Maybe not all of it, no. I could tell you what I’ve done to survive, and you’d think—well. That’s a story for another time.” She looked thoughtfully at the lamp’s globe, rubbing at a smut on the glittering glass. “But whatever comes, you’re equal to the task. Isn’t that something to be proud of?”

I deserve the best and am prepared for the worst. Whatever comes my way, I am equal to the task.

She’d heard this daily from the young ladies, believing it idly. But she hadn’t known it until Jack appeared at the tradesmen’s entrance of the servants’ quarters with a little basket of strawberries in hand. Until he was part of her life again, and then wasn’t.

He’d hidden a truth she couldn’t possibly argue with, that he wanted to visit his sick mother, and he cared about helping Marianne make a success of the Donor Dinner. Those things were...sweet. Thoughtful. If he hadn’t hidden his betrothal to Helena Wilcox eight years before, she wouldn’t have thought anything of it. She’d have chided him for the surprise of four new maids, then come around to thanking him.

But they had a history, and his swift and sudden betrothal had been part of it. The now was never just now; it was the result of everything that had come before. Their present was too new to overlay the past, and so the past had cracked through. And though she’d forgiven him for it, what was the point in forgiving him again if he hadn’t changed?

Or had he?

By hiding his betrothal until the humiliating truth came out in public, he’d spared himself alone. But by hiring four kitchenmaids to help Marianne, he’d spared her. He’d thought about what she would need in his absence. And she’d been vain to think she could do without extra help; all four of the Js, plus Marianne and Sally, had been busy since the moment of Jack’s departure.

Oh, he was worthy. He was the best. But he’d never come to her again.

She’d have to go to him. To swallow her pride, and go home, and beg forgiveness.

If that was the worst, she was prepared to do it. She was equal to the task. She’d make everything right.

Mrs. Brodie was still looking at Marianne, now with a knowing curve to her lips. “Something to tell me?”

Marianne took a deep breath. Stood up straight, realizing she’d lost the heavy, exhausted feeling that had been weighing her down. “I need to beg leave of you, ma’am. To make a trip home as soon as is possible. It might be...quite a long leave.”

“Very well. Will you be ready in the morning?”

Marianne blinked. Easy as that? “Oh—I—yes, of course! Though I hadn’t meant to depart so soon and leave you without a cook.”

“So you’ll change the course of your life to spare me the trouble of contacting an agency? That’s obliging of you.”

Spluttering with surprised laughter, Marianne granted the truth of this. “Sally—Mrs. White—will do well as cook, I think, given more experience. You might like also to hire some of the new kitchenmaids on a permanent basis. They are all good workers.”

“I’ll ask Mrs. White”—the headmistress took on the new title seamlessly—“what she would prefer, in consultation with the housekeeper. And you are always welcome here. As a cook or, if you need any honest work, a chambermaid.”

Marianne laughed. It was easier to laugh now. The easiest thing, now that there was something to do next besides cook, and cook. “I have some money awaiting me...I think.” Her sisters had been dowered, but what had her mother done with Marianne’s share of the money?

She’d never thought of it before. Never thought of Lincolnshire as a place she might return, or her sisters and their families and her mother as pieces with which she might fit again.

Or Jack, and his mother and sisters. The land, the hives, the bees. 

She had so much to tell the bees. And there was so much forgiveness to beg.

“I shall see my mother and sisters,” Marianne said unsteadily. “And Mr. Grahame, if he’ll have me.”

“A woman can never have too many sisters,” said Mrs. Brodie. “You won’t forget, I hope, how many you have here.”

After suggesting a time for Marianne’s departure the next day, the headmistress bade her good night. When she took her lamp and closed the door, the little room still seemed bright. It only needed Marianne’s own lamp.

She sat on the bed, stroking the plain quilt that covered it, and looked around the simple room. She’d never made this space a home, saying the kitchen was her home. But her heart was divided. Maybe some part of her had always known she would leave again.

Without realizing it at the time, she’d always called Lincolnshire home. And she loved the idea of going toward it, not escaping. She could return home proud of what she’d learned. She knew a useful trade; she knew how to fight. She had sisters of the heart and, thank God, a home. Maybe someday she’d be able to be proud of how she mended the relationships she’d hurt.

All she could do was try.

For now, there was one more thing to do before sleep. She hung her apron on its hook, then pulled her book of recipes from the pocket. It was small in her hand, but represented much. Lessons learned, failures, successes. Experience documented, ignorance corrected.

She didn’t need it anymore. She remembered it all.

Hefting the little book one more time, she set it on the washstand. A little something to help Sally, maybe. Something to show that Marianne had been here and that she’d made something new of herself.

Mrs. Brodie’s Academy had been a good place to be, and she could come back someday if she wanted to. Because people left, and they returned. And it was all right.

If she was at peace in her own heart, and with those she loved, then it was all right.
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Chapter Nine
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AN UNEXPECTED FROST had fallen during the night, and Jack had been awake since before dawn, trying to ward off damage. The great fields of wheat, oilseed, and barley would be all right, but delicate peas and beans would suffer, as would every kitchen garden from that of Westerby Grange to the humblest cottage. 

Buckets in hand, Jack and every servant and tenant he could rouse had paced the rows, dribbling water onto each growing thing to thaw it before sunrise. It was grueling and arduous, this race against the sun and the sudden snap of cold. 

By the time day broke, they had saved almost everything. Viola and the household staff of the Grange saw a hearty breakfast served in the great entrance hall to everyone who had worked at the land that morning.

When the platters of eggs and rashers of bacon and thick, steaming oatcakes had all been consumed, the other men melted off to the usual day’s work.

“And where are you off to?” Viola, pin-neat in a lavender morning dress, asked Jack. “No one would fault you for finding your bed again.”

True, though he didn’t feel like sleep. The success of the night’s task had buoyed him, depending as it did on the speed and purpose of his own work.

“While I’m dirty anyway,” he decided, “I’ll spend some time working on the old Redfern stable.”

Viola examined the delicate lace at her sleeves. “Better you than me. In a few hours, I’ll send someone to you with water and something to eat, if you like.”

“Thanks, Vee.” Pecking her on the cheek and laughing at her grimace and protest against his dirt, Jack left the house. He tramped across the Grahame lands, crossing onto those that had once belonged to the Redferns.

They had all altered, thanks to Helena’s money. Croplands no longer flooded due to poor drainage; the fields had been replanted with more profitable grains. Tenants had been recruited and secured, and Jack’s father’s purchase of the Redfern lands from Marianne’s widowed mother had added hundreds of acres. The house had been sold separately, along with a bit of land, to rich Londoners who wanted a bucolic country home but didn’t care to farm. 

Jack avoided the sight of it, the house where Marianne had grown up. He’d already enough reminders of Marianne tucked within his own brain. By cutting across the land to the east of it, he arrived at his destination.

The old stable hadn’t been used for its intended purpose since Jack’s childhood. It was slope-floored and dim, an Elizabethan relic that had been replaced with a modern construction much nearer the house. This stable was off by itself in a pasture. The remains of a footpath and training track indicated that it might once have been part of a stud facility. For decades, it had been nothing but a catch place for things that weren’t quite good enough to use but not quite bad enough to discard.

The day after Jack’s arrival, he’d oiled the rusty old lock and wrestled it open, then shoved back one of the great doors and eyed the space. It had been well built of the same red brick as the grand homes hereabouts, roofed in slate that had kept the place sound—or nearly so. Here and there, broken slates had allowed water to damage the roof structure, to trickle in and turn tools into heaps of mildew and rust. An out-of-favor carriage had become a nest for mice, the stuffing of its squabs tugged and pulled in clouds of horsehair and batting. And the condition of the tack left behind was not worth speaking of.

But the way it was wasn’t the way it would always have to be. And in the three days since Jack had arrived, he’d drawn up rough plans for the way the building could be changed. He’d brought over new slates and stowed them in the stable, and today he’d begin to repair the roof.

He retrieved a ladder from the stable, relieved that it was decently sound, and hefted a roll of heavy wool batting onto his back. Slates were fragile, strong though they were once in place, and he’d need to protect them from his own weight.

With a few slates at a time, he climbed the ladder, gingerly moved across the roof on the roll of batting to the necessary spot, then removed the broken shingle and put the new piece of drilled stone in its place. Driving it in with long copper nails, he moved on to the next, and the next. 

The frost was gone from the air, though the day remained cool. Jack was grateful for a breeze as he worked at the stable roof. The new slates were far darker than the old, which had been paled by decades of rain and sun—or maybe just purchased from a different quarry. Jack’s work stood out from the rest of the roof like freckles on a face. He rather liked it, seeing the progress he’d made. Sometimes it was nice to be reminded that he’d done something with his time. 

Just as Marianne did, meal after meal, bringing contented bellies to students and teachers and servants. Marianne, making a good wage all those years, safe and capable because someone had taken her in and taught her what she needed to know.

He’d do the same, however he could. And this was where he’d do it.

“You’re humming,” called up a voice from below. Startled, he dropped his hammer, cracking the slate he’d been about to install.

And he realized he had been humming. 

And that Marianne Redfern was no longer in London, but standing on the ground looking up at him. Smiling.

His heart, thumping from the surprise of her voice, picked up yet more speed. It was the work of a minute to scramble back to the ladder—carefully, of course, on the batting—and slide down. “Marianne,” he said as soon as his feet touched the earth. “Marianne,” he said again, taking a step toward her. “You’re—what are you doing here? How did you get here?”

She shaded her eyes with the flat of her hand, squinting at him. “I came home. Mrs. Brodie gave me the use of her private carriage.”

Surely he was imagining all of this. Viola hadn’t sent him any food or water yet, and he was imagining things. “Her private carriage. The use of it. For a journey of more than one hundred miles.”

“Well, yes. She said she wouldn’t feel right about me traveling alone on a stage or the mail.”

Jack shook his head. “What kind of academy is this?”

“It’s an exceptional one.” Marianne grinned.

“Yes, I think it is.” He looked at the stack of remaining slates on the ground. The roof, with so much done and so much left to do. “And you’re here...why?”

Her expression went serious. Her hand fell to her side, and she looked at Jack with frank eyes under straight brows. “I came to apologize to you.”

He started to sit on the slates, then thought better of it and sank to the ground. “Forgive me,” he said. “It’s already been a long day. I just—could you say that again?”

“That I came to apologize to you?” She sat on the ground beside him, careless of her familiar old work dress. “I did. And I do forgive you, just as you asked.”

He poked her in the arm. “Oh, good. You’re real.”

She poked him back. “I’m real. I’m really here. And I wanted to see you. I missed you, after all the days I’d seen you in London. I decided I didn’t want to get used to missing you again. Jack, I was so proud and superior. I shouldn’t have—”

“You shouldn’t have had to go to the slightest bit of trouble.” Oh, she would break him to bits with her apology. She would make him anew. “Why I didn’t fall on my knees and beg for your hand at once, I don’t know.”

“Because we couldn’t bear that the past meant nothing.” She smiled. “And because you were holding all those strawberries. If you knelt, you might have dropped them.”

“Then you do forgive me? For giving you up?”

It was all he’d wanted—and when she shook her head, cold dismay washed over him.

Until she replied. “But you didn’t, did you? At least, you didn’t give up on me. And so there is nothing for me to forgive. If we’d wed eight years ago, we wouldn’t be here together like this. I couldn’t have surprised you today when you were all dirty and strong and capable. And today...”

She blushed. He smiled, the dismay ebbing like a wave, only to be replaced by peace. “Today is beautiful,” he said. Heedless of the dirt beneath his nails, the slate dust and detritus that covered him, he took her hand in his.

They sat a moment in silence. Marianne tipped her head back, letting the breeze stroke her cheeks. “I haven’t been on this land for years. I’m glad to see it again.”

“It missed you,” he said, not quite saying what he meant.

She turned her face to Jack’s, imploring. “Can you forgive me for my pride and anger? I asked you to go because I thought you didn’t trust me.”

“What a pair we’ve been. I left because I thought you didn’t trust me.” He squeezed her hand. “I’m not sure I trusted myself—to do the right thing, I mean. But I’ve since decided if I’m making choices that are motivated by love, then...that’s the best I can do.”

“And you left because you love me.”

He’d never seen anything as beautiful as her green eyes, looking into his with such depth and sweetness. “I do. I wanted to please you as best I could, Marianne. Even if that meant removing myself from your presence.”

“I missed you so much. I chased you away when you meant to help, and—once you were gone, the cooking lost its savor.”

Her lips twitched. He groaned. “You shouldn’t make terrible puns when you’re telling me nice things. You’ve told me that I love you, which is quite correct. Won’t you tell me what you feel?”

“I want to be with you, Jack. Even if that means removing myself from London.” She smiled. “Though it’s not really leaving London; it’s coming back home. They ought to be the same thing, but somehow they’re not.”

He seized on the meaning behind the words. “So you love me.” 

“As you say,” she said. “I love you.”

“Well. That’s settled.” Relief, gladness, peace were warm like the sun overhead, cool like the wind that softened its heat. They were balanced. Everything balanced. “And we’re to spend our whole lives forgiving each other, are we?”

Marianne raised a brow. “I should hope so. The alternatives are being perfect—”

“Impossible,” he sighed.

“—or not being together, or not forgiving each other.”

“Intolerable,” he said. “I see. You’re quite right, we should forgive each other thoroughly and frequently.”

“Something in the tone of your voice is...hmm. Do you mean ‘forgive,’ or do you mean something more...” She trailed off.

“Yes,” he said.

Again, she blushed, and he smiled. “So you left your kitchen.” He still had a difficult time believing it.

“It’s not mine; it’s the academy’s. And I can cook and create and show caring wherever I am. I should be sad to think I could only do that in one place. I’ll sort it out somehow.” 

She freed her hand from his, unfolding to her feet to look at his work. “But what are you doing? Repairing my father’s old stable? This hasn’t been used since I was a child.”

“Ah. You inspired it. Or maybe your academy did.” Standing beside her, he pointed up at what he’d done. Explained what there was left to do. Once the space within was cleared, the old stalls demolished, there would be a great open space for whatever one wished. It would be a simple matter to install ovens and worktables—though one needn’t limit oneself.

“If I can’t find a cook to teach lessons here, I’ll still be able to use it. Think of the ballroom at Mrs. Brodie’s Academy, used for far more than dancing.” Reflexively, he rubbed his shoulder at the memory. “Why, in a space like this, anything could be taught.”

Marianne had listened thoughtfully, nodding her understanding. Now she looked into the open door of the stable, reared back, and returned to Jack. “It’s a disaster in there.”

“It’s not ready for a teacher yet, no,” he agreed.

“So.” She looked coyly at him, gaze aslant. “You haven’t anyone in mind for the job, you said?”

“I always have you in mind. But I wasn’t going to ask anything more of you, certainly not to leave London for me.”

“But I didn’t leave London. I came home.” She beamed at him, and he felt like a king. “This is brilliant. It’ll be like your own academy. You’ll be helping girls take care of themselves, just as Mrs. Brodie did.”

“Just as you’ve done all these years,” he added. “Look, I want to be scrupulously honest with you. Every fruit has a stone in it, and this building is the stone. I don’t want to tell you that it will take a great deal of time and money to bring back, but I’m telling you now all the same. I wish it would be easy for you to stay, no barriers in the way of the decision.”

“You’re here. My mother’s here. Home is here. And a place to cook is here.” She took his face between her palms and kissed him, sweet and lasting. “It’s easy for me to stay. And sometimes one of us might need to leave, and that’s all right. Just be honest with me.”

“And if I leave, kiss you when I come back?”  

“That is a requirement,” she said. “Not every fruit has a stone, Jack. Some have seeds. When the fruit gets cut or damaged, that’s when the seed can grow into something big and wonderful.”

And it did. It had. It would. The friend of childhood would be the companion of adulthood and the strength of old age and the lover of a lifetime.

“Then you’ll marry me?” Jack asked.

“As soon as the banns are called for us.” Marianne took his hand again, looking at him with her heart in her eyes. “Come, let’s tell the bees there’s going to be a wedding.” 

Jack kissed her, and agreed, and went with her.
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Epilogue
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ONE YEAR LATER

“Use your favorite poem or song to help you keep a rhythm,” Marianne told her new students. The girls looked at her like owls, eyes wide and blinking, half worried and half hopeful. “Get your hands into the dough—yes, just like that, Jemma. You can’t hurt it, Elsie—it’s all right even to slap it against the table.”

From her table at the front of the large converted room, she showed the half-dozen students how to knead and pummel and otherwise abuse their bread dough. “If there’s a fellow you’re angry with, you can imagine his face,” she said, working her fists into the soft mass. 

As she hoped they would, the girls laughed, and they began to settle into a rhythm of their own at their long worktables. Some chanted in a quiet voice; some merely moved their lips. Some caught on quickly; some called for help from Mrs. Grahame—that was her!—and needed Marianne to stand near, coaching each step.

Marianne’s dowry, invested in the funds, yielded a steady dividend, and she used it to pay the students a wage to attend her school of cookery. These girls needn’t become maids at the age of twelve. They could learn to work with food, to gain themselves better posts. To help themselves and their families and those who loved them, lifelong. 

With Marianne, they learned for a few hours each day, five days a week. Boys came for lessons at other times, other days. Some learned joinery, some studied languages and penmanship to prepare for clerkships. They too received a wage and were taught by those with knowledge. 

Marianne still kneaded her dough to Shakespeare, but no longer to the words of Macbeth. Sometimes now it was The Merchant of Venice:

The qual-i-ty of mer-cy is not strained.

It drop-peth as the gen-tle rain from heav’n.

And sometimes she paced herself with sonnets. She particularly liked the one about the marriage of two minds, and love not altering when it alteration found.

Mercy and love, and the changes that time brought to a loved one. With these sweet balms, she had healed her heart. And whole, it was hers to give again.

She’d been like these girls once, uncertain of her place, though she’d had advantages they didn’t all have. She’d had a home to leave and to return to and the knowledge of love, though she’d thought it dust and shaken it from her feet.

And she’d been hired by Mrs. Brodie, been taught by Mrs. Patchett, aided by Katie and Sally and the four Js and several other marvelous maids and assistants. They’d all seen to her future. Now she did her piece to see to the future of other girls, one roll and sauce and tart at a time. One perfectly cleaved apricot.

One strawberry in season, and one honeycomb still sticky sweet.

Outside, one of the last cool days of spring chilled the ground and the air; within the just-christened Helena Wilcox Grahame Academy, all was warm and bright. Marianne would finish today’s lessons, then speak to Edith James about beginning to teach one day per week. The newest Grahame, Marianne and Jack’s first child, would be born near Midsummer. While Marianne recovered from her confinement, she’d need someone to teach for her all the time.

Edith had been Marianne’s first student, a quick and eager learner. She could take over the instruction, and well. And someday, so could several of the others. Love was generous, not selfish, and these girls watched out for each other. 

They were exceptional young ladies, and sooner than they expected, they would be equal to anything.
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