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They are writing their love story one letter at a time…
Louisa Hoggart is about to leave Northfield Hall . Her charge, Miss Caroline Preston, is fully grown and hardly needs a governess anymore. Even more exciting, Louisa plans to move to London as a children’s author. She just has one major task left: help Miss Preston host her first house party.
Opera singer Elena Zilio accepts her invitation to the Northfield Hall house party for the free room and board. She also hopes to find a new protector for herself and her eight-year-old daughter. When she hears Louisa Hoggart will be at the party, she is excited to reconnect with an old acquaintance.
It doesn’t take long for sparks to fly between the two women. Yet what Louisa recognizes as attraction, Elena labels as friendship. Armed with nothing but her pen and big dreams for the future, can Louisa convince Elena to take a chance on the feelings swirling between them? 

This bite-sized novella is a perfect one-hour read for your tea break. May I suggest some of my Countess Chronicles teas, which benefit Room to Read?

For content advisories, please visit www.katherinegrantromance.com/contentadvisories. 
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The Countess Chronicles:

The Ideal Countess
New Year's Masquerade
The Duchess Wager
The Husband Plot
The Prestons:

The Baron Without Blame
The Viscount Without Virtue
The Governess Without Guilt
The Charmer Without a Cause
The Sailor Without a Sweetheart
Northfield Hall Novellas
(an unordered series for the mood reader)
The Hellion of Drury Lane
It's In Her Kiss
Three Nights With Her Husband
Letters to Her Love
Plus, a free short story, The Spinster, available exclusively at www.katherinegrantromance.com
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Professor Lewis, 
Please find enclosed the requested materials regarding opera singer Elena Zilio’s stay at Lord Preston’s county seat of Northfield Hall.
She joined a “house party” in 1819 at the invitation of the Countess of Pemberly, sister of the late Lady Preston. The family itself was sparsely in attendance: you’ll see that Mrs. Chow’s room layout accounts for only Lord Preston and Miss Caroline.
The records we have available were found among the family’s papers. We may surmise that many of these were drafts of letters that were rewritten before sending.
I didn’t include the Hall’s agricultural log, but it notes that the weather during Mrs. Zilio’s stay was mild, with most days a mix of sun and rain. 
Of most interest are the notes exchanged between Mrs. Zilio and Miss Hoggart. I understand your scholarship is on Zilio’s life when she shared a house in London with Miss Hoggart. I wonder if you will agree with me that the material herein disputes your claim that they were nothing more than roommates and creative partners. 
I am at your disposal, should you require more materials.
Regards,
Gertrude Wendell
Chief Archivist
Northfield Hall Trust
February 1993
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July 1, 1819 
My esteemed Mrs. Zilio,
First, I must thank you once again for performing such a beautiful rendition of “Miseri sventurati” at my musicale last month. I am indebted to you for making me the hostess of the season. The whole of London is delighted you are finally returning from retirement, even if it is only for private performances. 
You have been on my mind these past few weeks. As a widow, I am always worried about my fellow women who now exist without the care of our protectors. Lord Small’s passing has left a hole in Parliament, his family, and I am sure in the hearts of all of us who cared for him. Now that it has been a year, however, you must agree with me that it is time to look to the future.
I am off to Northfield Hall in Berkshire for a party hosted by my niece, Miss Preston. Since your charming daughter is at the seaside with Mr. and Mrs. Rouse, I imagine you are desperate for company. Won’t you join me as a guest at Northfield Hall?
There will be at least two gentlemen there to provide stimulating conversation. 
Respectfully yours,
Charlotte Yardley
Countess of Pemberly
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Miss Hoggart— 
I have had a letter from my Aunt Charlotte. She would like to bring an extra guest—Mrs. Zilio. The very same opera singer whose review you showed me in your scrapbook! Since you are already acquainted, I thought to put her in the room next to yours. Does that suit you?
See enclosed Mrs. Chow’s plan for the rooms.
I shall be out by the pond if you care to discuss different arrangements.
Yours respectfully,
Miss Caroline Preston
[image: image-placeholder]
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From Louisa Hoggart’s journal  
July 6
Today has gotten away from me. Don’t they all, recently?
Meant to write another chapter this morning before breakfast. Instead, I stared out the window thinking about how dreary London is going to be compared to this view. I’ll be lucky to spot a tree, much less have a whole morning to watch the sunlight stream through its leaves to land, dappled and happy, on the drive below.
After breakfast, time disappeared. I can’t even recall all that we did: Miss Caroline and I had to work on her evening gown, which needs resewing to fit this year’s patterns; Mrs. Chow wanted to go over the menu again (it would be amusing to see her so nervous if it didn’t mean endless conversations about details); the mail came in from Thatcham (still no news from Messrs Law and Whittaker); suddenly, it was two o’clock and neither Miss Caroline nor I had eaten so much as a cup of soup for luncheon. 
I’ll do better this afternoon. Devil that I am, I claimed a headache and retreated upstairs for the afternoon. I must write this chapter, else the story will never get done, and I won’t have a trilogy to sell after all. 
One last thing—to purge my thoughts of it so I can focus on this chapter—Miss Caroline just sent up a note with news of another guest. Mrs. Zilio.
Mrs. Zilio!
I don’t even need to close my eyes to picture her. Even after all these years, it is as if she is in the room with me. Gorgeous creature. Her hair—so black and shiny! Her nose—so beautifully dominant! Her lips—how many hours did I spend staring at those lips?
Everyone loved her for her voice back then. Was it Louis or Harry that went to see every single performance of Rodelinda that year? 
And her voice is marvelous. Like a waterfall crashing down a mountain, or a sunset rushing in after a day of clouds. A force of nature. Some people claimed they could listen to it for days. I would be overwhelmed by that. It is the kind of beauty I want boxed up so that I can peek at it every now and then. Let it completely awe me, so that I am no longer a body nor a brain, just emotions swirling around like dust in the afternoon sun.
Enough of this. My words should be going to the story of Mary and Oliver Norton and how they are going to get themselves off the mountain after following a wayward sheep. 
Suffice it to say: back then, I adored Elena Zilio, and now she is coming to Northfield Hall. To the bedroom next to mine! Will we still have anything to say to each other? Will she still be fierce and kind and all-seeing? Or will her “retirement” to Lord Small’s bed have dulled her into a shadow of her former self?
And how much of a fool will I make of myself this time? 
I wonder if she remembers me. If she does, it must be as a mousy wallflower who never had the gumption to visit a drawing room on her own. (As if gumption has anything to do with it…but opera singers go where they want, with or without chaperones.) 
Or will she remember that time I tried to ask her for a walk in the park? I ended up inviting the entire salon of dancers. And they all came! At five o’clock, when all of polite society was out to see! 
She probably never even knew that I was trying to speak to her alone. She probably doesn’t remember who I am.
Still, perhaps I had better write her a note. It would be unsporting to let her arrive without knowing that she will see me again, when I have such advance notice. 
Better to write my chapter first, though.
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On the next page 
My dear Mrs. Zilio,
I hope you will forgive my forwardness, however I thought it better to write 
It is with great pleasure that I write to you
We are acquainted from several years ago when you took London by storm in your touring company of Rodelinda. My brothers, Mr. Louis Hoggart and Mr. Henry Hoggart, declared themselves in love with you, and I accompanied them as well as my aunt (Miss Bethsheba Hoggart) to visit your salon with some frequency. Once, I tripped and fell directly on your lap, which you were kind enough to laugh off. 
I am therefore delighted to hear that we will see each other once again. I have lately been governess to Miss Caroline Preston, hostess of the party at Northfield Hall which you plan to attend. 
She has informed me we will be roomed next to each other, and I hope you will consider me at your disposal at all hours of day and night.
I am sure you will be busy with the far more illustrious guests, yet I wanted to write ahead to let you know that at least one friend—if I dare call myself that—will be in attendance.
I wait with bated breath
I look forward to soon becoming reacquainted.
Your faithful servant,
Miss Louisa Hoggart
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July 8, 1819 
My dear Miss Hoggart,
What a delight to hear from you! Of course I recall you. Our conversation one night about the nature of stars and the sky and humanity lives in my heart. Whenever I try to number the constellations, in fact, I think of you.
Therefore, I, too, look forward to becoming reacquainted. I am relieved, if I may take you into my confidence. Lady Pemberly has been very kind to me, so I am happy to accompany her to Berkshire, yet I was afraid I would know no one at the party and find it all rather trying.
Now, I look forward to my arrival, knowing you are there waiting for me.
I am your faithful servant,
Elena Zilio
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July 10—Evening Menu 
Vegetable cream soup
Chicken broth soup with English dumplings
Olive pie
French salad
Stuffed tomatoes
Cauliflowers
Pear and honey tart
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From Louisa Hoggart’s journal 
July 10—late
Can’t sleep. If I write this down, perhaps my demons will set me free and I can get some rest. It was a long day with everyone arriving, and tomorrow will be longer. I need to sleep!
Elena arrived late afternoon with the Countess of Pemberly. She flew to me immediately—she even hugged me!—and by the time the maid (Renee, who is thrilled to be attending an opera singer) had settled her things in the room, she had reminded me to call her Elena. “We were on intimate terms the last time we saw each other, don’t you remember? You are the first person I ever met named Louisa.”
And she pronounced it, as she always used to do, with her lips flowering over the three vowels in the middle and a sweet little “s” with the tip of her tongue.
In other words, I melted to putty once again in her hands, and it took less than an hour. 
Then, promptly, she kindly but firmly turned me out. “I must rest, or I will be no good company at supper,” she said, one hand gently on my shoulder as she guided me to the door. I must have been slavering like one of her devotees in a dressing room! 
Of course, I did not get any rest that afternoon. Miss Caroline needed me in the drawing room. Everything was well in hand and the guests had all arrived, so I wasn’t sure what she could need help with. It turns out, it was that fact that she needed help with: she was in a right panic now that everyone had showed up.
“I haven’t the faintest idea what to say to people! Did you see the duchess’s face when I explained there was no tea to be had, not even in the morning? This is a disaster already, Miss Hoggart! What am I to do?”
And so the governess is still needed, at least for these last gasps of the girl transforming into a young lady. I reassured her, called in some peppermint tisane, rubbed her on the back until the tears came, and then proffered the handkerchief to clean it all up. It almost put Elena out of my mind. It certainly put London out of my mind, until Miss Caroline collected herself and smiled at me and said with perfect maturity, “I suppose I must trust in myself, and if they don’t enjoy themselves, that is their loss.”
Reminding me what I already know. What I’ve already written out in these pages a hundred times over. She is nineteen. She knows all I can teach her of Latin, Greek, French, and German; she understands arithmetic better than I do; she and Lord Preston have sunk their teeth into history with far more interest and acuity than I ever will. We can read books together and discuss them, and I can continue to tell her to curtsy just a little bit lower, but my charge no longer needs me. 
In any case, that is not the demon keeping me from sleep tonight. 
No, that demon is named Elena, and she is not a demon at all. An angel? As a literary pairing, it works, but of course, she is just a woman. Even in my fugue of desire, I know she is not a perfect being. 
I shouldn’t blame her at all. It isn’t through any conscious action on her part that I am awake with thoughts of her. She cannot help that she is beautiful, that her smile sparks joy in my breast, that my mind’s eye keeps picturing her lips cuddling around my name, over and over again. 
She is magnificent, like a full moon that makes you stare with astonishment, and I am merely a flawed woman, jaws open and eyes upward. 
We were seated beside each other at supper. That, of course, was not a mere happy accident, as I had suggested it to Miss Caroline on account of Elena’s note to me about not knowing anyone. Elena beamed at me when she discovered it. “I feel so lucky that you are here,” she said. Her voice is so well trained that even when she is trying to be quiet, it cuts through the noise of other conversations. I hear her with a clarity that I’m quite sure I have never experienced before. 
“I didn’t think you would remember me,” I admitted, for I am that shameless in seeking affirmation that my life as companion to Aunt Beth did not disappear into my memory alone. 
Elena took my hand then. At the supper table! As the Duke of Harrodshire discussed the economy with Lord Preston, Elena Zilio placed her fingers on top of mine and squeezed!
It was only for a brief moment, of course. Long enough for her to say, “You do not disappear as easily as you think you do, Louisa.” 
Her lips did that acrobatic trick again around my name. And if I had really been shameless, I would have kissed her. 
We talked instead. All I knew about her life in recent years was that she had left her opera company to become a favorite of Lord Small, who had tucked her away somewhere in the country so she wouldn’t be tempted to perform on any stage. I always felt that was very ugly and possessive of him, especially considering he also had a wife and six children tucked away somewhere else in the country, but of course I did not say that to Elena. I asked if she considers herself English after all these years, and she laughed and said, “I will always be Venetian, no matter how long I live beyond its canals.” 
Anyhow, she told me about the past few years. She has a daughter named Beatrice who will be turning nine in September (and one does not need to ask explicitly to know that Beatrice’s natural father is the late, wayward Lord Small). They have spent the last year or so (again, one can draw the correlation between that timeline and Lord Small’s demise last August) visiting friends. In fact, right now her daughter is at the seaside with dear friends of Lord Small’s, while Elena has been in London. “I am teaching the voice to anyone who will pay,” she explained with a charming lack of propriety. “Summer is a bad time to find pupils, I have discovered.” 
“They will flock to you in the little Season this autumn,” I said, already calculating if I could possibly have enough money to pay for lessons myself. My imagination runs wild with fantasies of a private classroom, her hands on my ribs to show me proper breathing…
In any case, she shrugged in a way that suggested she didn’t have the same faith I did. “Perhaps you can teach me how to teach. I am impatient with pupils who do not practice.” 
Before I could do anything more than smile in response, she said:
“I am so glad you are no longer companion to your aunt. She was a nice lady, but I find it too bad for a family member to be paid to be at beck and call. Do you like being a governess?”
I had forgotten that Elena speaks so directly. I had forgotten, too, how it underpins everything else I love about her. She sees me, and she says it plainly. Perhaps all Venetians are like her and all Englishwomen are like me, but I find it invigorating. I want to hang by her side like a pathetic paid companion just to watch her speak directly to every person in the room. 
I did not answer her question directly. I told her instead about how I remained Aunt Beth’s companion until she died—and I assured Elena that it wasn’t so awful. As her companion, I lived wherever Aunt Beth did, I ate what she did, she maintained my wardrobe at her own expense, and I was never without someone to speak to. Aunt Beth and I were relatively like-minded, anyhow, as she had also been a spinster, so she treated me kindly and we truly enjoyed each other’s company. 
Being a governess is a different challenge, I explained, and my experience with Miss Caroline, which is my first experience of it, has been rather singular. Lord Preston required me to completely relearn British history before teaching it, because he did not want me to discuss how wonderful each monarch was but rather to focus on how and when each reign increased its reliance on global trade. He wanted me to teach Caroline to be competent in etiquette and manners, but very little of our time was spent practicing for tea parties or writing out invitations.
Which is why Miss Caroline ended up in the throes of anxiety this afternoon, but of course I didn’t share anything about that. 
“Must you find a new position now that Miss Caroline is grown?” Elena asked. She was helping herself to more vegetable soup, so I did too; I was vaguely aware of mirroring her every action as I spoke. 
“I have been invited to remain at Northfield Hall as long as I like.” Which is really quite the invitation: as an occupant of Northfield Hall, even if I am no longer working to craft Caroline into a perfect young lady, I am entitled to share the profits of the estate. I decided not to explain this, as the politics of Northfield Hall might attract other guests’ attention and force our conversation to be more public. “But I find myself asking the question: what is a governess without a charge to govern?”
It was the first time I had asked the question aloud, though I have pondered it in these pages so often I am tired of thinking about it. To my surprise, tears stung my eyes on the word without. 
Elena reached out for my hand again. “An ess,” she replied, with such solemnity that it took me a moment to realize she was trying to make a joke. 
Then I laughed a little frantically. At the same time, I tried to catch her fingers, which were aiming for mine. And in the anxiety of the moment, I ended up turning over my entire bowl of soup directly onto her lap.
Her lap! 
Oh, could there have been a worse mistake for me to make?
Elena’s cry of surprise is no mere miss’s shriek. Her voice—her strong, trained voice—came out as a beautiful, haunting, forceful, and loud sustained note. I thought the hot soup was burning her skin through her dress. I also thought my eardrums would burst on account of sitting directly beside her. 
Of course, by now the whole table was looking our way. I had sprung into action with my own napkin and Elena’s. I was mopping them across her lap to catch all the soup I could before it killed her. Too late, I realized my hands were all over her lap. Her thighs. I had even dipped one napkin (hers, originally) in between her legs. 
And everyone was watching.
“Oh, do not worry,” Elena said, finally breaking off her song. Her face was as red as a tomato—from embarrassment or pain, I still cannot say. She seized my wrists to raise them from her lap. 
“I have ruined your gown.” It was a beautiful gown, too. Finely-spun silk that moved with every sway of her body and glimmered in the candlelight. As little as I care for sartorial matters, I felt a deep guilt for ruining so gorgeous a creation. I might as well have crushed a blooming rose in my palm. 
“It can be saved,” Elena replied hopefully. To Lord Preston and Miss Caroline, she said, “Please excuse me, I must go change.”
Everyone was kind and understanding. The Duchess of Harrodshire, Lady Pemberly, and Miss Caroline all offered gowns of their own should Elena need to borrow a new one. Mrs. Gilliott suggested lime water to remove the nastiest of stains. 
As for me—I was in shock from how I could have ruined such a perfect evening with such stunning clumsiness. I had not even been walking or turning! Really, it is a miracle I was ever hired as a governess when I am such a graceless creature. It shames me, as Aunt Beth always said it shamed her, that even at the age of thirty-one I cannot count on my own body to behave with decorum. 
I couldn’t simply remain at the table. The party was clearly about to do the polite thing, which is to ignore what had just happened. Meanwhile, the only rational thought I could sustain in my own head was: I can’t possibly pretend that didn’t just happen. What, was I supposed to turn to my right and make polite chit-chat with Mr. Fairhead instead? 
I did the only thing I could think to do, which was to exclaim, “Oh, can you believe it? My dress is spoiled too!” Then, before anyone could look too closely at my skirts, I scurried out of the room. 
(Just now, I did discover a few splotches of dried vegetable soup on my dress, so as it happens, it was not a falsehood.)
Elena answered her door when I knocked on it. She wore only a French corset and a petticoat shift beneath it; even that had stains on its skirt. Of course, I hardly noticed them. The beautiful and fierce Elena Zilio stood before me wearing practically nothing. Now, the only thought I could sustain was: don’t stare at her breasts. 
(It would be indecent of me to write about them, even here, on pages no one can see—on pages I can burn after writing! But I did stare at them, just a little.)
“Won’t you let me help?” I said, which was rather coherent given the direction of my thoughts. “I’m so very sorry for ruining your gown.”
Elena waved a hand through the air. “It is nothing.” 
Her denial was not very convincing. She looked in that moment so very tired. I wanted to lay her down on the bed and swaddle her in a quilt and lay beside her to watch her fall asleep. Since I couldn’t do that, I stepped into the room without waiting for an invitation. 
The spoiled gown was draped on a clothes horse by the fire. The armoire stood open, suggesting I had interrupted her in the middle of selecting a replacement. Even at a glance I could see that the armoire held only a morning gown, some walking dresses, and a traveling suit. Not a single one of them was as fine as the red silk concoction. 
“I have ruined your best gown,” I surmised. 
“It may still be resurrected.” She didn’t sound very hopeful. “Renee went to heat some water to wash it.” 
In any case, I had ruined the gown for tonight. And it didn’t seem she had anything else to wear. “Let me lend you one of my evening gowns for the rest of tonight. There are to be cards, and I remember you always win at least one pound at vingt-et-un.”
Elena stared at me for a very long time. I could see her mind calculating my offer against some other part of the equation—pride, most likely. 
“My better gowns are in London,” she said eventually. “I didn’t want to take too much space in Lady Pemberly’s carriage.” 
Aunt Beth taught me how to catch lies like that from across a London crush. Elena’s protector had died a year ago, and his widow wouldn’t be disposed to continue whatever payments he had sent. Which meant Elena had likely sold off the rest of her gowns; what was in the armoire—what little she could pack into the two trunks she had arrived with—might be the sum of her worldly possessions at this point. 
To be frank, it is none of my business. I replied, “That was very considerate of you.”
She blew out a gust of breath. “I’ll borrow a gown. Thank you.”
“Thank you. It is the only way I won’t perish of embarrassment at having been so clumsy. There is nothing to be done with me, apparently.”
At last, Elena smiled. “It is only because I told such a bad joke. At least share some of the blame with me.”
Honestly, how am I to sleep after a comment like that?
I hurried off to fetch an evening gown. Truth be told, I don’t have dozens lying around. I have three: the one I was wearing, a faded blue one from decades ago that has been patched one too many times, and a burnt-orange linen made right here at Northfield Hall. That one is my favorite, actually, because it was made just last autumn, and I trimmed it with the lace I bought in Reading years ago with my first payment as governess. 
It doesn’t look like someone’s best evening gown—it pales in comparison to the red silk I had just ruined—so I had no fear that Elena would refuse it out of pride. 
By the time I returned, she had changed into a clean petticoat. It was cut differently, with the neckline curving so low that I had an almost unobstructed view of the tops of her breasts. 
But I will not write about them, or think about them, any more than I stared at them. 
“Renee hasn’t come back?” I croaked out, because it suddenly was very important to me to know how long we would be alone. 
“Not yet.” Elena took the gown from my arms. “This is so beautiful. Thank you for letting me borrow it.”
“It will be a little large on you.” After all, I am a head taller than her and my general circumference is wider than hers—though she is no longer the slim little stick that she was in London. “I brought my sewing kit so we can pin it in place for now.”
We set up by the fireplace to give me as much light as possible to see. Elena held out her arms so I could float the gown over her head; from that moment on, I’m not sure my fingers ever left her body. I had to trace the linen down the contours of her back. I had to run them around her rib cage, brushing the soft curve of the bottoms of her breasts, to find the right placement for the pins holding the bodice in place. I had to feel all the way down her hips and legs to her ankles, in order to pin the hem. 
I’m sure I will never forget the feel of her. Supple. Muscled. And a breath that was quickening—I swear it was quickening just as much as mine was. 
Somehow, I placed the pins in all the right places. Somehow, I let go of her.
Somehow, I did not kiss her.
But oh, how I wanted to. 
And now I must pay the price by not sleeping at all. 
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July 11 
My dear Beatrice,
How I miss you! Every morning, I look at the sun and think, That is the same sun my Beatrice sees. And each night, I greet the moon with a smile, saying, Look over Beatrice just as well as you look over me. 
I know you are having a delightful time by the seaside. Have you gotten your feet wet in the sea yet? Have you built a sandcastle? Have you eaten any sweets?
I am in Berkshire near Reading. Ask Mrs. Rouse to show it to you on a map so you may see how close I am to you. The most amusing thing happened last night: one of the guests spilled their soup all over me! Can you imagine such a thing happening?
Enjoy the seaside, my beloved Beatrice. I count the days until I can see you again!
I love you with all my heart, carina.
Mamma
Dear Mrs. Rouse,
Enclosed, please find a note for Beatrice from me as well as two pounds to cover the new wardrobe you listed in your last letter. Thank you for making sure she is properly outfitted! 
I hope she is behaving herself and continuing to be good company for Miss Rouse. I am very grateful to you and Mr. Rouse for taking her with you.
As to your inquiry—Northfield Hall is not all that strange. The great house is only a little smaller than Lord Small’s summer house in Kent. No, it doesn’t have gilded windows, nor have the furniture or carpets or anything inside been updated for a generation or so, but it does not feel as if one is visiting a dilapidated old estate. Rather, it has a careworn feel to it. This afternoon, we are going on a tour of the park, which is better called a home farm as every acre seems to be put to one productive use or another. Perhaps I shall be able to purchase some Berkshire linen when we get to the flax works!
Everyone has been very kind so far. Of course, I am a guest of the Countess of Pemberly, and to insult me would be to insult her. However, there have been no hints of snubs. Lord and Miss Preston have been very welcoming. Their Graces the Duke and Duchess of Harrodshire have each gone out of their way to make conversation with me (and I won five pounds off His Grace at cards last night). 
In fact, an old friend of mine is at the party. I knew her previously as companion to Miss Bethsheba Hoggart, sister of the Earl of Barlow. Of late, she has been governess to Miss Preston, though it seems as if she will soon move on to something new. Perhaps you should like to hire her as governess to Miss Rouse!
You would like her as much as I do, I am sure. I think of Miss Hoggart as a sunflower that is always in bloom. Like the flower chases the sun, Miss Hoggart chases that which captures her interest, yet still she never loses track of that which ties her to the ground. One memory I have from London: she visited with her aunt and brothers after a performance. It was dreadfully late and the room was crowded with ballerinas, musicians, and all their attendant admirers. Yet in the middle of this wine-addled den, Miss Hoggart and I ended up discussing with each other the purpose of life. 
I remember that night with the same vividness as I remember my first kiss. 
What I am trying to say is that should you hire Miss Hoggart, you would find her a person with whom you could easily have meaningful conversation, which I know you and I both value equally. At the same time, she is very practical. Take, for example, what happened last night: at supper, I jostled her so that she ended up spilling soup on my skirt. While I froze, unable to do anything other than stare at the liquid rushing across my lap, Miss Hoggart immediately leapt into action. When she discovered I had no other evening gown to change into (the maid had taken my remaining gowns to be spot-cleaned, as my trunk somehow got mud inside it during our travels), she fetched one of her own and started pinning it in place.
I am going on and on about Miss Hoggart, so I will stop. NB: should I trim this entire story out? Perhaps I should rewrite the recommendation to be more formal. Ask Louisa first whether she wants to be recommended at all?
I am thinking too much about her. Am I always such a fool after someone is kind to me? I am not writing sonnets about the Countess of Pemberly, and she is the one who has made sure I have somewhere to live and eat and sleep this fortnight. 
It has been too long since I have been intimate with anyone. I mean intimate in any sense. Mrs. Rouse is the closest friend I have, and even with her, I have never been able to criticize Lord Small or bemoan my circumstances or express anything other than gratitude that she is willing to overlook my past in the demimonde to invite me to tea. 
Life is more complex than that. A person can be grateful and resentful. A person can be included on one level and excluded on the more important levels. A woman can touch another woman as a seamstress does and yet leave a trail of fire with each fingerprint. 
It could not have been arousal I felt last night. In any case, not arousal towards Louisa. It is just that no one has touched me so tenderly in so long. I have been feeling aroused in all sorts of situations for lack of congress. She just happened to be nearby, and so my body yearned for her fingers to be a man’s.
I am losing myself in worry. I am too anxious. I must rest, I must look at flowers, I must sing. Then I won’t be plagued by foolish thoughts like these. 
I must avoid Miss Hoggart until I am more myself. 
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July 11—Menu for Luncheon—Serve as a Picnic at the Pond 
Cold steak pie
Cauliflower ragout
Potato croquettes
Spinach and eggs
Macaroni salad
Berry pies
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July 11, 1819 
My dearest Mother,
The party at Northfield Hall is well under way. Today, we toured the grounds. It is a well-planned estate, with fields allotted for the various crops to keep everyone fed and clothed. The animals are all well tended, as are the laborers. That said, I spotted several opportunities for efficiency. For example, any laborer who is married is eligible for a private cottage, which has resulted in a significant area of the land being allocated to private housing. 
If it were mine, they would all live in the lodging houses, with suites created for families as needed. 
Of course, I kept this to myself, but I am making notes for our new manufacturing works. 
Most thrilling to you, I am dining with the best of society, including the Duke and Duchess of Harrodshire and the Countess of Pemberly. There are no young ladies aside from our hostess, unfortunately, but I was delighted to discover that Mrs. Zilio has joined us. Do you remember her from Rodelinda in ’09? 
She is just as beautiful as before—more so, for now her figure is more womanly and her sensibilities calmer. After our tour today, we picnicked near “the pond,” which is what they call a charming though small lake at the confluence of a few of their fields. I sat with Mrs. Zilio, and she took great interest in my plans, for which you recall she displayed little regard when we met her in London. I expected she would be among the flighty creatures begging to go off for a walk through the woods after the meal, but instead she remained behind with the governess so that the rest of us could explore the grounds without feeling that we had left anyone behind without a companion.
While I have been hoping to make a match with a good family, marrying a woman such as Mrs. Zilio would cause just as much of a stir in the newspapers, and might end up being far less demanding to my long-term plans. Not to mention the cachet I would have at the club with an opera singer as my wife instead of my mistress.
What do you think? Could you welcome an opera singer as your new daughter?
I remain, as always, your beloved son,
Fletcher Fairhead
Owner, Fairhead Glassworks
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From Louisa Hoggart’s journal 
July 11
Three more pages written about Mary and Oliver—they have found their way down the mountain, but now I must determine what their just, natural punishment will be. 
Still no letter from London.
I cannot tell what Elena is about.
Does she consider me a mere friend, one with whom she can share confidences but not kiss? 
Or does she, like me, feel some deeper current of energy flowing between us?
This morning, I was resolved to remember that it was the former. I did get some sleep, and it was enough to clear my mind to see that just because I want to kiss her doesn’t mean she wants to kiss me back. Even if I fall desperately in love with her, I cannot expect her to return even a fraction of my feelings. I went so far as to put on Father’s ring so that each time I looked down at my hands, I would be reminded of his stern lecture: You must not expect love of that nature from another woman.
I was glad to be wearing it when we started the tour of the grounds. Elena did no more than smile at me before lacing her arm through Lady Pemberly’s. They hung in the back of the group, while the Duchess of Harrodshire drew me into conversation about how to incorporate lessons on the natural world into a formal education. This is not to speak ill of the duchess: she is a kind lady with good questions about how best to rear her four children (two from her first marriage and two belonging to the duke). Under other circumstances, I am sure I would have enjoyed the conversation, especially as it turned to discussions of the monthly salon she cohosts with Lady Gresham for women of good breeding to debate politics. 
As it was, I had to devote every ounce of concentration to not thinking about Elena. She wore a yellow day gown that emphasized the shine in her dark hair and the crimson of her lips—or perhaps that was rouge smudged on with precise skill. Either way, she was a vision, but not a vision for me to ogle. When I did look back (for how can one keep from glancing at the object about which one cannot stop thinking?), she turned away as soon as our eyes met. 
Not in an unfriendly way. But in such a way that reminded me she had not been thinking about kissing me senseless last night. 
Lord Preston gave the short version of the tour, which is to say we followed the main paths to see the lodging houses, the trade village, the northern fields, and the textile works. (I stayed outside to avoid a headache from the noise of the clattering looms.) We finished around noontime at the pond, where the footmen had set up picnic tables and the maids had carried out a cold luncheon. Again, I looked down at my ring for fortitude, and again, I was glad I did: Elena elected to sit between Miss Caroline and Mr. Fairhead (a businessman who is clearly eager to make good connections). 
As for me, I sat with Lord Preston and Mr. and Mrs. Gilliott. I should have enjoyed the table very much, as Mr. Gilliott makes a living as a portrait artist and had all sorts of delightful yet incisive anecdotes to share. 
Here is proof of how little my attention remained with the table: I cannot remember a single one of his stories now, only a few hours later. 
I was still picking at my food when the others broke up into small groups. Mr. Fairhead asked Lord Preston for a tour of the lodging houses, to which Lord Preston eagerly agreed (he is clearly trying to influence Mr. Fairhead into prioritizing the laborers of his manufacturing works). Others decided to follow the path that leads into the forested western acres. I’m not sure exactly how it happened, in fact, but somehow I looked up from my macaroni salad to discover that only Elena and I remained at the picnic tables. 
“Don’t feel as if you need remain behind on my account,” I said, trying my best to sound unaffected by the fact that we were now alone. 
“My feet are tired.” Yet she rose, crossed the distance between our tables, and took the seat directly beside mine. “I am happy sitting here looking at the water.”
The pond does not present a particularly remarkable view. It is, in fact, a glorified draining ditch, though it is deep and wide enough for a party to swim in it on the hottest of summer days. At the moment, we were set up looking across the water to the beautiful grove of lilac trees on the southern bank and blooming hydrangeas on the east. 
And, of course, I wasn’t going to object. 
“My daughter is at the seaside,” Elena volunteered. “I like to think of her walking along the water. It is good for the soul, don’t you think?”
I agreed. We talked about her daughter more: Beatrice is almost nine, and it is clear that Elena is both extremely proud of her and extremely anxious about her future. I can’t blame her, as there are few options available to the natural daughter of an earl. If Elena can find a new protector, perhaps, or even a man who would marry her, then she might hope for a decent marriage match for Beatrice.
Otherwise, Beatrice will likely need to follow her mother into the opera or ballet or some other artistic trade that doesn’t peer too closely at parentage. 
None of that was said expressly, of course. Elena told me about how talented Beatrice already is at singing, dancing, and acting. Beatrice likes to write her own plays, apparently, and perform them, even if it means she must act every part. This brings Elena great delight: recounting one such production, her smile was so big and bright I thought it might blind me. 
When I asked about her education, it came out that Elena has been teaching Beatrice herself. “She knows how to do basic sums, and she can read and write in English, Italian, and French—at least as much as any child can. But I am afraid…”
I didn’t need Elena to finish that sentence to understand what she feared. An opera singer would not have much education in history, natural sciences, or mathematics. Not that the natural-born daughter of an earl needs that kind of education. Yet Elena is fast approaching the limit of what she can provide Beatrice, and once it is surpassed, the girl’s childhood will be defined by what she does not have instead of what she does. 
“If we are both in London next year,” I said, knowing that I shouldn’t, “perhaps I can find time to provide Beatrice instruction.”
Elena looked at me as if I had offered her a hundred thousand pounds. “But surely you will have your own charges to look after.”
It seemed too much to explain my scheme to her at that moment. “Who knows what the future holds?”
She reached for my hand. The way she had last night. The way she had when I ended up spilling soup all over her.
Clearly, it is a mere gesture of hers. When she feels a connection with someone—or wants them to feel connected to her—she creates a physical connection, too. She is not flirting. She is not expressing some deep yearning, the way I would be if I reached out for her hand. 
Still, after spending all morning trying not to take inappropriate notice of her, the touch set me on fire. I gasped out loud as her fingers (warm and soft) landed on mine. I must have jerked, too, for she ran her dark eyes over my body. “You have a knot in your neck?”
The moment she suggested it, I did feel tension in my neck. The muscles between my shoulders and my head suddenly felt unbearably tight, no doubt from trying so hard to sleep last night. “I suppose I do.”
In a fluid movement, as graceful as a pirouette, Elena rose to stand behind me and placed her palms on my shoulders. Oh, the sensation was exquisite! To be touched by her. To be cared for by her. 
What hope did Father’s ring stand against such a gesture?
I still tried very hard to remind myself that to Elena, this was not erotic. She was doing a friend a favor, nothing more. 
Her fingers were so strong, yet at the same time, very sensitive. Even as she applied pressure to my poor muscles, she moved gently, as if she could sense the precise moment when her touch was too much for me.
Not that it was ever too much. If I had my way, Elena would never stop touching me.
“I would like to recommend you as governess to Mrs. Rouse,” Elena murmured. “Their daughter is the same age as Beatrice, and soon she will need lessons in comportment. Are you amenable?”
Perhaps it was her accent, or perhaps she was breathless, but the word amenable came out as nothing more than a whisper. Almost as if she were suggesting something indecent. 
Her hands, too, stilled, at the base of my neck. A thumb strayed upward, stroking the hair that I had twisted into a knot. 
“That is very kind of you.” I tried hard not to be breathless, too, though it did feel as if all my blood had abandoned my head for the juncture between my legs. “However, I am not looking for a new position. I hope to move to London on an independent income.”
“Oh?” She resumed the massage, though her hands moved more languidly now. And they roamed: over to the caps of my shoulders, down my arms, and back up. “How lovely.”
I am sure that is what she said. It surprised me; I had been bracing to come up with a rational reply to whatever she would say, despite the fact that my body was convinced it was time to tear off her clothes. 
I touched Father’s ring for a reminder. Except—what if I was wrong in assuming she had no interest in anything beyond friendship?
After all, she was the one massaging me. 
She was the one whose hands were wandering to my collar bone, ever closer to my breasts. 
She was the one whose breath had gotten softer and faster, like the breeze before a storm. 
Suddenly, it seemed much more likely that Elena and I were of the same mind. 
The only way to find out was to test it. So I lifted my left hand and claimed hers, holding it still directly above my beating heart. “After all this walking, I shall require a nap.”
She was quiet for a long moment. Surely, she felt my heart galloping out of my rib cage on a concoction of hope and excitement and fear. 
I convinced myself in that moment that she would offer to walk me back to the Hall. 
Instead, she removed her hand from mine. “So you shall. I promised Lady Pemberly I would sit in the gardens with her.”
And suddenly, all sense of connection between us evaporated. Elena returned to her seat, her gaze fixed to the tablecloth. 
Was it a rejection? Or was it a temporary stay of decision? 
One part of my heart thinks I am letting my imagination run away again. Yet I also do believe there was something between us. Why would she be so awkward about taking a nap if she had not heard the invitation I had implied? And why would she hear that invitation if she was not also thinking about that which I should not write? 
I do not know what to think. All I know is I have not napped, and in a half hour’s time, I can see Elena again. Tonight, she is performing an aria for us before supper.
Perhaps afterward, I will get a plainer answer. 
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A scrap of paper, believed to belong to Elena Zilio, translated from Italian: 
Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!
What am I playing at? What am I doing? 
Why must my body play mischief every time my head tries to get me out of a mess?
Louisa is a friend. She is a woman! Not a beautiful or tempting or seductive one at that. I didn’t feel an ounce of desire when that mischievous Carlotta Contarini tried to take me to bed, and she was a world-renowned lover. 
Why, then, did I offer to massage Louisa’s neck?
Why, when my hands were on her, did they roam all over her? 
Why did I have such a strong urge to let down her hair and bury my nose in it? To run it through my fingers? To turn her around and take those thin, pink lips with my own?
I don’t have time for this type of nonsense. Before Lord S died, it would have been a boon, someone to amuse me—someone to know me—while he kept me in exile. 
But I cannot fall in love with the wrong person now. I must find a husband, or at least a protector. Someone to pay for the gowns and lessons and food and respectable address that Beatrice needs—deserves—especially now that she is about to become a little woman. 
I shall take three deep breaths.
That helped, a little. 
I am making this into a catastrophe when it doesn’t need to be. A spark of desire means nothing. I can ignore it. I don’t need to fan it into a fire. Nor do I need to link one moment from this afternoon with the entire rest of my future. 
I will focus on each hour as it comes. For this next hour, I need not worry about husband nor Louisa nor even Beatrice. I must only worry about performing my aria. 
Too bad it is about desire. But I will not think of Louisa as I am doing it. Poor Louisa! A bad friend I am to her if I must be fickle because of some strange obsession that has taken hold of me. Still, I will not look at her as I sing. I will not think of her hair and lips and…nothing! 
I will think of Lord S and how I felt when we first met, how I used to stay up until dawn perfectly coiffed, in hopes that he would come to call. That heady sensation of spending all your thoughts on one person, of not quite tasting your food, of imagining them with you every moment of the day…
I will not think of Louisa. 
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Front side: 
Lyrics from “Voi, che sapete” by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
Voi che sapete

che cosa è amor

donne, vedete

s'io l'ho nel cor.

Quello ch'io provo

vi ridirò,

è per me nuovo,

capir nol so.

Sento un affetto

pien di desir,

ch'ora è diletto,

ch'ora è martir.

Gelo e poi sento

l'alma avvampar,

e in un momento

torno a gelar.

Ricerco un bene

fuori di me,

non so chi'l tiene,

non so cos'è.

Sospiro e gemo

senza voler,

palpito e tremo

senza saper.

Non trovo pace

notte né dì,

ma pur mi piace

languir così.

Voi che sapetec

he cosa è amor,

donne, vedete

s'io l'ho nel cor.



Back side (handwriting and translation believed to belong to Louisa Hoggart):
You who know

what love is, 

Ladies, can see

if I have it in my heart. 

What I feel, 

I tell you once again,

is new for me,

I can't understand it. 

I have a feeling 

full of desire,

that sometimes is pleasure, 

sometimes is torture. 

I feel cold 

and then my soul burns 

and in a moment 

I feel cold again. 

I look for something 

outside me,

I don't know who has it,

I don't know what it is. 

I sigh and moan 

involuntarily 

I throb and shiver

not knowing why. 

I can find peace 

neither night nor day

But I like 

languishing this way. 

You who know

what love is, 

Ladies, can see

if I have it in my heart.


Sensational. My every nerve is alive. My heart still beats triple time from the memory of her voice piercing through my soul. Is she even human, to expel a voice like that? I felt as if I were suspended midair with each crescendo. And with each measure—I swear I did not imagine it—her eyes found mine. More accurately, her heart pinned mine in place.
I need look no further than the text. Unless my Italian is wrong, she is in agony. She is in that same exquisite suffering as I that excludes sleep and hunger and all other physical sensations. 
Short of speaking plainly—which she is shy to do, afraid to do?—she could not say it more clearly. 
She and I share this feeling. Shall we enjoy our silent suffering, or shall one of us change the status quo? 
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Front side: 
Lyrics from “Voi, che sapete” by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
Voi che sapete

che cosa è amor

donne, vedete

s'io l'ho nel cor.

Quello ch'io provo

vi ridirò,

è per me nuovo,

capir nol so.

Sento un affetto

pien di desir,

ch'ora è diletto,

ch'ora è martir.

Gelo e poi sento

l'alma avvampar,

e in un momento

torno a gelar.

Ricerco un bene

fuori di me,

non so chi'l tiene,

non so cos'è.

Sospiro e gemo

senza voler,

palpito e tremo

senza saper.

Non trovo pace

notte né dì,

ma pur mi piace

languir così.

Voi che sapetec

he cosa è amor,

donne, vedete

s'io l'ho nel cor.


Back side (handwriting and translation believed to belong to Fletcher Fairhead):
You who know what love is,

Ladies…if…heart!

…I…say…

It's new to me; I don't understand.

I feel an affection…desire

Now is…now is…to die?

I freeze…I feel the soul…

And in the next moment it freezes

…good fury?…in me

Not…

I breathe and…without flying

My heart beats and…tremble? Without knowing

Nothing…night?

…languish things




Missing a few words, but who needs words when one has that performance? 
Mrs. Zilio breathed each word to life as if it were a gift from God himself. I am convinced she is an angel, or at least as close to one as a woman can be. How else to explain the beauty of her hair, her eyes, her body, and most of all her voice? 
The beauty of her performance brought tears to my eyes. Lord P did cry—I spotted him brushing tears from his cheek as if he didn’t want anyone to notice. 
Afterward, I asked her if she selected that song for any particular purpose. She said it was a good song to feel young again—and she smiled at me in such a way. I said, “Oh yes, the hope of love makes one feel very young, doesn’t it? I feel that way myself.” I left it ambiguous on purpose, in case I had misjudged her, but she blushed and looked away.
If I play my hand right, I do believe we shall come to an understanding by the end of this house party. 
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From Louisa Hoggart’s journal 
July 11—late evening
I have come up with a plan. 
I am borrowing it from Italian theater, which feels appropriate and hopefully means Elena will understand without me needing to say anything at all.
Which is the main point of the plan. To let her know how I feel without letting her know it is I who feels anything.
If I am right—if that aria really was sung to me—if this afternoon, there was desire flowing through her hands—she will understand. 
If I am wrong, then…
I don’t think I am wrong. 
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An anonymous letter (handwriting is altered, but we believe it is Louisa Hoggart’s): 
My dearest love,
You stunned me tonight with the beauty of your voice. I had heard it before, yes, but never so intimately. Even on the great stages of London, I had always felt as if you sang directly to me, yet tonight, I dare believe you really did sing directly to me.
In which case—yes, what you feel in your heart is love.
Yes, the suffering is a great and beautiful agony.
Yes, I feel it, too. 
If I were braver, I would climb into your room by the moonlight and declare myself aloud.
Instead I will tell you here: I dream of you every night.
I dream of you every day, too. I picture us walking through London together, arm in arm. You point to a shop window, where there is an item you covet, though you think it is silly and not worth spending money on. And I—I insist we go in, pull out my purse, and purchase it for you right then and there. 
I picture us around a hearth in wintertime. You, me, and your little girl. I am reading aloud from a novel we have borrowed from our subscription library. When my voice tires, you sit at the pianoforte and play us songs from your childhood in Venice. Your daughter loves us both (but you most of all). 
I picture us in the pond where we sat today. Only this time, there is not a soul around. It is hot, too, so hot that we can’t stand to be in our clothes. We strip, a little shy of each other, looking only from the corners of our eyes. Then we race into the pond. For a while, we are happy just playing in the water. We splash each other, we dash from one side to the other, we float on our backs to look up at the sky that is so blue as to make one weep. 
It is at this point that I glance over at you. Beauty does not belong only to nature; it belongs to you. Your breasts rise above the water, and so do your hips. I cannot quite imagine what they will look like, but I know I will be arrested by the sight. I will stop breathing. Then you will look over at me, too. But you will not be looking in my eyes. You, too, will be unable to tear your gaze away from my body. 
For a moment, simply looking will be enough. 
But then, as one, we will cling to each other. Now the water consumes us, and for a moment during that first kiss, we are both submerged. The kiss might drown us. We kick upward, but we do not gasp for air because our kiss has not ended. 
It never does, in fact.
I am not brave enough to sign my name to this letter, which is far too bold. Yet I trust—I hope—that you are not offended but delighted. 
If so, I dare to ask—can any of my dreams come true?
I am your servant, your admirer, your devoted.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]

In pencil on loose paper, 
Handwriting believed to be primarily Elena Zilio’s with additions by Louisa Hoggart:
Notes on Mr. Fairhead’s lecture, “An Ethical Enterprise in the Modern World”
His business is glass manufacture
He employs 25 men, 10 women, and 10 children—pays them “very fairly”
Last year, the business earned 10,000 pounds
This year should be double.
Manufacturing near Newcastle—is that a nice city? 
Oversees housing, clothes, and food for laborers (for a portion of their pay)
How glass is made:
Elena: I can’t concentrate on this topic. Do you find it interesting?
Louisa: He keeps pulling on his earlobe. It distracts me.
Elena: That is wicked of you. He is nervous!
Louisa: What does he have to be nervous about? He gives this same lecture any time he sits down to dinner at a potential investor’s table.
Elena: I think he is nervous about me.
Louisa: What do you mean?
Elena: I received a letter last night. It wasn’t signed with anyone’s name, but I think it was from him. It was all about what he wished we could have done at the pond yesterday, if only no one had been around.
Louisa: Do you mean to say it contained…lewd thoughts?
Elena: Do not be so English. They were perfectly lovely lewd thoughts. 
Louisa: And you think Mr. Fairhead wrote it?
Elena: Who else? Lord Preston? The duke? Mr. Gilliott?
Louisa: I suppose your best hope is Mr. Fairhead.
Elena: He is not a bad prospect, do you think? I know commerce is not fashionable, but his business earns money, he owns property, and he is rather handsome.
Louisa: If you say so.
Elena: Wicked!
Louisa: I am not one to comment on whether men are handsome. 
Elena: He has very nice lips. 
Louisa: If you can find them beneath his moustache.
Elena: Whom would you have me marry, then?
Louisa: Why should you have to marry at all?
Elena: For a place to live, food to eat, clothes to wear, a dowry for B...
Louisa: Can you not earn all that teaching and performing?
Elena: Not as easily as Mr. F can with this new glass manufacturing technique.
Louisa: Still…
Elena: Let’s finish this conversation later. Better not to commit it to writing.
The ethics of manufacturing:
Pay people for their labor. Teach them how to live well (clothe them, feed them, require them to go to church). Pay for their surgeons and medicines. Pay a pension if they can no longer work due to injury or old age. 
But do it all while keeping the manufacturer profitable. 
Mr. F is very successful.
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From Louisa Hoggart’s journal 
July 12
Two sentences written. Sentences. I can’t get my mind off Elena in order to actually finish Mary and Oliver’s story. 
She thinks the letter came from Mr. Fairhead! And she is happy about it! 
Perhaps not “happy.” When we finally stole a moment alone (after Mr. F’s interminable lecture about what a wonderful person he is for hiring children into his glassworks), she tried to act as if she were some excitable miss who had just received her first flower delivery from a beau. Yet there was no sparkle in her eye, no blush to her cheeks. It was as if she were performing a role, and doing it poorly. 
I pressed her on why she must marry. I would be horrified if it was my letter that sent her running into Mr. F’s arms! 
However, the thought has been on her mind for months, apparently. “I tell you this confidentially,” she said in preface to her confession, her eyes shining directly into mine. “I trust you as a dear friend, Louisa.”
How was I to object, especially when she lingered over my name as she always does?
It turns out, as I suspected, that Lord S’s death has left her in dire straits. She had enough savings for a year, and now she is scraping by on generosity of friends. That is why Beatrice is at the seaside with the Rouses and Elena has attached herself to the countess. If she had to lease her own address in London, it would be at a boarding house in a neighborhood even worse than what I can afford, and she would never be able to pay for the proper clothes and education for Beatrice. 
“If I do not marry,” she said, “then I think Beatrice and I would both have to go back to the opera. It is better than the streets, but still, it is no place for my child.”
If she worked with her hands—a maid, a seamstress, a farmer—I would have rushed to point out she could always come live here at Northfield Hall. It is the refuge of people like her, who are trapped between bad options and no options at all. 
But even Lord Preston would be hard pressed to justify the long-term hire of an opera singer. 
“Why not give it a season to see how much you can make from teaching singing lessons?” I suggested (trying very hard not to sound desperate). “You are a famous singer. Surely you can earn enough from teaching society’s darlings to maintain an independent life.”
Now, sadness really did rule her expression in the downturn of her eyes, her lips, her chin. “I am no longer a young woman, Louisa. Men do not fall at my feet. If Mr. Fairhead were to make me an offer of marriage now, I could not afford to say no in hopes that next year, should I need him, he would renew it.”
It makes me wonder what terrible life lessons she learned at the hands of Lord S. Did she love him? Did he love her? Or were they only tied together because of their child, for whom Elena would sacrifice her own life in order to care? 
She was not even his wife. She could have left him and the Cotswolds at any time. Yet she remained there, kept away from anything that might entertain or interest or amuse her, as if Lord S were afraid she would desert him at the first opportunity.
Perhaps she would have. Or perhaps she thinks the only kind of life is one in which a man protects you in exchange for your devoted loyalty. 
In any case, I felt for her in that moment. I even dared to reach out and touch her—but only as a friend would do. Only as she has seized my own hand in acts of chaste tenderness. “Youth has nothing to do with beauty.”
Her fingers curled around mine. For a moment, we were still, doing nothing but clinging to each other. 
“We will see if he writes me another letter tonight,” Elena said, her voice breathless.
So of course I will. This time, I hope she will wonder more deeply about who actually wrote it. 
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My dearest, loveliest Elena, 
What a wonderful creature you are!
Yes, creature. Not goddess, not angel, not sibyl, not nymph. I see you as a creature, just as worldly as any other creature in this house. All of today, I have marveled at it! One would think that a person with your voice would glitter in flesh and blood as well. Yet what I see is a woman of contradictions. You can be beautiful, you can defy nature with your singing, you can captivate crowds with the tiniest gesture of your hand. You can also be timid, fearful, determined, and wicked. 
You would keep me on my toes, if my dreams were ever to come true. I would not be able to count on you being the picture of domestic bliss any more than you could count on me to always be kind, fair, and happy. No, I think our life would be very honest—perhaps more honest than any marriage in this earthly kingdom! We would know when the other was unhappy, upset, disappointed, or frustrated. We would sense when joy entered the room just as quickly as we would detect fear unseating it. We would share each other’s burdens, feel the same sorrows, and take delight in the same moments. 
That is what I am picturing tonight: a life that is not idyllic yet is ideal. I picture myself nicking my thumb as I slice a loaf of bread, and you rushing to my side to lick away the blood. I imagine us sitting side by side on a sunny Saturday afternoon, reviewing the monthly bills and strategizing how to pay them off. I picture twilight, cuddled together under a winter quilt, unspooling our days one detail at a time until it is as if we lived each moment together. 
Can you imagine it, too? Lay back in your bed, where I know you are reading this. Wrap an arm around your rib cage and pretend it is mine. Feel the weight of it as I hug you close to me. Let my fingers rub circles into your skin and marvel at how smooth, how soft, how lovely it is. You are telling me about your day—how it rained in the morning so everyone ate breakfast in bed, how the lecture today seemed to last for hours, how supper tonight was even better than yesterday’s because they served Brussels sprouts, your favorite. 
As you are talking, my hand roams. Just an inch or two at a time. It is not greedy. I am listening to you, after all. I cherish your every word! But still, my fingers wander. They trace wider circles, and the pressure lessens so each touch is more like a feather tracing across your bare skin. Now, they are on your breasts. The circles begin to tighten, each circumference getting smaller, and you have lost track of your thoughts because you are waiting, yearning, praying for the moment that the circle will match your nipple. 
But I do not comply. I still want to hear about your day! So you take my hand and place it between your legs. You are wet, have been since we climbed into bed together, and you have no patience for my crooning over Brussels sprouts. You demand my fingers between your folds. Your other hand squeezes your nipple, the one that was so impatient for my attention just moments ago. “Don’t tease,” you hiss at me, and I can make no reply other than to succumb to your demands. I know exactly how you like to be touched there. I am listening to your breaths, watching your chin arch away from your neck, admiring the jiggle of your breasts as your body heaves its desire in short, needy breaths. I shall keep going as long as you need me to. I shall keep my hand between your legs until the end of time, if that is what it requires. Nothing matters to me nor to you except the great, engulfing, mesmerizing ecstasy awaiting you at the ends of my fingers. 
Can you picture it? What will happen next?
I am your devoted servant. 
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July 13 
My dear Beatrice,
Today, we are taking a trip into the village of Thatcham, where I may post this letter myself so it will arrive on the king’s fastest horses to you. When it arrives, know that I kissed the paper three times and that those kisses are all meant for you.
I am having a grand time at Northfield Hall. Yesterday, we heard a lecture about how glass is made, and in the evening, the portrait artist Mr. Gilliott did live sketches of Lord Preston and the Duke of Harrodshire right in front of us! 
Everyone here is very talented and knowledgeable, so I find myself making fast friends. When we are together again, I hope to introduce you to my new friend Miss Hoggart, who can teach you about history and geography. 
I should like you to prepare yourself for one other eventuality, Beatrice. When you return to London, I might be married. Wouldn’t that be fun? You would have a new papa to buy you dresses and give you sweets when you have behaved well. We would move to a new city, too, so you can see yet another part of England!
If all goes as planned, I hope that you will have a new papa and Miss Hoggart can come live with us as your governess.
Nothing could ever change how much I love you. When I look at the sun, I think of you. When I look at the clouds, I think of you. When the moon comes out, I think of you.
My dearest daughter, you are all I think about!
I hope you are having a splendid time with Miss Rouse!
Your devoted mother,
Mamma
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From Louisa Hoggart’s journal 
July 13
When we were in the throes of planning this house party, I looked forward to today—day four—to steal time for myself. At last, we wouldn’t have all the guests filling up the Hall. Off they’d go to Thatcham and I, I imagined, could take my writing down to the garden drawing room and at last be productive. 
I hadn’t predicted that I would be in love. 
But here I am. Languishing over Her. When I should be rejoicing in the peace and quiet of the estate being returned to those of us who live here, every ounce of my body instead wishes she were here. This morning, I returned to my chamber and climbed back into bed because all I wanted to do was stare at the ceiling, thinking of our breakfast.
She sat next to me with her hot water and lemon (which she takes every morning) and said in a low murmur, “He wrote me again.”
Oh, it took all my strength not to correct her! Instead, I pretended to be shocked. “Was he too forward again?”
The smile that spread across her face! It was, I imagine, what she looks like after being kissed. Wicked. Delighted. Only trying very slightly not to look like the cat who ate the canary. 
“He was exactly as forward as I would want him to be.” Ascertaining that no one was listening to our conversation, she leaned even closer to say, “I would not want him to pretend I am some innocent young woman. He should court me as I am, on terms we both understand. If he were only writing sonnets comparing me to flowers, I would not find him nearly as suitable as I do from these frank sentiments.”
Half of me was in torment. How could she think Fletcher Fairhead wrote those letters? Why couldn’t she see it was me? And how could I allow her to go along with the ruse—what if she ends up married to him, thinking he is one man when he is really another?
The other half of me rejoiced. Except that term is too pure. We rejoice when good news arrives in a letter or when an extra shilling shows up in last winter’s coat. 
I felt the way I imagine I would feel should she tell me she returns my feelings. Ecstatic and hopeful and close to tears with joy—but all of that on top of a deep, churning, hot arousal. 
My letters have induced her to consider Fletcher Fairhead “suitable”! My words have put that satisfaction on her face! My feelings have stirred up feelings within her!
I could have kissed her right there, in front of everyone, and in fact had to curl my fingers around the arms of my chair to keep from doing it. 
I am not sure what I shall do next about it. At some point, the game will be up. Elena might very well marry Fletcher Fairhead, whom I have caught looking at her the same way I do. (Except his look cannot possibly be imbued with the same affection as mine, for he does not know her as I do! He gazes on her and sees whatever image of woman he would like her to be. I gaze upon her and see the real Elena.)
Even if she does not marry him, she will not remain here forever, and I cannot keep writing her anonymous letters. 
The rational side of me knows I should simply stop writing them. I should stop thinking of her altogether. No good can come of this. 
Perhaps I should tell her they are from me. She likes what they have to say. She likes me—when I told her I was not going to Thatcham with the rest of the group, she looked genuinely disappointed. 
If I told her I was the one writing her—if I confessed that I am the one who adores her—is it possible she would respond in kind? 
But if I tell her and she doesn’t share my feelings, I would lose her as a friend. That I know for certain. I need only look at my own past; even when Miss G assured me we could remain close companions despite the fact that she didn’t want to kiss me senseless, it took only a month for us to drift apart, and I haven’t had a letter from her in three years. 
I can’t fathom confessing to Elena only to have her reject me—and then have to see her for the rest of the party.
Better to keep it to myself, then, and follow the natural course of events. 
I should burn these pages. I should stop writing here and start writing how Mary and Oliver will end their story. I thought I would already be done with the story by now and could spend the day revising it! 
But Elena likes the letters. What if she would like them even more knowing that they came from me?
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July 9, 1819 
Dear Miss Hoggart,
It is our great pleasure to accept the manuscript Penelope and the Pope, along with the subsequent stories in the series, for publication. We should like to produce Penelope and the Pope to be released by December. Will you have the manuscript of Mary and the Monsignor ready to submit by the end of next month so we may prepare it for publication next summer?
As for terms of payment, we are happy to offer you fifty pounds for the two manuscripts. Should they run into a second printing, we will pay an additional twenty-five pounds for the third. 
Please write to arrange a visit to our office in order to sign the contract, collect payment, and submit your manuscripts. If you are unable to come to London, please let us know who we may expect to act as your agent. 
We are cordially yours,
Messrs. Law and Whittaker
Ave Maria Lane, London
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July 12, 1819 
Mr. Fairhead,
Pursuant to your request, my agents have investigated Mrs. Elena Zilio. This has included interviews with her former neighbors in the Cotswolds, interviews with the household of her current residence at Partridge House, a review of her assets at the Bank of England, and a comprehensive study of any newspaper articles mentioning her in the last ten years.
As a result, we can report that Mrs. Zilio is a well-respected woman. Her cottage in the Cotswolds was leased for five years at a time, paid for by an agent of Lord Small. She had a housekeeper, two live-in maids, a butler, and a man of all work, all of whom said she was a fair employer who paid them regularly with generous gifts and bonuses. Her neighbors had nothing but kind words for her. 
The maids who have attended her at Partridge House reported she is a woman of poise and grace.
Her funds at the Bank of England are low, but otherwise regular. 
The newspapers reported on her performances and movements frequently when she performed at King’s Theatre. She was lauded for a spectacular voice, though sometimes they found her acting a bit dull, and we did not find reference to her in the gossip columns too often. 
As for Mr. Zilio, he must have perished in Venice before she joined the opera, for no one has any memory of who he or his family are. 
We are at your service should you like us to pursue any further investigations.
Your servants,
K. Dillon and Co.
Investigators
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July 14 
Dear Mrs. Rouse,
An unexpected turn of events leaves me in need of advice, and I can think of no one who would counsel me better than you.
I believe I mentioned in my previous letter that there are a number of guests here at Northfield Hall, including Mr. Fletcher Fairhead of Fairhead Glassworks. It seems that is a substantial enterprise in Newcastle making glass bottles. 
In any case, Mr. Fairhead and I have spent some time together during the party. I thought perhaps I had caught his eye, and I was preparing myself to find a way to Newcastle to extend our friendship beyond this party. As it turns out, I need not invent any excuses, for last night, Mr. Fairhead asked me to be his wife.
I should like to assure you that it was done with the greatest propriety. After supper, we had all congregated in the drawing room for cards, music, and conversation. I became overheated and decided to take a turn through the garden, and Mr. Fairhead offered to accompany me. Miss Hoggart (I believe I mentioned her in my previous letter?) came along, but it soon became clear that Mr. Fairhead wanted a moment alone with me, so I indicated to her that she should walk ahead of us. We paused in front of a rosemary bush (they do not have an ornamental garden, though they have made very lovely paths through the kitchen garden), and he confessed his admiration for me before asking if I would consider becoming his wife. He assured me that he understood we had not had a proper courtship, so he begged me not to answer until I had taken at least a day to think about it. 
I imagine you are exclaiming at this happy occasion, and I assure you, I feel that way as well.
However, alone in my room, I am awake at midnight with reservations. Why has it been an improper courtship? Should he not bide his time and earn my affection with flowers and bonbons like any other beau? 
I am afraid he sees a defect in me. He said, “Despite your past, I should like to join our futures.” I know that my arrangement with Lord S was well known and that it is not as respected as a proper marriage, but I felt ugly when he phrased it like that. Will he hold it over my head every time I displease him? Will he make me feel as if he has done me and Beatrice a great favor by deigning to marry me despite my past?
If I marry him, Beatrice and I shall have to move to Newcastle. I don’t know anyone there! I was so looking forward to making a life in London. In Newcastle, I would have no one to rely on except Mr. Fairhead and his mother, who is present in any anecdote he shares about his personal life. 
Perhaps I can persuade a friend to come with me. Miss Hoggart is looking for a more independent situation. Perhaps she would accept a position as my paid companion so that if I marry him, I will not be completely alone in my marital home. 
And then there is the matter of his letters. Oh, I can’t include this in what I send Mrs. Rouse but I simply must write it out. I was not astonished when Mr. Fairhead proposed to me because we had been exchanging flirtatious glances all night. I was astonished that he made no mention of the letters whatsoever! Even after I said, “You have written to me of such a beautiful future,” he only frowned a little and carried on with his speech about how he wanted me to bring light into the dreary life that is bachelorhood. Is he such a careful man that he cannot admit to his fantasies aloud, though he writes them so wonderfully? The only other explanation I can think of is that he did not write them at all. In which case, who did? Louisa?
I am losing my grasp on reality. Of course Louisa did not write them! I am the one attracted to her, God help me, and not the other way around. She was perfectly happy to remain at Northfield Hall, while I had to sew my lips shut to keep from begging her to ride with me into Thatcham. Because I couldn’t stand the idea of being apart from her even for a few hours. Because I wanted to steal a few more moments in her company, as if that would give me more breath. Meanwhile, Louisa was happy to stay home, wishing me luck with Mr. Fairhead, because she hasn’t an idea that I—what, dream of her? Wish I could be married to her? 
Impossible. Idiotic. I am getting carried away because I am overly anxious about Mr. Fairhead. Whatever I feel towards Louisa is an infatuation, nothing more. When I see her again in five years, I will laugh to myself at how I was so silly as to think I wanted to make love to her!
You see how uncharitable I am being towards the man, and this is whom I am considering for a husband! Am I being cowardly? Should I ask him to resume a courtship after our house party at Northfield Hall? Or should I take the offer while I can, despite my reservations, because after all, a husband who thinks little of me is far better than no husband at all?
Whatever I do, I should really like to have Miss Hoggart with me. 
Oh, Mrs. Rouse, I hope this letter arrives to you swiftly and that you write back swiftly! I shall tell Mr. Fairhead I cannot answer until I have received counsel from the wisest of my friends.
Yours fondly,
Mrs. Elena Zilio
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From Louisa Hoggart’s journal 
July 14
Oh sweet ecstasy, oh exquisite agony!
I should be rejoicing tonight. At last, I have heard from Law and Whittaker, and with the good tidings I had been hoping for! Fifty pounds, far more than enough to set up my own home on a quiet street in London. This is what I have been dreaming of for the past two years!
And instead, I am a wreck. Why did Mr. F have to propose to Elena? And why must I have been witness to it? I tried to give them privacy, though it broke my heart to see Elena waving me away, yet still the garden is small enough that I could hear almost every word. Is that what all marriage proposals are like? Stiff, overly formal, and so very centered on what a wonderful husband the man would be?
At least she did not accept him right then and there. I stood in the darkness, blinking up at the stars to keep tears from spilling out, prepared to hear her promise herself to him. But that worst fate has not yet happened. She agreed to consider it.
I know she will accept. It is what she was hoping would happen. She is in need of money and reputation, and Mr. F can give her at least a modicum of both. As she said, she had better take the offer while she has it rather than wait to see if something better comes along. 
With my fifty pounds, I could give her a little bit of money. I could never offer to repair her reputation, though. Only a man can make her honest in the eyes of society. A supreme irony, considering how many of them are dishonest. 
Oh, what am I to do? Elena thinks Mr. F is an acceptable match because of the letters I have written. Must I sit in silent despair as she marries him under such a pretense?
Do I have the courage to tell her the truth? If she looks at me in disgust, will I be able to bear it?
I am sure I shall not sleep at all tonight.
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My dearest Elena ,
I cannot sleep tonight for thinking of you. In part, I must confess, it is torture. I am in agony guessing at what you will decide to do next. My heart breaks at the thought that it will take you away from me, and it swells the following moment in hopes that perhaps we shall be joined somehow after all. 
The rest of it is sweet delight. I cannot keep myself from thinking of you because so many of my thoughts bring me incomparable joy. The memory of you smiling in the starlight. The precious words we have exchanged, which I remember over and over again, always searching for some hint of hope in the pauses you leave between your consonants. Dreams of a future. Today, I have spun up an idea of walking through a field with you in summertime, the smell of hay warming us as your Beatrice runs ahead, exclaiming over this flower and that bird. I don’t know what happens next any more than I know how we came to be in the field. All I know is that it has become my new vision of happiness. 
Are you thinking of me? Tonight, I cannot picture us together. I can only picture you, this very moment, curled under a quilt as you wait for sleep to come. Are you sleepless because you, too, cannot put me out of your head? Do you wonder, as well, whether I am in bed? Whether I am undressed? Whether I am swelling in heart and body, heat rushing my fingers and groin, as I imagine you? 
In my mind’s eye, you are naked beneath that quilt. Your hands cup your breasts, but you are so desperate for me that you cannot even imagine your fingers as substitutes for mine. Your breath leaves your mouth on a fast, dissatisfied sigh because we are not together.
Tonight, I am not fantasizing about our bodies drumming joy from each other. I am thinking only of reality, which is us apart. Perhaps forever.
I am not sure I shall ever have the courage to say these things to you out loud. I hope you do not mind me writing them night after night. If you do, tell me to stop.
I believe you know where to find me.
Your adoring devotee
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From Louisa Hoggart’s journal 
July 15
Started writing with first light. Finished Oliver and Mary’s story. I will need to revise before submitting, but at least I know how it ends.
Did not sleep, and I feel it. All day long, Elena has acted no differently whatsoever to me. We had one moment alone after the duchess’s lecture on how industrial works are destroying local villages. Elena asked me if she thought Mr. F would make a good husband. I said, “I wouldn’t know the first thing about it, but neither would I marry him if he asked me.” 
Perhaps she thinks even that last letter came from him. Or perhaps she is giving me grace by pretending not to know it is I. 
If she does accept him, I shall write her a perfectly respectable congratulations note in the same false handwriting, signed with my name. She would have to recognize I am the one who loves her, wouldn’t she? 
I feel ill and have done all day. I hope I can sleep now—
July 16
A knock at the door interrupted me last night. I expected it to be Miss Caroline with a question (I had retired early while everyone else was still socializing in the drawing room). But when I opened the door, Elena awaited me.
She had changed from her (my) evening gown into a nightdress with a lace-ruffled dressing robe tied over it. Her hair was loose in its chignon; a few dark tendrils escaped in curls at her neck. Her lips were red, and her eyes were dark.
She was, in other words, the picture of seduction.
But not for me, I was sure. For a moment, when all I could do was stare at her, I predicted that she was there to ask my advice about whether she should go throw herself at Mr. F or not. It horrified me, in fact, both that she would think it and that she would impose upon me for an opinion. Surely she was not blind to my affection for her. Surely, after receiving my last letter, she understood in some dark corner of her heart that I am at her mercy. 
Then I noticed the letter in her hands.
“I have a reply for you, Louisa—” And how my heart did somersaults at the sound of my name! “I was going to slip it under your door, but I would rather watch you read it.”
I can only imagine the picture I presented. My mouth was dry, my pulse was hammering, and when I tried to speak, it came out as a croak, without any intelligible words.
Elena stepped past me into my bedroom. She reached behind me and shut the door—turning the key in the lock with an elegant twist of her wrist. Then, and only then, did she place the letter in my hands.
At that point, a loud voice in my head (sounding suspiciously like Aunt Beth’s) warned me that it was not what I thought. She was handing me a letter that would spell out exactly how I had betrayed her by writing all of mine, and she wanted to watch me read it as an extra show of cruelty so I would never dare express any kind of sentiment towards her again. 
But of course, the larger part of me had sprung into hope the moment I opened the door. And it was that part of me that unfolded the letter, fingers trembling, and stepped beside my candle so I could read it. 
It was—I will paste it in these pages so I may keep it safe and return to read it over and over again. By the time I finished reading it, my hands were steady, but the rest of me was trembling—with ecstasy. With desire. I looked up and discovered Elena watching me with a look on her face I have never seen before. Her tongue poised at the corner of her lips; her chin down; her eyes glazed.
A mask of desire. A desire for me. 
I’m not sure we exchanged any more words just then. I dropped the letter where I stood (later, I found it had floated into a corner between my desk and the wall). I stepped toward her, one hand already reaching forward, and from that moment on, we were touching. Hands. Lips. Thighs. Ankles. 
I was no longer myself. My body transformed into an instrument, and Elena its player. A soft breath on my neck, a thumbprint on my skin, a kiss on the inside of my wrist—those were the keys to quiet whimpers from my throat. Fingers tugging my hair pulled out a groan. Lips on places they have no business being made me cry out.
And Elena—oh, when it was my turn to be her player, how she sang! I stuffed a stocking in the wicked woman’s mouth to keep her from waking the house. The instant I did, she quivered even more, like the body of a cello resonating with its deepest notes. I followed that instinct, whispering terrible things to her, so that even though only my lips touched her—and then, they were only brushing against her ears—she erupted in a great, rolling fortissimo. 
I should not write more here. Even though I shall ensure no one will find this journal, I dare not risk it. Besides, there is no need to record it. Last night will live forever in my memory. Even if I felt safe enough to write it down (or if I were willing to burn this journal afterward), I couldn’t capture it. Every single moment we shared, the pure ecstasy that filled the room—it was better than I could possibly have dreamed.
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My dear Louisa, 
I owe you a thousand apologies for taking so long to realize it was you who wrote me. 
You may have thought I was naturally blind to it, but in fact, I was willfully closing my eyes to you. Do not think it is because of any fault of yours. No, I was unwilling to consider the possibility, for I was overwhelmed at the feeling you stirred inside of me.
The feelings you still stir inside of me. 
I am not sure when it began. Perhaps it was when you wrote me to announce you would be here. I know my heart lifted then at the prospect of seeing you again, but I thought that was friendship and nothing else. Perhaps it was when you spilled your soup on me and started cleaning my legs with such tender care. 
I know that by the time you helped me change into your gown and you ran your hands down the sides of my body, I was no longer in control of my reactions to you. You made me come alive in a way I haven’t felt for years. My skin heats at the very thought of you. 
I told myself I would keep my distance. I resolved to be nothing but a cordial friend to you. But then you would look at me, always with such clarity, as if you alone could see me when the rest of the world sees what they want me to be. 
Your letters wakened something inside of me. No longer can I content myself with what I thought would make me happy, which is a reliable income to provide a good life for Beatrice. I need that, yes, but I crave something more.
You.
In your last letter, you asked me what I dream of. Tonight, I am dreaming of us. Together. I am imagining you, Louisa, in my arms, and that I am kissing you. You are so often in control, your eyes darting around the room as you observe everything that is occurring and decide how you want to react.
Tonight, I don’t want you to observe at all.
Tonight, I want you to only feel, and be swept away by it. I want you to open your eyes at the end of it and clasp a hand to your chest, notice how it heaves, and realize you cannot remember a single detail, yet you know exactly what happened. I want your neck to tingle and tell you how I discovered its sweet spots, the ones that make you dizzy with pleasure. I want your breasts to ache and remind you how I teased them, how I paid back all the attention you have given mine with licks, tugs, and bites, until I found exactly what you like. Your thighs should sing my praises, and your figa! 
My dear Louisa, I never want your figa to forget me. 
I want you, Louisa, and before, I was afraid to admit it even to myself. 
Now I admit it to you.
Do you still want me, too?
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Louisa Hoggart’s journal, cont’d 
We woke up together at dawn. I had curled around Elena (the way I have always dreamed!) and could smell the perfume in her hair as she turned in my arms. 
“I had better return to my room before the maids come in,” she said.
“Yes,” I agreed, but of course neither of us let go of the other.
I still could not (can not!) believe that last night had happened. Or that Elena was cuddling with me. Her arms stretched around my torso, holding me close with a kind of unspoken tenderness that made me almost laugh with joy. 
“What happens next?” Elena asked. “I have never had this kind of affair before.”
I hardly knew how to answer. Did she want me to confess to my previous list of lovers? (Would she be disappointed at how short it is?) What kind of affair did she want? How could we plan for a future when neither of us knew what would happen when we left Northfield Hall?
“I do not want to part from you yet,” she added.
“Nor I you.” It occurred to me that I hadn’t yet shared my good news with her (for that is how distraught I have been the last two days, that I have barely thought of it, much less told anyone!). Yet before I could say anything, she kept speaking:
“I must still accept Mr. Fairhead, of course. It is easier now that I know he didn’t write those letters. He is just an admirer. He will provide for Beatrice and me, which I must not refuse. But he would not suspect…you see…well, what if you were to be my paid companion?”
I was so bemused that all I could do was repeat her words back to her. “Paid companion?”
“Yes, like with your aunt. Mr. Fairhead lives in Newcastle—” (which she pronounced with such a strong Italian accent that I could hardly understand its name, and which despite everything, I found so adorable I couldn’t help smiling) “—and he would understand if I asked to bring you along so that I will not be so lonely. He will be at the works most days. Surely it would be easy to continue our affair.”
My heart was fast plummeting. She wanted to marry that man even knowing he had not been courting her with sweet words after all! She wanted to marry him and keep having relations with me even after serving him as a wife!
I know that Lady Anne was married when she and I had our little tryst, but I didn’t live with them. I didn’t witness their daily exchanges, and I never lay awake at night wondering if I could hear Lord Jarvis grunting over his wife. 
This is the moment when I should have told her about my good news. But I was overcome with dismay, and I said instead, “I would rather not have you than share you with Mr. Fairhead.”
By this time, we were no longer in each other’s arms. Elena, in fact, stood up and started pulling on her various clothes. Her reply was hot and fast: how could I think she would give up the security of a husband? It was not just her she had to think about. She had a daughter who deserved a life without worrying about money. 
Again, this is when I should have announced that I have come into a new fortune. Yet I found myself saying, “All those things I wrote in my letters to you, the visions I have for the future…I meant them. That is the life I picture with you. Don’t you want any of that?”
“Of course I want it. I know better than to believe that I can have it.” There was a viciousness to her words that stung me. She took a deep breath. “This does not need to be ugly. We should discuss this later, after we have had some food. And maybe more sleep.”
I tried then to say, “But I have to tell you something.”
However, she held up her hand, stilling my words in the air. “Renee will be in soon to start the fires. I must return to my room. We will talk another time.”
She removed herself from the room before I could think of a rebuttal. 
I hope she means it that we will speak later.
I hope that when we do, I stop arguing and tell her what I have to say. 
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My darling Beatrice, 
One day, when you are old enough, I will hand you this letter so you may learn from your mother’s mistakes.
Do not let your heart carry you away.
It begins feeling so very easy and lovely and safe. How dangerous can it be, you will ask yourself, to allow that person to smile at me again? How could it ruin me, you will wonder, if I laugh at his joke? It can’t hurt me, can it, if I put my hand in hers?
Take it from me: every time, it will destroy you. I speak of something more than material destruction, though that, too, has happened to me. You will not just be turned out of your home; you will not merely earn a reputation forevermore as a mistress instead of a wife. You will lose all the good sense sitting in your head. You will wake up one day in someone else’s bed, thinking that life has finally decided to give you a gift, only to discover that no, this person is still not—
What do I think she will be? My one true love, as if we lived in some kind of myth? Do I really seek a soul mate? Do I believe I cannot be happy without a person beside me like Louisa or Lord S? 
When I look at my life, I see that it is full of so many blessings. You, to begin and end the list. My parents, God rest their souls, who did love me and who made sure my stomach was never too empty. Don Matteo, who taught me how to be a singer. My time as a diva—what little girl can dream of traveling as I have, and meeting so many royal families, and eating so many feasts? I know what it is to be feted, worshipped, adored. Men have thrown roses, chocolates, silks, even a diamond bracelet at my feet!
And these last ten years, I have had you. The exhaustion of travel was swapped for the peace of our cottage. The adoration of men was traded for the sacred love of mother and child. The uncertainty of what would come next was replaced by the safety of a life that felt like it would never change.
How, then, can I suddenly feel as I did when I was a girl? How can my heart seem as if it is beating outside of my chest for fear that I have said my last words to the person I love?
Good God, can I really love her?
And if I do, is there really nothing I can do about it?
And in the midst of all this, despite all my reservations, can I really marry Mr. Fairhead?
You see what comes of listening to your heart, Beatrice. It ties you up in knots until you are useless, except as an example for your daughter of what not to do. 
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From Louisa Hoggart’s journal 
July 16
Changing for supper. So far, I have barely seen Elena at all. She didn’t come down for breakfast. At luncheon, she sat between the countess and the duchess, and they stole her away afterward. I spent most of the meal trying not to look piningly down the table at her. I don’t know if I was successful, but I know she hardly looked back at me. 
I tried to find her when Lady Pemberly went for a lie-down, except I saw Elena walking in the garden again with Mr. F. As the door shut behind her, she looked over her shoulder and saw me. It was the briefest of moments. I should like to write that she smiled at me, but it was so quick, so small, that I’m not sure she did. It was more that our eyes met, and her lips twitched, and from that, I am somehow endeavoring to divine meaning. That she loves me? That she will forsake me? That she wants me to bend to her will?
Oh, as I write this, she must be making plans with him for their marriage. Is she demanding a generous settlement? (I hope it is large enough to last her a lifetime.) Is she negotiating a year in London before she is forced to relocate to Newcastle? (But why should I want her to be nearer to me if she is not choosing me?)
If, when we finally speak again, she invites me again to be her paid companion, will I accept?
If only I could offer her more than my fifty pounds. If only the life I envision could solve all her problems. If only my “if only”s amounted to anything…
I have worked too hard to write my manuscripts and find a publisher who will sell them without costing me my savings. I cannot give up on the tomorrows I have earned for myself, no matter how much my heart yearns for Elena today. Neither can I ask her to make the same trade for me. We are each of us in pursuit of our own happiness, and we must not stand in each other’s way—lest we end up contributing to the other’s misery.
My only hope is that she will consider my offer enough. Perhaps—oh, and I know this is more of a dream than a hope!—living with me will balance out the loss of respectability of becoming a wife.
All I can do is make the offer. From there, it is up to Elena. 
I shall try one more time to speak to her. If after supper, we haven’t had a moment alone, I shall find some other way to make my offer clear. 
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July 16, 1819 
Dear Mother,
I am returning sooner than anticipated. Please ensure my bedroom has been dusted and that Briggs has my favorite whiskey warmed up when I arrive. I shall need all the fortitude you can provide me, for I am a disappointed man.
Mrs. Zilio seemed perfectly delighted when I proposed a union between our households. I beseeched her to wait a few days before answering, for I know that women such as she might be prone to impulsive decisions. Yet I was confident she would find me within a day and accept my suit.
When she asked to walk with me in the garden this afternoon, I warned her again that she should wait before giving me an answer. However, she informed me she did not need to think it over any longer. Though she considers me a very kind man to have extended such an offer, after two nights of soul searching, she said she realized she could not make me happy. She is too used to her independence, she claims, and she would chafe under the guidance of a husband.
I tried to point out to her that without the protection of a husband, she cannot offer a very certain life for her young daughter. Still, she refused me. 
It seems Mrs. Zilio is not the reasonable woman I believed her to be. I will not offend you nor sully these pages with what I think of her character now that she has been so… Already, I can hear you comforting me that it is better to have discovered this about her now than after the wedding. Yes, you are absolutely correct, but for now, I must recover myself.
I have decided to quit Northfield Hall rather than remain in the presence of…
In any case, this is why I shall be home sooner than expected. At least I will have the blessing of seeing you again sooner.
Your devoted son,
Fletcher Fairhead
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July 16, 1819 
Dear Mrs. Zilio,
As we have not had a chance to speak, and as I have a formal proposal to offer you, I decided I should write to you to put everything on record. 
I have recently had news from the firm Law and Whittaker that they have accepted my current and following manuscripts for publication. This comes with a modest lump sum payment as well as the potential to sell more manuscripts, should the books go into additional printings. 
With this new opportunity, I plan to move to London. I am enlisting an agent to find me rooms in a quiet neighborhood such as Farringdon or Russell Square. However, my budget will limit me to a small apartment, with perhaps one living room, a bedchamber, and access to a kitchen. It would behoove me to find a boarder so that I may lease a house on its own.
As such, I would like to formally invite you to consider the position. There is a slight financial commitment, which we can discuss in greater detail, but I think it should be within the means of a sought-after singing teacher to genteel society. Whatever house I lease would include plenty of room for you and Miss Zilio, any instruments you require, and a lessons room should you like to provide your services at home. 
It would bring me great happiness if you should accept this position. Should you like to discuss it further, I believe you know how to find me.
Your servant always,
Miss Louisa Hoggart
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Dear Miss Hoggart, 
I accept.
With great affection,
E. Zilio
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Notice to Northfield Hall— 
Miss Caroline Preston cordially invites you to a celebration of her beloved governess, Miss Louisa Hoggart, on the occasion of her departure from Northfield Hall to London to embark upon her career as a novelist.
Britain’s children will all be gaining a wonderful champion of rigorous thinking, proper behavior, and creativity when they read Miss Hoggart’s books.
In addition, we celebrate Mrs. Elena Zilio’s return to London as boarder with Miss Hoggart. The two will be perfect partners as they live independent of anything except their natural talents. 
The celebration shall include a picnic, a recital by Mrs. Zilio, and—weather permitting—dancing in the fields.
(Let’s show our guests the joy of a Northfield Hall celebration!)
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July 24—Menu for Miss Hoggart’s Jubilant Going Away Party 
Vermicelli soup
Fillet of fish
Roasted duck
Chicken with lemon
Salad in jelly
Asparagus
Vegetable fritters
Macaroni salad
Apple puffs
Berry tarts
Honey cakes
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From Louisa Hoggart’s journal 
July 25
And so I wake on my final morning at Northfield Hall. A little later than usual—the sun has already chased away all the clouds and we have a stunning midmorning blue sky to marvel at. I am a little sad to have missed my last sunrise, but then, last night we all of us together watched it set from the pond. 
I never imagined I would be leaving this soon, nor with such fanfare. When I informed Lord P and Miss Caroline that I had decided to depart with Elena, I hoped they would wish me well and expected they might even toast me at the last supper of the house party. They surprised me in so many ways. Miss C wept! “Oh, I know it is happy tidings for you, but I wish it didn’t mean you would have to leave me!” she cried, throwing her arms around my neck and getting her tears all over my collar. 
Lord P insisted on paying me a full year’s Northfield Hall share, instead of the six months due to me. “A little something extra never hurt to set up house,” he said, and he shook my hand so very warmly I felt he understood what I meant about Elena and I living together. Then, it was he who declared, “Why, we must celebrate with a festival!”
Oh, and what a festival it was! I have attended quite a few in my time here, yet never have they felt quite so joyous. Perhaps I only felt that way because I was the guest of honor—or perhaps it was because Elena was at my side the whole time! She wore the gown I lent her after the soup disaster, with her hair tied up in a knot at the back of her head and white flowers threaded throughout. She looked like a beautiful fairy princess! 
I wept when she sang. The Chows set up a stage at the edge of the pond so she stood above us all, arms flung wide as the most beautiful aria leapt from her lips. (It was Mozart again, she told me later, a little scene about how love is a thief that one must obey.) She looked so free, so happy, and when her eyes met mine, I knew they were finding me. 
We have found each other, and we will not let anything keep us apart now that we have. 
The celebration lasted until well after dark. Elena and I stayed out as it died down. First, we helped clean up what we could. Then, we sat by the pond, just the two of us. It was a clear night, so the sky was a jewel case of stars. We lay on the ground, our heads so close that our temples touched, and pointed out constellations to each other. At one point, Elena asked, “Do you remember when we talked of the stars in London, one of those times you visited me with your brothers?”
“I remember every word you have ever said to me.” 
“Soon, I will have said too many to you for that to be true.” 
A fact has never been sweeter. I took her into my arms and kissed her. How often we have been doing that! And how often we will continue to do so! Oh, but to do it under the stars, with the gentle scent of the hydrangeas wafting over us and the soft sounds of nighttime cocooning us!
It was a perfect memory to end my time here at Northfield Hall.
Today, we leave. Already I can hear the household bustling about to prepare our carriages. By suppertime, we will be halfway to London. Elena has finished and is here in my room, making sure I have packed everything from my desk and drawers and even under the bed. A true helpmeet is she!
But she says I must not get distracted by her, even if she does present a wonderful vision on her knees with her bum in the air. I must finish writing if it is the task I insist upon doing, which it is. I must write farewell to this journal before I leave it behind. 
Yes, leave it behind! Just as I left my girlhood journal in my girlhood room and I buried the journals I kept with Aunt Beth in her garden, so too will this remain here at Northfield Hall, beneath the floorboards under my desk, wrapped in the letters that have so transformed my life. 
So, my dear self, what shall I say as a goodbye?
You have done well here. You have discovered your dreams. You have forged an independent life for yourself. You didn’t have to sacrifice your manners or good will to do it, either! 
Most of all, I am proud of you for daring to flirt with Elena. It is easy to fall in love. It is harder to do something about it. It takes even more courage to dream that it could be more than secret kisses when no one is looking.
And now you are off to a new life! One that will have its challenges, to be sure, yet will begin on the sweetest note yet. Elena, Beatrice, and a home of our own. Writing stories for money, teaching B for love, and spending all my time with the people I care most about.
There is nothing left to say except thank you, Northfield Hall, for helping me get where I was always meant to be.
Now, with a kiss, I shall say farewell.
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A newspaper clipping found in Miss Caroline Preston’s papers 
October 19, 1819
THIS DAY WAS PUBLISHED
Miss Hoggart’s New Interesting Tales for Children
With highly-finished engraving
3 s 5 d bound
MARY AND THE MONSIGNOR
By Louisa Hoggart
The progressive interest of this tale is so pleasingly woven and the characters so excellently portrayed as to render it highly acceptable as well as improving to the young reader.
Printed for Law and Whittaker
Ave Maria Lane
THEATRE ROYAL DRURY LANE
Mrs. Zilio makes her triumphant return to the stage this evening in
Rossini’s The Barber of Seville
Playing for one month only!






  
  
Thank you for reading  Letters to Her Love!
I would like to thank everyone who helped make this novella possible. Naomi Becker was my beta reader, Sossity Churicuzio provided invaluable feedback as an authenticity reader via Write Diversely, and Sara Israel at Thimble Editorial continues to level up each of my manuscripts. Erin Dameron-Hill designed the gorgeous cover, and Jen Trinh very generously whipped up the Northfield Hall floor plan! Finally, Gloria Pastorino provided Louisa's translation of Voi, che sapete (Mr. Fairhead's terrible translation is my own doing). 
This novella sprang from all the epistolary books I read in childhood: the Dear America series, the Royal Diaries, Meg Cabot's Girl Meets Boy series, PS Longer Letter Later…and dozens more that I no longer remember. I hope you enjoyed the format as much as I did!
Turn the page for an excerpt for the story that started it all, the origin story of Northfield Hall: The Baron Without Blame.
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Ill-timed allergies, a pretty debutante, and a fake engagement - will Martin do the right thing, or follow his heart?


      [image: image-placeholder]London, 1788 
On that marble balcony of Lord Leighster’s townhouse, wreathed by an overly-ornate iron railing, it occurred to Martin Preston that human sewage stank no matter in which city one found oneself. It fouled the sights of Calcutta as easily as it did Casablanca, sometimes stinking in town worse than seven weeks at sea. Even at this most magnificent ball in the great imperial center of London, Martin caught its unmistakable whiff above the fragrant springtime garden blooms.
It occurred to him, too, that the thought proved he was in no mood to fraternize at Lady Leighster’s soiree. His head was too muddled from his travels, when instead he should be discussing the latest horse races or flirting with a pretty lady. He would do better to go straight home to his dark room and nurse a glass of Madeira. Except Madeira was out, since it arrived from the subjugated Portuguese colonies; and so too was his other old favorite, the smoking pipe, whose tobacco came from the slave trade. He would have to rely on warm milk, then, with a splash of honey.
Small comfort that would be.
Martin took another deep breath, trying to summon the proper spirits to return to the ballroom, when he realized that on top of the garden roses and the city stench, there was another scent. A better scent. 
A human scent.
Then came the sneeze. It was louder than any sneeze had a right to be. Martin could practically hear the mucus propelling out the nose. 
He wasn’t sure which was worse: realizing he was not alone on the balcony or overhearing such a viscerally personal experience. He angled his shoulders away from the noise. Whoever was suffering such a violent eruption surely wanted their privacy. “I beg your pardon. I did not realize this balcony was occupied.”
The sneezer sniffled methodically into a handkerchief. “The fault is mine. I did not make myself known.”
The voice was female. Light, clear, and a faint flatness to her vowels that made Martin think of the far side of the ocean. 
“I’m having an attack of allergies, I’m afraid. I blame Mr. Montague’s cologne.”
Martin swallowed back any reply. He should not be on a dark balcony alone with this voice. 
“I thought you were my mother, which is why I didn’t say anything,” the voice continued before he could move. “She bid me wait here while she fetches more handkerchiefs from the retiring room. Only I’ve been waiting for eons. Perhaps she is having a nap.”
An unchaperoned female voice. Now Martin really did reach for the door. “I shall fetch your mother for you. Whom may I inquire after?”
Her reply was another sneeze. Now that he knew his companion was female, he could revel in how unladylike the sound was. No wonder her chaperone had shunted her onto a dark balcony; no husband could be caught when one sneezed like a blacksmith. 
“Bless you.”
“Oh, I so hate allergies!” Her skirts rustled underneath this reply. Martin had an instant vision of Smyrna silk draped over the wide circumference of a pannier. Then – startlingly – he heard a soft thud, followed by a yelp.
Martin didn’t dare turn around. “Are you quite alright?”
“Yes,” the voice huffed. Then, reluctantly, “I suppose not. My skirts seem to have gotten caught on the railing.”
Even in the darkness, Martin blushed. He most definitely should not be discussing skirts with an unchaperoned young lady. 
He reined in his thoughts before they could race after images of petticoats and slim legs. 
The most proper thing to do was fetch her chaperone. But if he left her alone on this balcony, someone else could just as easily step out and discover her trapped. 
Which was how he found himself asking, “May I offer my assistance?”
There was a long, reluctant silence. Then, “I suppose so. Thank you.”
Martin turned. He could just make out her silhouette, leaning awkwardly into the wall while her skirt ballooned against the wrought-iron railing. Her gown was pale – a virgin white, perhaps – and shone in the dim moonlight. The rest of her melted into the shadows.
Clearing his throat, he crossed to the railing. His guess was one of her pannier hoops had hooked onto an ornamentation. He knelt, all too aware of her perfume – which brought to mind a summer morning’s mist – and tried to lift the skirt off the iron. He freed the hoop, but the silk overskirt still clung to the balcony, and Martin now saw it had been impaled, a long gash like a lightning bolt revealing the ruffled petticoat beneath.
He worked the silk carefully so as not to tear it any further. He had just freed it of the pineapple-shaped spear when the balcony doors swung open.
With a shriek, his companion jumped. She landed even closer to the wall. Most of her skirt went with her, but the triangle of fabric in Martin’s fingers ripped away.
Which meant he had a fistful of her dress in his palm when he turned to face the new arrival.
Download The Baron Without Blame to keep reading for free!







  
  
Katherine Grant writes award-winning Regency Romance novels for the modern reader. Her writing has been recognized by Foreword INDIES Book of the Year Awards, the Next Generation Indie Book Awards, the National Indie Excellence Awards, the Romance Slam Jam Emma Awards, and the Shelf Unbound Indie Book Awards. If you love ballgowns, secret kisses, and social commentary, a book hangover is coming your way.  
She is also the host of the Historical Romance Sampler podcast! Find out more at www.katherinegrantromance.com 
Connect with Katherine on your favorite social media platforms:
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I am so grateful you joined me on this journey back in time. If you enjoyed it, please consider leaving a rating or review on your ebook retailer, Goodreads, or wherever else you talk about books!  
Until next time…
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