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Prologue
Freya



November 1879

“It’s here!” Dani’s shriek nearly pierces Freya’s eardrum.

She winces as Angelica shoots their little sister a look as piercing as her voice. They are in the tearoom at their house in London this afternoon, enjoying a rare burst of sunshine as it shyly peeks through the winter clouds and streams through the window. And now Dani is running into the room at full tilt, waving something at them.

“What are you on about, Dani?” Marigold asks, not even looking up from her notebook, where she’s scribbling notes about some sort of invention or another.

Dani skids to a halt in front of them and throws herself down on the end of Freya’s lawn chair, nearly causing it to tip over in her dramatics.

“Careful, dear,” Freya warns gently, grabbing her cup of tea before it spills all over her gown. Mama would never let her hear the end of it. And Dani never gets the blame because she is the baby.

“It’s here!” Dani’s clutching a slim book, bound in a pink-colored linen and embossed with a riot of ivy leaves in gold. As Dani tilts the book toward Freya, she catches sight of the title: The Silk Secrets.

“What’s that?” Freya asks. “A novel?” It seems a bit slim for that.

“A book of poetry,” Dani says.

“Scandalous poetry,” Marigold adds with a wry smile. “At least, according to everyone who tried to get it banned in Britain.”

“Didn’t you read the prime minister’s editorial about it in the paper last month?” Dani asks.

“You know I like books over the news,” Freya says, but her interest is piqued. What’s so dangerous about words on paper?

“I swear, the prime minister seems to be as against poetry as he is against women riding bicycles,” Dani mutters.

“I believe he said, and I quote, because I remember it for being so absurd, ‘Women with no propriety will be inspired to cavort in the streets together if such poetry was held up as having literary merit,’” Marigold says with an eye roll. “I don’t know about him, but that sounds like a good time.”

Freya ducks her head to hide her smile, but Marigold’s wife, Ros, doesn’t bother. Ros snorts with laughter beside her. “I would be displeased if you went cavorting without me, my love.”

Marigold takes her wife’s hand and kisses it. “I would never, darling,” Marigold says. “I promise the only cavorting I’ll do is with you by my side.”

“You two,” Angelica says with an affectionate but slight shake of her head. She has never been one to approve of displays of affection between couples, even among family. But Freya thinks how comfortable Ros is among the sisters is sweet. Ros is so formal around the rest of the family, though Freya can hardly discount her for that. Freya’s father, Lord Tallon, is a formidable man of tradition who would intimidate even the strongest of suitors. His imposing presence would put anyone who married into their close-knit family on their best behavior.

Angelica snatches the book from Dani, examining it with growing concern. “Dani! Did you really buy such a thing? And with the pocket money Papa gives you?” Angelica looks like she’s two seconds away from tapping her foot in disapproval.

“Papa has always told us we can use our pin money for whatever we wish,” Dani says stubbornly, taking the book back from her.

“You know he would not approve of this,” Angelica scolds, trying to make another grab for the book. Dani hurls it at Freya, who catches it calmly, tucking it under her arm to hopefully stop an impending wrestling match. Angelica is a hair puller and they have a ball to attend tonight.

“Now, Angelica,” Marigold says. “Poetry is a map of the soul and heart. Surely that cannot be harmful.”

“You just say that because you want to read it as well,” Angelica says.

“Much has been written about the poet,” Marigold admits. “Miss Ivy Yada-Lovell has made quite the name for herself in certain circles.”

“And with certain behavior,” Dani adds with a smirk. “Why, they say she is the reason Miss Astoria Parker called off her wedding last year!”

“That was her?” Freya asks in sudden interest. She looks down at the book of poetry. The scandal of Miss Astoria Parker’s wedding was so great that the gossip reached them in England all the way from New York.

“I wish a famous poetess would come whisk me away from my aging groom,” Dani sighs. “How romantic.”

Freya looks down at the book, tracing the ivy leaves with her finger. “So the poems are about their grand love story?” That seems more romantic to her than interrupting a wedding. Someone writing lines and lines of poetry all about the love they hold … that is the stuff of great romance.

“You see, that’s what’s so scandalous,” Dani says. “According to my friends who have read it already, it’s very clear Ivy’s poems are about many different women. Scads of them! Talk is, every poem is about a different woman!”

“How many poems are in here?” Freya asks.

“And there are rumors that Miss Parker quietly married another man just weeks after running away from her own wedding!” Dani continues, oblivious to Freya’s question. “It seems like Ivy Yada-Lovell is a rake and she doesn’t care who knows it.” Dani sighs enviously. “What a world Manhattan must be. Why was I born in England instead? We are ever so stodgy!”

“You are talking nonsense, Dani, women cannot be rakes,” Angelica says.

“You obviously have never been to The Bridge,” Dani says with a giggle.

“Well, of course not,” Angelica says. “It is not my place or community. It is yours and Marigold’s.”

“All are welcome at The Bridge,” Marigold says, as Ros and Dani nod. “But I do agree with Dani. Women can be just as cavalier with other women’s hearts as men.”

“Quite right,” Ros says.

“Did this Ivy do Miss Astoria Parker wrong, do we think?” Freya asks, flipping the book of poetry open, curious despite herself. The fine vellum speaks of luxury, the dedication simple: For her.

But who is “her” if the poems are about various women? Dani said “scads.” How many exactly is that?

“I guess we’ll have to read and find out,” Dani says as their mother calls for them from the other room. Freya’s sister grabs the book out of her hands, running off, and Freya sighs, gathering her shawl and sewing, getting up to follow her.

As the winter snow starts to fade in the coming months, they will head to Berkshire to their country manor for the start of the social season. With two failed seasons prior, this third round will be critical for Freya. It’s hard not to feel the pressure to make a decision, a fact she is trying not to worry about. She dreads the stuffy ballrooms and instead chooses to think of swimming at the lake and playing rounders on the lawn.

Soon, she thinks, I’ll be home.



By the time Freya stumbles upon the pale pink book of poetry again, several months have passed since that day in London. The gray of fall and the holidays has come and gone and she finds herself wandering around the library of Tallon Manor one rainy Saturday. That silly book, The Silk Secrets, catches her eye, tucked haphazardly among Shakespeare’s sonnets.

She shakes her head with a smile. Leave it to Dani to abandon her book of illicit love poetry lying about in the family library. Angelica would never let her hear the end of it if she discovered such a thing during her frequent visits to the manor. At first, Freya merely picks it up to take it to her sister—and maybe scold her a little. But as she pulls it from the shelf, she remembers Angelica and Dani’s argument those months ago.

Can a woman be a rake?

Settling into the armchair closest to the fire, she flips open the book out of curiosity and begins to read the opening line of the first poem.

Your skin against mine, secret touches

Freya slams the book shut. “My goodness,” she says. If her father knew Dani was reading such things, he would be most displeased. Such things are not for unmarried ladies to read.

Knowing her mother will call her for dinner at any moment, she tucks the slim volume of poetry behind a thick set of Shakespeare’s complete works and hurries out of the library. Joining her family at the table, Freya loses herself in the rhythm of conversation and the clink of silver on fine china.

“… don’t you think, Freya dear?”

“I’m sorry, what was that, Papa?” she asks.

“That ‘Jonathan’ is a strong name for a boy.”

Freya smiles at Angelica, who has just found out she and her husband are expecting their second child, and is abuzz with name choices. “Oh, Papa, you know that if Angelica has a boy, she shall name it after you!”

“Exactly!” Angelica agrees. “There is no question, Papa.”

“You girls are very sweet,” Papa says.

“I think you should name the baby after me,” Dani says grandly, and Freya laughs so hard she has to hide it behind a napkin. “What?” her little sister protests. “It’s a name that works for a boy or a girl!”

“You are quite right,” Papa says.

“It’s why we chose it back then,” Mama says, and the two of them exchange a bittersweet, wistful look.

“Are you visiting the village after church, girls?” Papa asks, clearly wanting to change the subject.

“I am,” Freya says. “The reverend wants me to check in on the Hollings. And I have sweets for the children.”

“You cannot stuff them full of sugar, Freya,” Papa warns. “They need hearty food to fuel their farmwork.”

“The children deserve some fun, Papa,” Freya insists gently. “Especially after such a hard winter. They aren’t all working the farms, after all. They’re going to school.”

“You have a gentle heart, dearest,” Mama tells her.

“I am just trying to follow your example,” Freya says. Her mother is one of the most beautiful and gentle ladies she knows. Everyone admires her. Freya can only hope to be revered as she is someday.

“I will indulge you, my dear,” Papa says. “But they must remember their places and you your own. I don’t want you distracted from your social obligations.”

“Of course,” Freya says. “Whatever you say, Papa.”
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Ivy



Five months later

The rattle of the carriage wheels against well-kept roads is almost like a lullaby to Ivy after two full days of travel. Her eyes drifted shut somewhere after they passed the third or fourth county named something-shire. She’ll have to ask what a shire is, exactly, when they arrive at the manor house. Surely someone will know.

Her mind drifts, the carriage rattle lulling her back into a near-sleep, her head pillowed against her bunched-up pelisse and the carriage wall—when something hits her on the knee.

Ivy’s eyes crack open as Prescott taps her knee again with his tall hat. “Yes, brother dear?” she asks sarcastically.

“Are you really going to sleep the whole time?”

“At least I don’t snore like you,” Ivy says.

“Lies,” Prescott insists. “I’m quiet as a mouse when I sleep.”

Ivy snorts. Her only brother is many things: sarcastic but sweet when need be, loyal to a stunning degree, and, when she’s feeling generous, handsome in that pretty dandy way some women lose their minds for. But he snores like a steam train roaring down the tracks at sixty miles an hour.

“You better hope whatever wife we find for you in England is a deep sleeper if you plan to share her bed, is all I’ll say,” Ivy tells him. “Now let me nap in peace. I need to be well rested by the time we arrive.”

“Ivy,” Prescott says, a bit of a pleading note in his voice.

Ivy sighs. “What?”

“Are you going to eat your meat pie?” He points to the basket the inn owner’s wife packed them. It’s simple English fare: meat pies, cold cuts of chicken, and a brown bread with hardy slices of cheese. Prescott devoured his pie hours earlier—she should’ve known he’d have his eye on hers, too.

“Yes, I am going to eat it,” she says. “Don’t you dare.”

He lets out an entirely put-upon sigh that makes her roll her eyes.

“What’s really bothering you?” she asks, giving up on sleep now. She’s promised herself she’ll support Prescott in any way she can. It is going to take both of them to pull this whole thing off, after all.

“I’m nervous about arriving at the estate today,” Prescott says. “I don’t know how to be a viscount.”

“I’m not sure that being a viscount is actually something you learn,” Ivy says. “I think it’s just … something you are. And according to all those letters we got from the estate’s lawyers—excuse me, ‘solicitors’—you are Viscount Yada-Lovell.”

“This inheritance seems false still,” Prescott says. “Almost like a prank. I always thought of Father and Grandfather as American. I never envisioned myself even visiting England, let alone living there.”

“I’ve always made plans to visit Japan and Mother,” Ivy admits. “England hadn’t really crossed my mind as a place to go.”

“And now…” He trails off, the weight of the responsibility heavy between them. “I suppose now it’s my home.”

“Our home,” Ivy says. “For as long as you need me, I’ll be by your side.” She pauses. “Well, until my publishers demand I do another tour for my next book of poetry … or until your wife kicks me from your palatial mansion, of course, because I am so very annoying,” she adds with a grin.

“You’re only a little annoying,” Prescott says. “And just to me. Everyone else is either scandalized by you or in raptures about your talent.”

“Sisters should be annoying,” Ivy tells him. “It will be all right, Prescott.” She tries to sound reassuring, but she’s just as unsure as he is.

Making a new home is always an unsteady journey, but this is more than that.

They’re entering a brand-new world—one full of responsibility and conditions and a society completely different from their American life. Ivy has always enjoyed a large amount of freedom and independence in Manhattan, not just because her works of poetry give her notoriety and a good living, but because of the inheritance from their father that was split between her and Prescott. That is a freedom many of her fellow poetesses do not have.

And what a name she has made with that freedom. She smirks at the thought. It’s not every day a whole prime minister accuses you of being a harbinger of sapphic doom. That gave her a laugh last month when her British publisher informed her of the prime minister’s warning in The Times. But now Prescott is to take his spot among all the lords and dukes who likely agree with the men who grumble and write editorials about her. That is a little nerve-racking. She doesn’t want her work to be the reason Prescott is socially scorned.

English society is so different—it has dukes and duchesses, and debutantes desperate to marry those dukes and duchesses. In an age of modern change as railroads blossom, trade increases, and great machines are built, all while new scientific heights are being reached every day to solve problems, things like royalty and dukes seem almost quaint. England certainly leads in some areas of progress, but in others, it is woefully behind.

“I feel very unsure of myself,” Prescott confesses. “These are uncharted waters.”

“And we shall traverse them together.”

Ivy and Prescott have made a dastardly duet for years now. They aren’t without their reputations, though Ivy always feels it is unfair when Prescott gets a pass for being a flirt and she certainly does not.

A fresh start after that whole mess last year is appealing to Ivy. She didn’t mean to become part of the story of the century by interrupting the wedding of the century, but she also couldn’t let her Astoria Parker marry a man five decades older than her. But while Ivy may have saved Astoria, she didn’t spare herself from heartbreak. Astoria married the man she really wanted just weeks after Ivy’s rescue. And Ivy tried not to feel as used as she felt heartbroken while her publishers leapt on the rush of interest in her work after the interrupted wedding. Her two volumes of poetry are now a global sensation—something she only dreamed of before. But with worldwide reach comes the kind of fame and talk about her she is not used to.

This break in England is just the thing she needs … especially because she is suffering from a hellish case of writer’s block. Helping Prescott is a welcome distraction from staring at her inkwell and blank paper, no words or inspiration coming.

When the two of them were children, she and Prescott were always close. Father passing from a fever when they were young bonded them further. And when their mother returned to Japan several years ago, they found themselves floating through their Manhattan town house trying to find a new normal without the beating center of a family that is a parent’s heart.

Ivy tries hard not to resent her mother for returning to her homeland, though her decision to go so far still prickles. Ivy feels like a hypocrite every time that resentment surfaces, for she and her mother are so similar in ways—they put their career pursuits first, and her mother moving her textile workshop back to Japan allows her to partner with artisans of all kinds. The last sketches and dyed silk her mother sent her are beautiful beyond compare. But Ivy sometimes wishes their letters back and forth weren’t full of work, work, work. She and her mother always connect when it comes to their ambition and work ethic—but not much else. To be able to have a mother who is a confidant has not been her lot in life. She tells herself it doesn’t matter, but it sometimes stings.

“You look troubled still,” she says to her brother, because focusing on his problems is much easier than dealing with her own. Plus she needs to keep him distracted from stealing her meat pie.

“The men who inherit these titles … they’ve been taught since birth what to do. How to act and how to manage an estate and, most important, how to make it profitable,” Prescott says. “I am starting at a large disadvantage.”

“It’s a lot of pressure,” Ivy says. “On top of those conditions attached to it.” She pauses, because there’s no delicate way to put it. “Are you worried about getting married?”

The previous viscount’s will outlines that Prescott will have to marry an English bride within a year in order to receive his full inheritance. The title and lands are his by law, but inheriting the money required to care for the lands and people has that special contingency attached.

“I always thought I’d marry for love, like Mother and Father,” Prescott says. “And now…”

“You feel forced into it.”

He nods. “I guess that does make me a viscount. Aren’t all the aristocrats supposed to be unhappy in their marriages that are for titles and money over love?”

“The conditions of the will don’t say your bride has to be titled or an aristocrat,” Ivy points out.

“We’re going to need help, Ivy. I need to marry someone who knows this world and this country.”

Ivy is silent for a moment. “You’ve thought a lot about this.”

“An English estate like this … it’s like running a small town and I’m the mayor … but not an elected one. I have to do right by them. So that means marrying a woman who can be my partner, not just possess a pretty face or a charming spirit.”

“Well, luck does seem to be on our side, since my friend Giovanna is settled in Berkshire as well,” Ivy says, digging into her valise and pulling out the letter. Giovanna sealed the thick parchment with an ostentatious black wax seal that Ivy knows she had to special order just to stand out. That is the way of her avant-garde friend. She does everything with joyous flair.

“Is that a lioness?” Prescott asks, leaning across the carriage seat to inspect the seal.

“A panther,” Ivy says. “Giovanna says there is one inside every woman, waiting to be awakened.”

Prescott chuckles. “She sounds like quite an original.”

“She is,” Ivy says. “I wrote to her before we set sail, and this letter was waiting for me at the docks. Giovanna was kind enough to tell me more about the area and our neighbors. Shall I read it out loud?”

Prescott nods, one of his eyes still on her meat pie. She nudges the lunch basket closer to her side as she unfolds the letter. Prescott stretches his legs out, settling in to hear the missive, but he puts his feet right in Ivy’s lap. She slaps them away with a frown. “Pay attention, brother dear.”

Darling Ivy,

I was so delighted to see a letter arrive from you, my friend! How many years has it been since we last crossed paths? Two, at least.

I have thought many times of that Panorama Theatre party where we met, do you remember? What a night that was! The punch went straight to our heads. And that woman in the toga? Not to mention your ode to Sappho at the end of the night! It was truly a gathering suited for a serial novel. Perhaps you should turn your pen from poetry to prose! I would gobble up a novel from you!

“A woman in a toga, huh?” Prescott interjects.

Ivy rolls her eyes. “There are always women in togas, Prescott. As if your pursuits in Manhattan were any less scandalous. Or shall I bring up the Park Avenue heiress and the fountain the two of you were found bathing in ‘for health reasons’?”

Prescott scowls. “Please, continue.”

“Thank you,” Ivy says with a lofty smile, returning to the letter.

Your news of your brother’s inheritance is another story that sounds ripped from a novel. How funny, that now an American holds the viscount’s beloved title! But I don’t think finding an English girl to marry will be a problem unless your brother is some sort of gorgon.

“A what?!” Prescott demands.

“A mythological creature with snakes for hair,” Ivy says. “Are you going to let me finish?”

“I have beautiful hair,” Prescott says, petting it like he’s trying to reassure himself it hasn’t turned into snakes.

“It’s truly your best feature,” Ivy drawls. “Now let me finish! Because apparently looks aren’t everything.”

And even if he is a gorgon, he has a title and a fortune if he marries. You might have to grab a sword off the walls of Silverthorne Manor and fight the ladies and right honorable misses off.

Titles are everything here, which I know is something one must get used to as an American, but no fear, my sweet friend! Giovanna is here for you and your brother!

As requested, I have asked the delicate questions about the most eligible ladies in our county.

Silverthorne Manor’s immediate neighbor to the north is the Tallon family. Lord Tallon is a well-respected member of society and I have secured you an invitation to their annual pre-season ball. This will be an excellent opportunity for you to meet neighbors near and far.

Lord Tallon and his lady wife have been blessed with four daughters—two of them remain unmarried. Lady Dani is a scamp and she favors men and women, but she is quite the flirt. She might be a bit young to settle down yet, as she’s quite a bit younger than the other sisters. Rumor has it she was an unexpected addition to the family.

Lady Freya Tallon is the second eldest in the family, a sweet-natured girl who’s devoted to family and charity. I often see her visiting the Tallon estate’s tenants on my spiritual walks through the woods. It is so good for one to commune with nature regularly, my dear friend. You must come with me when you arrive!

Lady Freya is a renowned beauty—many were surprised she did not marry after the close of her second season last year—but rumors abound that she has caught the eye of a son of a duke, so that is perhaps why her father is being picky. But I have heard tell that when she is just among her sisters, she is a renowned prankster. This sweet English rose has mischievous thorns!

Your neighbors to the east are the Babcocks. Miss Claire Babcock has inherited her father’s mind, if not his wit. Other eligible ladies of the county include Lady Honoria Marchbank—a gardener at heart—and Miss Portia Lowe, who is a well-known equestrian.

“Miss Portia sounds more suited to you than me,” Prescott says. “You’re the one always racing across any park big enough.”

Ivy feels a twinge in her chest at the thought of her beloved horse, Briar. She left her in the capable hands of a friend, but it doesn’t lessen the sting at leaving her behind. Briar was the last gift her father gave her, a spindly-legged foal with a white streak on her nose. When her father passed, Briar was the greatest comfort—not just riding her but spending time with her. Prescott likes to joke that she cares more about the horse than she does most people, which has maybe a bit of truth to it, especially in the aftermath of her grief.

“I’m sure there are fine horses at Silverthorne Manor,” Prescott says, like he can read her mind.

She will need the exercise to get her creative mind working again. She has to find some way to rid herself of this damned writer’s block. Telling herself that a change of scenery is just what she needs is slightly working to calm her fears about her looming deadline.

“Are there more ladies and their pursuits to share with me?” Prescott asks.

Ivy glances down at the letter. After describing Miss Portia, Giovanna bids Ivy best of luck on her journey and urges her to send word as soon as she arrives in Berkshire.

“That’s all of them. The county’s English roses, if you will.”

“Almost a neat half dozen,” Prescott says.

“It’s practically a bouquet,” Ivy jokes.

“I suppose we’ll meet some of them at the ball?”

“The Tallon sisters at the very least,” Ivy says, scanning the letter. “It was kind of Giovanna to secure us the invitation.”

“I’m afraid I’m going to need all the help I can get to do right by everyone and this title,” Prescott says.

“Aren’t you lucky to be surrounded by helpful women.”

“A much better deal than a bunch of helpful men,” Prescott says. “What?” he asks when she shoots him a look. “I meant that. The viscount’s solicitors are a pain in my—”

A pounding on the carriage roof startles Prescott into silence. “My lord, Silverthorne Manor is ahead,” the carriage driver calls. “Welcome to your new home!”
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Ivy



The first sight of Silverthorne Manor takes Ivy’s breath away. Her brother beside her seems to be shocked into similar silence as the carriage rolls up the long gravel walk lined by trees whose thick trunks speak of ancient times and people.

The house—some fifty rooms, from the notes provided by the estate’s solicitors—sprawling across the freshly awakening spring landscape has stunning architecture unlike anything Ivy has ever seen in America. She tried to picture Silverthorne Manor from the solicitors’ dry breakdown of the land, its holdings and earnings, and the house itself, but until this moment, she hasn’t quite realized what all those numbers mean.

“Prescott, that’s a castle,” she says.

The white stone almost shines in the morning sun. It is a place removed from time, like a princess should be throwing her hair down from the nearest turret, because there are actual turrets, topped with fierce-looking stone lions.

Everything in Manhattan is new and modern. The hustle and bustle of the city is unlike anything else. Every family of note competes with the others—who has the tallest buildings, the most modern conveniences, the finest art. But to be in a place where things have time and privilege to age like fine wine is an entirely different experience.

It is like walking among memories not your own. Reminders of the people who came before.

“You’re going to have to have at least a dozen children to fill so many rooms,” Ivy says to Prescott as they grow closer. The gravel walk itself has to be several miles.

“You don’t think they expect me to fill it with children, do you?” Prescott asks, sounding alarmed.

“I was joking,” Ivy says. “Clearly this is not the time.”

“Sorry,” Prescott says, his eyes still fixed on the enormous castle. “I just … seeing it…”

“It made it real,” Ivy finishes when it’s clear her brother cannot. She pats him gingerly on the back. “We’ll figure it out.”

As they draw closer to the house, Ivy catches sight of two women standing near the house steps on the gravel walk, both dressed in dark gray gowns of half mourning. Prescott points to the one on the left.

“Do you think that’s the housekeeper?” Prescott asks as the carriage begins to slow to a stop.

“It must be,” Ivy says. “I’m dying for a bath.”

“You need one,” Prescott says, and she kicks him.

“So do you,” she says, alighting from the carriage as soon as it stops, so Prescott has to scramble after her.

“Hello,” Ivy says, striding toward the women. The taller one looks quite young to be a housekeeper of a grand house like this. Her mother always had older women managing their home in Manhattan—with age comes wisdom, an iron fist, and a frugal heart, her mother always says—but maybe this is something England also does differently. “I’m Ivy. This is my brother, Prescott. I mean, er. The lord. The viscount. You know what I mean.” She waves over at Prescott. “That’s him.”

The woman’s brown eyes go from wary to warm. “Ivy,” she says. “I am your cousin June,” she says. She gestures to the titian-haired woman next to her. “My wife, Deepti, and I welcome you to Silverthorne Manor. And our son, Kai, welcomes you as well. Isn’t that right, Kai?”

A redheaded little boy peeks out from behind June’s voluminous skirts, giving his cousins a hesitant smile.

“He’s a bit shy,” Deepti explains with a loving smile, tousling the boy’s hair.

“Cousin June?” Prescott echoes from behind Ivy, the shock evident in his voice.

“Lord Yada-Lovell.” June bobs a curtsy. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

“I don’t understand,” Prescott says. “The solicitors who contacted me about the inheritance—they made no mention of you at all. I didn’t realize the viscount had any children.” His eyes widen in embarrassment. “Many apologies. If we had known of your presence here, we would’ve written to express our condolences and to help make arrangements. I’m shocked. The solicitors said that the viscount had no heirs. Clearly, that is not true.” He gestures to the child.

June frowns. “I am a woman, my lord.”

“But you have a son,” Ivy says, realizing what Prescott means in an instant. Have they truly crossed an entire ocean for Prescott to take up a title that doesn’t belong to him?

“Kai cannot inherit, my lord,” June says.

“Why not?”

“Because of his mothers,” Deepti says.

When Prescott and Ivy continue to look puzzled, June elaborates. “Women cannot inherit such titles—nor can they pass them to children when they are married to another woman. It is one of the many ways women are discriminated against in our country—as men who marry men still have this privilege. Clearly our country has made progress but still has a way to go, specifically when it comes to women’s rights. We still do not have the vote, for instance.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Ivy says hotly.

June and Deepti look at her, startled. Even little Kai seems surprised at her outburst.

“I’m sorry!” Ivy’s cheeks burn. “It’s just … back home people are fighting against oppression. Women’s rights movements are everywhere and gaining momentum fast. How is that not so here?”

“Things are different here,” June says, tactfully ignoring Ivy’s outburst, which is kind of her.

“Cousin June, you still have my apologies,” Prescott says.

“Both of ours,” Ivy adds.

“Do not worry, my lord,” June says. “Silverthorne Manor is your doorstep. It is we who are overstepping. We had intended to be settled in a cottage or small home by the time you arrived. But…” Her eyes sweep down. “I admit that it has been difficult to find one to let.”

Ivy’s stomach plummets. She can’t imagine how hard it must be for a woman to forge her way in this world if they are so backward about inheritance. Do June and Deepti even have any money to rent a cottage? To care for their family?

Had the former viscount not ensured his daughter would be taken care of? Fury burns in Ivy’s chest at the thought.

“You surely don’t think we’ll ask you to leave?” Ivy asks in horror. “This is your home. Plus, it’s enormous! And is that a guest cottage I see back there?” She points.

“It is, indeed,” June says, exchanging a puzzled look with her wife.

“See, there’s plenty of room for all of us,” Ivy says easily. “Just put us up in the guest cottage.”

“An excellent idea,” Prescott says. “Then we’ll be out of the way.”

“But … my lord … you are the viscount. You are the way.”

Well put. Ivy can barely wrap her head around it: the amount of power Prescott now holds because of a quirk in birth and circumstance.

“Well, if my word goes, then it shouldn’t be a problem for you to stay and for us to reside in the cottage,” Prescott says.

Their two cousins stare at him like he’s grown a second head.

“Us leaving Silverthorne Manor is what is expected,” Deepti says carefully. “So that Viscount Yada-Lovell can set up his own house.”

“I hardly know how to,” Prescott says. “You’d be doing me a favor if you were kind enough to stay and advise me. I am, after all, an uncouth American.”

Very few people can resist the sparkle in Prescott’s eye when he makes fun of himself. Cousin June is not one of them. A slow smile blooms across her face.

“You are very kind … Prescott,” she says. “I accept your offer.”

“We are most grateful,” Deepti adds.

“And I am grateful to learn that I have more family than I thought,” Prescott says. “I look forward to getting to know the three of you better.”

“But you must be weary from your journey,” June says. “I am afraid that the viscount’s bedchambers, they are in disarray. When my father fell ill, I had his bed moved down to one of the parlors for the ease of the nurses and myself and for his comfort.”

“I meant it when I said the guest cottage will suit me and my sister,” Prescott says. “We would not wish to disturb your routine.”

June presses her lips together, her eyes glittering with emotion. “I am very touched by your thoughtfulness. The loss has been very hard on all of us.”

“Why don’t you take our cousins to the cottage and I shall take Kai in for tea,” Deepti says. “You can speak on the matters of the estate that the solicitors might have left out,” she adds meaningfully to her wife.

“I would appreciate that,” Prescott says. “I will follow your lead.”

“This way, then,” June says, still sounding bemused at how this conversation has unfolded. Ivy watches her cousin as they make their way across the gravel walk to the guest cottage, which is set back in the trees that dot the estate.

Ivy lets out a gasp when she sees the gardens that stretch out behind Silverthorne Manor. June beams with pride at her reaction. “My mother, when she was alive, was a dedicated gardener,” she explains. “Now it is my great joy.”

“Those roses!” Ivy exclaims as they come to a stop in front of the charming guesthouse, lavender-tinged roses climbing up the front. “What an unusual color,” she comments, reaching out to stroke the petals of one of the flowers.

“The roses are called Violet’s Pride,” June says. “An invention of the great flower breeder Lady Violet Ridings, who resided in Berkshire many years ago.”

“You English roses certainly like your gardens,” Ivy says. “Say, do you have stables around here?”

“They’re across the garden,” June says. “But surely you want to rest after your journey, not ride.”

Prescott laughs. “My sister’s been cooped up in a carriage for two days and a ship for much longer than that. I’m surprised she hasn’t wilted like a plucked flower herself.”

“I’ll head over to the stables, then,” Ivy says. “I’m sure the two of you would like to talk about … well, all of this.” She waves at the estate around her.

“Just tell Thomas the stable boy to saddle Citrine for you,” June says.

“Thank you,” Ivy says, leaving them to their business, her muscles singing in relief at being stretched after the long carriage ride.

The stable boy, Thomas, is most helpful, bringing out a beautiful thoroughbred with a white streak on his forehead. Once her horse is saddled, she rides off in the direction he suggests for the best view of the lands.

The freedom of soaring across the endless country landscape on horseback is like nothing else. Her mind finally clears when she’s on a horse—the burden and pressure, the gossip and writer’s block, the mask that she wears of being that cavalier flirt always ready for another dalliance, it all falls away.

She can just be herself, lost in joyful movement, all worries and insecurities and softness laid bare.

If only you could be like that with someone else.

The thought floats, unbidden, into her mind and she finds herself pressing her knees into the horse’s flank, slowing him. Where has that come from? She shakes it away, running a hand through her messy hair.

Being vulnerable is hard. She much prefers to do it on the page, the distance between herself and the reader both physical and emotional. There is an unbearable intimacy to poetry, to laying one’s soul bare, but to do so with one you love? With one who presents risk, reward, and all the contradictory things that love brings?

The thought is crushing. It makes her bring that mask right back up.

My god, the view is beautiful, though. Everything is so green here. But as she trots down the sloping ground, she passes by several cottages, their thatched roofs looking very worse for wear. She doesn’t see any of the tenants outside, so she continues on.

What did June say? That there are over two hundred families living or depending on the estate. Are there money problems, if the tenants can’t afford to thatch their roofs? She has to speak to Prescott. No one should be sleeping with a leaky roof.

As she crests another hill, in the distance, a grand house comes into sight below, one even grander than Silverthorne, which is not something she thought possible until this very moment.

“The Tallon house,” she mutters to herself, urging her horse farther up the hill to get a better view. The gardens snake out behind Tallon Manor, much like they do at Silverthorne. But beyond them is a green sprawl of lawn and a lake that looks like the perfect place to spend a hot summer’s day.

There are girls playing something on the lawn … are they wearing uniforms? She can almost make out numbers pinned to the backs of their blouses as one throws a ball toward another holding a bat. She hits it with impressive strength, sending it flying as two others run after it.

Are these the Tallon sisters? Ivy has trouble thinking of proper English ladies playing rounders on the lawn. It must be servant girls instead getting in some fun before the business of the ball descends upon the house. She envies their freedom, just as a gilt cage falls over her as she enters English society.

Speaking of society … Ivy checks her pocket watch that was a gift from her mother, looped on a delicate gold chain and carved with a heron among bamboo on the case. She’s got to get back and ready for the ball. She traces the heron carving on the pocket watch before tucking it away. Her mother said that herons represent peace and balance, hoping it would serve as a reminder to Ivy to strive for such things. It was a not-so-veiled message. That is her mother, all right. A woman who doesn’t like dancing around things.

I don’t feel very balanced these days, she thinks.

With another glance at the girls below—it seems like their game has descended into a full-blown catfight, which makes her laugh—she sets off back to the manor house.

She has a ball to prepare for.







3
Freya



“Get your head in the game, Tallon!” Angelica hollers. “This is the last chance!”

Freya ignores her sister, trying to focus on the green expanse of lawn in front of her and the ball in Angelica’s hands. This is it. Any moment, Mother will call them inside and the game will be over. She needs to get this hit.

Freya’s eyes narrow, and her body tenses.

Crack. The sound of the bat striking the ball. Dani whoops in triumph at the hit, the ball soaring over both their heads, toward the bushes.

Freya runs toward second base, hitting it solidly before heading to third as Dani shouts encouragement and Marigold and Angelica chase after the ball.

“Marigold’s got it!” Dani yelps. “Run!”

Freya dives for third base, which is an old pillowcase that Marigold stuffed with dried lavender petals Lady Honoria gave her. If we’re going to have official rounders bases, they might as well be nice-smelling ones, she said.

“Watch your bloody back!” Dani screams from behind her. She always gets so competitive when they play rounders … or any game, for that matter.

“Language!” Angelica scolds.

Dani’s warning comes a second too late. As Freya skids toward the base, Marigold tackles Freya into the grass, chunks of sod flying everywhere at the impact, and just a split second after Freya’s fingers touch the pillowcase … Marigold tags her with the ball.

“OUT!” Angelica shrieks.

“It was not!” Dani yells back. “Freya was safe!”

“Not in the slightest!” Marigold says. “I tagged her!”

“I touched the base!” Freya insists, hoisting the pillowcase in the air, clutched in her fingers. “My fingers hit silk before you tagged me with the ball!”

“Nonsense, I tagged you first!” Marigold says.

Freya shakes the pillowcase at her. “It’s in my hands!”

“Dammit all, you cheats!” Dani says, turning bright red.

“I will wash your mouth out with soap,” Angelica tells her.

“You’re not Mother or Nanny Dubois,” Dani says. “You don’t scare me! I will fight for mine and Freya’s honor! She was safe!”

Angelica rolls her eyes.

“Oh my, I haven’t thought of Nanny Dubois in ages,” Marigold says, pushing up off Freya and getting to her feet, offering her younger sister a hand up despite their disagreement. Freya refuses to take it. It’s the principle of the thing. “I wonder how she is.”

“It doesn’t matter!” Dani says, knowing how her sister likes to get off track. “This is about honor! I demand a rematch!”

“Nanny Dubois retired to Paris,” Angelica says, because she makes it her business to know everything. “I send her a basket each Christmas full of English delicacies she might miss.”

“That’s so sweet of you.” Marigold brushes the grass off her rounders blouse and the neatly embroidered marigolds that surround the neck and then move onto her long skirts, the hem of which she’s tucked into her belt. “So. Another match, then?”

“I was safe!” Freya doesn’t quite snarl it, but she does follow up the statement with a glare. How dare Angelica and Marigold try to pull this! It is most unsportsmanlike. Their father raised them to be better—and to always win. Which Freya intends to do.

“My love, what do you think? Did you see the play?” Marigold asks, turning toward Rosaline, who is seated in a lawn chair in the shade, sipping lemonade and watching their antics with wry amusement.

“Darling, I know better than to come between you, your sisters, and a game of rounders,” her wife tells her. “You four are the most competitive creatures I’ve ever met in my life. Plus, I was reading; I didn’t see who got there first.”

“This is why we need an official umpire!” Dani says. “I’ve been saying this forever!”

“There’s not enough of us,” Freya points out. “And Rosaline is biased. No offense, Rosaline,” she adds to her sister-in-law.

“None taken,” Rosaline says, because she is the type of woman who is never ruffled by anything. “I am most biased toward my one and only.” She lifts her glass of lemonade to Marigold, who blushes when Rosaline blows her a kiss and goes back to her book.

“You two are insufferably affectionate,” Dani declares.

“You better hope you find such a worthy suitor or suitress as my Ros,” Marigold scolds Dani. “Especially because Mother and Father will want you to stop dillydallying and actually start thinking about marriage once you come out to society officially and Freya marries, and that is sure to happen by the end of this season.”

Freya’s hands clench around the pillowcase, a fragrant burst of lavender assaulting her senses. “We don’t know if I’ll marry this season for sure.” The season starts in May, which seems much too soon.

“Nonsense,” Angelica says behind her. “Lord Montgomery has all but declared himself!”

“That’s not true,” Freya says firmly. “And I will not be distracted from this injustice on the field! I was safe when Marigold tagged me. I agree with Dani: a rematch has to happen. Otherwise you must accept defeat.”

“As losers,” Dani adds meaningfully.

“Take that back!” Marigold says, pointing her hand still clutching the ball at Dani. “We are most certainly not losers.”

Dani leans forward, her eyes alight with that mischievous little-sister gleam. “L-O-S-E-R-S,” she says, spelling it out carefully.

“I’m getting the soap,” Angelica declares, advancing on her sister. Dani shrieks, retreating, and Freya steps in the way, flinging the pillowcase-turned-base up in defense, and to her horrified amusement, the fabric tears, sending an entire pillowcase full of lavender buds hurtling into Angelica’s face at a truly impressive momentum.

Dani cackles, scampering out of the way completely. “Looks like you’re the smelly one now, Angelica!”

“It doesn’t count if I smell like flowers!” Angelica protests, just as a voice calls across the lawn, interrupting their argument … and any possibility that they can play another round and prove that Dani and Freya are the true winners.

Freya catches sight of their mother coming through the garden walk, toward the lawn that sprawls in front of the lake where they’re playing. Their mother is a graceful woman who has aged like a fine wine, their father is fond of saying. Silver is starting to streak her hair in certain lights, her blue eyes, so much like Freya’s own, shining even brighter because of the contrast. When Freya was little, she used to sit at her mother’s vanity as she prepared for whatever ball or party she and Father were attending that night, enchanted by her perfume bottles and the intricate silk flowers and bejeweled hair combs the lady’s maid would pin into her mother’s coiffure. She’d dream about a day when she herself would be getting ready for such parties, but now that those days have arrived, she can’t help but feel nervous butterflies every time she readies herself for a ball.

The close of her first two seasons was more of a relief than she thought it would be. But with her two sisters married, tradition and society expect her to be next. Lady Freya is the apple of her father’s eye—whoever will he think is worthy of her?

“Maybe Mama can be our umpire,” Dani jokes.

“I am much too busy with last-minute preparations for the ball,” their mother answers with an indulgent smile. “And you know I have never learned the rules of your silly games. Your father indulged you too much, letting you race around the lawn and play like boys!”

“Rounders is a game for everyone, Mama!” Marigold says with a winning smile.

“At least your uniforms are sweet.” Their mother tuts, coming over to Freya and brushing dirt off her sleeve.

“Angelica did a beautiful job on them, don’t you think, Mama?”

“She always had the finest hand with a needle out of all my girls,” Mama says with a smile toward her second youngest.

“Oh yes, Jelly is perfect in all things,” Dani says sarcastically, using a silly childhood nickname that Dani knows Angelica doesn’t like.

When Angelica was expecting her first child, she got a little restless during her confinement. When she emerged with the first Tallon grandchild, a girl named Julia, she had also embroidered rounders blouses for all her sisters, complete with their lucky numbers and a bird’s talon embroidered on the backs in their favorite colors.

It was perhaps the nicest gift Angelica has ever gotten her sisters. Normally gifts from her are accompanied by lectures about morality, etiquette, and obeying their father. Not that Freya ever disobeys Papa. She’d never. Dani, on the other hand … it is like she goes out of her way to scandalize their parents sometimes! It puts a knot in Freya’s stomach to think of making such choices, though she cannot judge Dani for them, for they seem to make her perfectly happy. Her youngest sister is a wild spirit, but one who knows herself through and through.

“Are you done with your game?” Mama asks. “Even if you aren’t, I must insist you come inside, and make haste. We have a mere three hours before the guests arrive! And I’ve received news we have unexpected ones! Oh, I should’ve never let you go out today. Look how dirty you are!” She brushes more soil off Freya’s shoulders. “Lord Montgomery would be horrified if he could see you so bedraggled. A man does not want his wife to be unkempt, Freya. It’s too close to ugly.”

“Freya could never be ugly!” Marigold protests.

“If a man is so weak he can’t handle a woman without a perfect coiffure and a corset drawn in too tight to breathe, then I wouldn’t want to marry him,” Dani declares. “And Freya has many things to offer beyond this pretty face.” She reaches out and clasps Freya’s face between her hands, squeezing her cheeks like she’s a child.

Freya laughs. “Fear not, Mama. We have four lady’s maids between us, do we not? We shall be dazzling by the time the guests arrive.”

“Lord Monty won’t know what hit him,” Dani adds. “I mean, if that’s what you want, Freya.” She sounds skeptical. “He’s nice, I suppose. But he looks like he worries too much.”

“Dani!” Angelica scolds.

“His cravats are always tied too tight! As if he’s worried they’ll come untied and he’ll look ungentlemanly for just a moment!”

“Come along now, Dani dear,” Mama says firmly. “We must ready before the guests arrive.”

“At least they won’t arrive on time if they want to be fashionable,” Marigold says, going over to Rosaline and looping her arm into her wife’s. “Everyone knows you shouldn’t show up for at least an hour into a ball.”

“Not everyone knows that,” Dani says as they begin to walk toward the gardens and the manor house. “What did you say about unexpected guests, Mama?”

“I’ve received word our new neighbors have arrived in time to attend our ball and get to know some of the county families,” Mama says.
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