
CHAPTER ONE 

 
 

Laura Elliott-Stratford began her morning before the sun was up. All that stood 
between her skin and the misty morning wind were a paper-thin nightgown and wool coat 
the color of blood. Her feet were cold and bare under her boots and her dark hair was 
loose, tangling and whipping around her face as she ducked into the barn.  
 She inhaled deeply, bringing the warm animal scent in and expelling the stale 
indoor air, coming alive. A few hungry animals stirred as she tiptoed to the end of the barn, 
but it would still be a few minutes before the farmhands arrived.  
 There were few pleasures in her life in England, but she counted mornings in the 
barn among them. In Virginia summers, even the early mornings were hot and sticky. 
Here, though it was nearly July, the fog was cool and thick – thick enough to disappear into 
when one wished to.  

“Good morning, beauty,” she whispered, standing on tiptoe to press her nose 
against the flat, planed forehead of her snow-white Arabian. The horse nickered softly, 
nudging Laura with impatience. A smile crept across Laura’s lips, berry-red against pale 
skin. She pulled an apple and a pocketknife from her coat and cut off a piece for the 
stunning beast, the sound as crisp as the morning itself. 

The Arabian, Titania, had been a peace offering from Laura’s stepfather, an 
attempt to ease the heartbreak of leaving home behind at fifteen to become a new family, 
to become a Stratford. It couldn’t fix everything, but the horse did fill a considerably sized 
hole in her teenage heart.  
 Riding had always been where she was at her happiest, even during the times when 
happiness was less scarce. She had a lucid memory of being thirteen and stuck in a stuffy 
schoolhouse in Virginia, staring out the window at the fluffy clouds floating above and 
counting down the minutes until the doors were open and she could sprint down the road 
with dust clouds at her feet and jump on her quarter horse, Majesty. She would ride until 
the sun started getting low and her father – her real father – came home from work. 
Sometimes he was beaten down, other times he was invigorated, but he always had a smile 
for her. No one had ever loved her the way he did.  Nobody had ever understood her the 
way he had; embraced her wildness and mischief while recognizing all the good that hid 
beneath. She wondered often if any of that good was left, or if it had extinguished, a flame 
blown out in the gusty wake of his absence. 
 The smell of the barn and the fresh morning air in her lungs brought her right back 
to those days, the memories so vivid they made her chest ache. Laura and Titania shared 
the apple, listening to the chorus of puffy animal breaths and the creaking of the barn. 
When the barn door slid open and light spilled across the floor, Laura shrank into the 
back of the stall.  
 “Good morning beasties.” Keenan’s deep musical voice echoed through the barn. 
The animals grunted and neighed to life, eager for their breakfast. He muttered and 
clucked as he made his way down the row, feeding each animal in turn and checking stalls. 
It was too late now to try to sneak out the back.  
 “And good morning to you, m’lady,” he said to Laura, his blue eyes twinkling as he 
reached Titania’s stall. He was a giant of a man, broad of shoulder and tall enough to make 



a striking profile next to even the biggest horses. His face was leathered and textured from 
the sun, but he had a full head of sandy blonde hair, and seemed ageless: in the time that 
Laura had been living here he had never changed. She was never sure if he had a soft spot 
for her or her horse, but she was grateful for the allowances he made either way.  
 “Good morning, Keenan,” she replied, brushing some prickly hay off her coat and 
exiting the stall. 
 “How is your fairy queen this morning?” he asked, the skin next to his eyes 
crinkling genially.  

Laura cringed when she remembered the grandiose way she’d announced her new 
horse’s name, chattering away about Shakespeare and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. That 
was the way she’d tried to assuage her loneliness back then: by haranguing the poor 
servants who only wanted to get on with their work but couldn’t escape without offending 
the garrulous young lady of the house. It was a difficult adjustment. If not for her mother’s 
marriage, she might have ended up a housekeeper herself, or with a considerable amount 
of work, a governess. But no matter how she tried to connect, they would always see her as 
different, part of the family in the big house. It didn’t take long for her to give up the one-
sided conversations.  

Even so, Keenan always remembered Titania’s namesake, and even if his 
comments were tongue-in-cheek, they brought a smile to her face. 
 “Fine as ever,” she replied. “I shared an apple with her, but she’ll still need 
breakfast.”  

He tipped his worn leather hat in acquiescence.  
“Thank you, Keenan,” she said, and fled the barn on quiet feet. 

 On her way back to the house, she paused for a moment to gaze up at Ivyhill 
Manor, looming over her in the morning light. The manor stood on a sloping green hill, 
overlooking acres and acres of pasture. It was an old stone castle, boxy and severe, much 
unlike the fairytale castles Laura had seen when they’d visited Germany, and entirely unlike 
anything she’d ever seen in America. Ivy crawled up the west-facing wall, with tendrils 
curling around amber and purple stained glass windows.  
 Laura paused for a moment at the foot of the hill to catch her breath and to take in 
the scenery. The manor on a foggy morning like this one was a beautiful and eerie sight to 
behold, a picture out of Wuthering Heights or Pride and Prejudice – certainly not out of 
Laura’s own life. 

Even six years later, it didn’t feel altogether real.  
 Bernadette gave a disapproving tut when Laura ducked through the kitchen door in 
route to her bedroom. Her brown hair was frizzing out of its tight bun, and she held a 
mixing bowl in the crook of her bony hip. She seemed to be made only of angles with the 
exception of her cloud of fuzzy hair. “Out in only your nightgown again, Lady Laura?” she 
asked. 

Laura smoothed her coat, covering the frilly bottom of the gown.  
 “Good morning, Bernadette,” she said with a regal nod at odds with her disheveled 
appearance. Bernadette waved her off the way only a chef could. Regardless of who you 
were, she had more important tasks to tend to.  

Laura wound up the back stairs. Her cover was almost blown as she very narrowly 
missed tripping on a wooden toy car that her half-brother Jacob had left on the stairs. She 
smiled at it fondly and tucked it into her coat pocket to return to him later, ensuring that no 



unsuspecting maid would fall and break her neck. Once up the stairs, she dashed down the 
ornate hallway like a scarlet ghost, locking the door to her bedroom behind her. Seconds 
after she had eased the door shut, a quick rap of knuckles sounded. 

Laura’s lady’s maid gave a small surprised squeak when Laura opened the door 
before she had completed her knock. Laura smiled at her apologetically. Lucille was a slip 
of a thing, standing just over five feet and thin enough to blow away in a strong wind, but 
she commanded respect all the same. Her blue eyes were fierce and fiery, and her waves of 
blonde hair always perfectly coiffed. She’d joined the Ivyhill staff two years ago, and was a 
welcome addition to Laura’s life. Her previous lady’s maid had been an older woman 
named Ruth who always had a special look of disapproval saved for Laura and a 
grandmotherly habit of clucking her tongue when she found mud on the hems of Laura’s 
dresses and her hair wildly out of place at the end of the day. Poor Ruth had likely been 
pushed into an early retirement by Laura’s antics. 
    Lucille, on the other hand, was the perfect blend of discreet and merry – she 
handled Laura’s mishaps with nothing more than a wink and a nod, and the two had 
formed a casual camaraderie in short time. 
 “Looks like you’ve already been up and about this morning,” she said, sidling into 
the room with a tray of coffee and a newspaper.  
 “Yes, well, you’ve caught me,” said Laura with a nonchalant wave, though she was 
obviously breathless from her dash up the stairs. “Is that coffee?” 
 Even the aroma was invigorating. The English obsession with tea was not one she 
had adopted, but coffee, coffee was chilly morning breakfasts with her father before he left 
for work, and steaming comfort after a frigid horseback ride. She put her nose in the cup, 
letting the steam warm her still-icy nose.  
 “As requested, m’lady. Your mother expects you at breakfast this morning.”  

Laura wrinkled her nose, jerked from the heaven of fresh coffee. “I don’t suppose 
you have any idea why?” she asked.  

Lucille bit her lip, but the corner of her mouth turned up in a wry smirk. “For the 
pleasure of your company, I’d guess,” she posited.  

Laura snorted in an undignified fashion and retreated to the chair at her vanity. She 
snickered at her reflection. Over last week’s breakfast her stepfather, George, had 
announced that forty-year-old Thomas Harrison was invited for dinner. Harrison was an 
unmarried banker with a marked interest in steam engines and a poorly trimmed 
mustache. Unsubtly, her mother had spent all dinner reciting a laundry list of Laura’s best 
qualities. The bachelorette in question had stared at her plate until excusing herself with a 
headache after dessert.  
 George seemed to be in quite the hurry to get Laura married off, and she couldn’t 
say she didn’t understand why. He was a sharp man; he had picked up on things that her 
mother did not. In a quiet and studious manner, George observed all: gossip among the 
staff, covert looks, creaking floorboards. Still, no matter how hard Laura tried to get a rise 
out of him, and though she knew he was aware of every event that took place under his 
roof, he refused to react. When she’d pilfered wine and brandy from his private reserves 
and used it to get messily and loudly drunk before a dinner he was hosting, he’d quietly 
dismissed her as ill and her mother had never been the wiser. When she ran smack into 
him while running about the estate with loose hair and bare feet, he’d ducked his head 
politely and turned his attention another direction. Each transgression that she produced 



he met with patient aloofness, the picture of a perfect Englishman. It wasn’t until a year 
prior that she’d been able to provoke any kind of action from him, with an incident that 
had marked their relationship indelibly.  

She remembered well the day that Felix had arrived at Ivyhill Manor. A second 
footman, he’d caught her eye from the first dinner he’d served. He was 18 years old and 
eager to prove his bravado: it was obvious in his cockish posture and constantly smirking 
lips. With his dashing good looks and penchant for cheekiness, he was always making the 
maids giggle and eliciting glares from Pearson, the head butler.  

Laura was rolling her eyes through another dinner with a potential suitor when she 
looked up to see Felix staring at her brazenly, his dark eyes shining, a mischievous smile 
playing over his lips. Impressed by his boldness and intrigued by the glint in his eye, she 
looked back at him with equal intensity. Insolence raced through her veins, making her 
heart gallop and the hair on the back of her neck stand. She was conscious of every sound 
and movement in the room, and when he reached over her shoulder to remove her empty 
salad plate, the effect of his arm brushing hers was almost enough to make her lightheaded.  

After dinner, she’d gone down to the servants’ quarters to find him outside smoking 
as he shined his shoes, the smell of the polish sharp and fragrant and the dusky light casting 
angled shadows over his face. He looked up when he heard the crunch of her footfalls on 
the gravel, and his eyebrows danced up onto his forehead.  

“Did you need something, my lady?” he asked.  
“I wanted to make sure you’re adjusting well,” she replied, twisting a strand of hair 

around her finger.  
“Goodness,” he replied, inhaling from his cigarette insolently and blowing the 

smoke toward the ground. “I’ve never worked anywhere as accommodating.”  
She smirked, only because she doubted it very much. His posture made it clear he 

had been down this road before -- she didn’t intimidate him in the slightest.  
“I only thought you should know that if you need anything or have any questions, 

you can ask me,” she replied casually. “I know how nerve-wracking it can be coming to a 
new place.” 

“You’re too kind, my lady,” he replied, that devilish twinkle in his eye still shining 
like a star in the quickly approaching darkness.  

It took a week for him to stop her in the hallway as she headed to her room after 
dinner. “My lady,” he said, jogging to catch up with her. “You said I could ask you if I 
needed any help.”  

“Yes?” she answered, turning to face him. His eye level was less than an inch above 
hers, and he stood closer than was appropriate for someone of his status, close enough that 
she could see the light dusting of stubble on his jawline.   

“Pearson asked me to replenish the napkins, and I can’t seem to find the upstairs 
linen cabinet,” he explained, but even as he spoke the corners of his lips were twitching 
with devilry.  

“Ah,” Laura replied. “It’s a little further down this way.”  
She wandered down the hall with Felix at her heels, anticipation ringing like the 

lingering aftermath of a church bell in the silent hallway. She opened the door of the 
carved maple cabinet, and the smell of cedar and must clouded from it.  

“Here,” she said, gesturing unnecessarily.  
“Thank you,” he said, standing so close to her that their upper arms were touching, 



inside of the doors as though they might disappear into the cabinet. He turned his head to 
look at her, and she did the same, lifting her chin to meet his gaze. He slid his hand around 
the back of her head and kissed her, his mouth hungry and open. She wrapped her arms 
around his waist and dug her fingers into the fleshy skin of his back, craving the way their 
indiscretion made her heart race. 

Then, George cleared his throat. 
Felix jumped away like a startled cat, hitting his shoulder on the cabinet door. 

Laura was just as startled, but she hid her pounding heart with a cool stare in George’s 
direction. This was the moment. What are you going to do? she asked with her glare. She 
wanted anger, fury, and drama. She wanted him to tell her mother. But he just stood there, 
his eyebrows knit together, his gaze appraising as though he were pondering his next chess 
move. 

“Go to bed,” he said tonelessly. “Both of you.”  
Laura swanned past George with a shameless look in Felix’s direction, the latter still 

twitching cagily. Back in her room, her heart was tearing along recklessly; she barely slept. 
She was strangely exhilarated, thrilled with the possibility of what might happen next. 
Maybe George had reached his limit, and was going to send her away. Part of her, a large 
part of her, had wished for that for years.  

Instead, she joined George and Marie at breakfast the next morning, looking him in 
the eyes without shame, ready for whatever he might have prepared for her. He and Marie 
were eating quietly, George with a newspaper in front of him and Marie with a piece of 
stationery, penning a letter to someone in loopy, elegant script. Laura sat down, her hands 
quavering ever so slightly.  

A few minutes passed, then George cleared his throat, an exact recreation of the 
noise he’d made during their run-in the night before. Laura’s head shot up.  
        “I discovered Felix has been stealing wine from our cellar,” he announced. 

Laura’s mother’s eyes widened. “How awful!” she exclaimed. 
Laura stared at George, trying with all her might to look steely and unaffected. 

        “He’s been dismissed without references. He’ll not have an easy time 
finding another job in this area,” he spoke directly to Laura, who cocked a flippant 
eyebrow in spite of the guilt twisting her stomach. 
        “You should have gone to the police!” her mother fretted.   
        “No sense in involving the law,” he said loftily, still staring Laura down with 
flinty determination. He paused for emphasis, and Laura’s food turned sour in her mouth. 
She forced herself to swallow, and the wet sound seemed to echo through the silent room. 
“The boy knows what he did was wrong, and he’s young yet. But it is disappointing to see 
such deviant behavior in someone with so much potential.” 
        Laura was finally the first to cede, looking down at her plate. As cool and 
ruthless as a war strategist, he had made it clear once and for all who had the power. He 
saw her, called her bluff, and cut her down to size. Though she’d never show it, she had 
been made to feel ashamed. She’d cost a young man his job and put her own reputation at 
great risk as well – not that it could get much worse. 

It was the last time she’d tested George, at least so boldly, but it was hardly the last 
time he’d tested her. Of course he’d never admit to it. He was always working under the 
guise of what was best for her, and best for the family. And what was best for the family was 
Laura finding a well-connected husband. More often than not lately this had been the 



subject of his morning announcements, and each set-up was more humiliating than the last. 
This morning was sure to be no different.  

“I’m sure Old George has found a new bachelor to foist on me. At least he’s giving 
me time to come up with an excuse,” said Laura to Lucille. 

Lucille blushed, eternally uncomfortable with the irreverent way Laura referred to 
the Earl of Coventry. “You’d think this wasn’t 1920. You know they’re saying that women—
all women! —are going to gain suffrage in America? What I wouldn’t give to be back there.”   
 Lucille hummed neutrally. “Well, they’ve also outlawed the sale of alcohol over 
there. I wouldn’t jump on a boat just yet,” she teased in her lilting Black Country accent.  

Laura laughed. Lucille began brushing her hair, and she instantly relaxed. The 
young woman’s hands were able and strong, as familiar as a mother’s, although she 
couldn’t be more than three years older than Laura.  
 “Maybe I should go back,” Laura said, meeting Lucille’s eyes in the mirror. “I fit in 
so much better there.” 
 “Maybe someday you will,” Lucille allowed. “But your family needs you here now, 
don’t you think? Little Jacob would be heartbroken to lose you. And it’s not safe for a 
young woman to make that journey alone.” 
 Alone. Laura’s heart lurched. Lucille had a point—who would return stateside with 
her? Her mother had her stepfather; her young brother had her mother and George. 
Lucille, though dear to Laura’s heart, had her own set of friends and family to share her 
secrets with. A surge of envy made Laura bite her lip. “I suppose you’re right,” she 
conceded.  
 “Which dress would you like today, Miss?” Lucille said, drawing Laura’s hair back 
into an elegant twist. She did it with such ease and predictability, and yet Laura could never 
seem to recreate it on her own. 
 “The light green, please,” Laura replied, distracted and suddenly eager to be alone. 
Lucille fastened the shift’s many buttons and excused herself. Laura was left alone with her 
reflection.  
 For what seemed like the millionth time, she pondered why she stayed – why she 
hadn’t returned to America. Her father’s eyes stared back at her in the mirror, and she 
knew exactly why. There was nothing for her there, now that he was gone. There was 
nothing for her at all. Her mother had been absorbed into George’s life, welcomed by his 
friends and acquaintances, but they rejected Laura, and their daughters and sons rejected 
her. Second sons and titled gentlemen with disappearing fortunes sought her hand, not 
because of who she was, but because of the man her mother had married. She was an 
island, bound to no land, doomed to float in obscurity.  
 But she would be damned if she was going to let any boat pass by without 
encountering a storm. 
	


