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In memory of Walt McCoy,
who shared with me his mother Viola’s story,

which inspired a character in this book.
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Sidmouth is celebrated for its mildness of climate. It 
agrees very well with me.

My cough is no cough now, and I grow fatter & stronger 
every day.

— Elizabeth Barrett (Browning)

O satisfy us early with thy mercy; that we may rejoice 
and be glad all our days.

— Psalm 90:14

The prospect of spending future summers by the sea 
. . . is very delightful.

— Jane Austen
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9

1

God, pick up the pieces.
Put me back together again.

— Jeremiah 17:14

April 1819

Sarah Summers carefully lifted the family heirloom, a warm 
mantle of nostalgia settling over her. The porcelain plate 
rimmed in gold had been painted with a colorful image of 

three sisters in Chinese robes, clustered close as a fourth read to 
them. Papa had given it to their mother long ago.

Sarah ran a gentle finger over the figures, a lump forming in her 
throat. Spying a streak of dust, she pulled a handkerchief from 
her sleeve and began wiping the plate.

At that moment, two of her sisters burst into the room, as dif-
ferent in looks as in temperament.

“Sarah, tell Vi to give back my straw bonnet.”
Viola scowled. “It’s not even yours. It belonged to—”
Realizing Viola was about to say the forbidden name, Sarah’s 

heart lurched and her hand with it, and there went the prized plate, 
crashing to the floor.
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Oh no. Sarah knelt and began to frantically gather the scat-
tered shards, inwardly chastising herself. Clumsy fool. . . . Sliding 
forward on bombazine- clad knees, she stretched to reach every 
last fragment.

Could the broken pieces ever be put back together?
Standing nearby, Emily berated her twin. “See what you did.”
Sarah murmured, “Not her fault. Mine.”
Emily huffed. “Right. Nothing is ever Viola’s fault. She can do 

as she pleases, and we are all to feel sorry for her.”
“That is quite enough. Ow!” Sarah raised a pricked finger to her 

lips, tasting blood. “Now, would you both go and do something 
useful while I clean this up?”

With another huff, Emily turned and strode from the room in 
a flutter of pale muslin, Viola in her wake.

Her younger sisters had laid aside mourning gowns late last 
year. Sarah, however, was mourning more than one loss. She had 
worn black for nearly two years, even though she had never been 
married, and their father had been gone for less than a year.

She carefully settled the pieces into a glove box, planning to try 
to arrange them back into place and glue them together. Most of 
the fragments were fairly large, except . . . Oh no. Three pieces 
had all but crumbled.

Pain knifed through her at the melancholy sight—a grim re-
minder that her family would never be whole again.

Retrieving a broom, she swept up the remaining dust. Then she 
went to confess to her mother.

Sarah found her in her room as usual, lying in a canopied, French 
sofa bed, her back propped with bolsters. Today, she was fully 
dressed in black crepe.

“I am so sorry, Mamma. I’ve done something clumsy and stupid.”
“What is all this fuss about?”
“I broke your plate.”
“My plate? Which?”
“The china plate, with the four girls?”
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Sarah lay the box on her lap. Her mother’s soft eyes misted 
as she regarded its contents. “Oh, that is a shame.” She gingerly 
picked up a fragment.

“Careful,” Sarah warned. “I cut myself on one of those.”
Her mother didn’t seem to hear. “Your father was so proud of 

this. He found it in a shop in Bond Street. Said it reminded him 
of our four girls— before Georgiana came along, of course. He 
insisted we display it in the drawing room, although it matched 
none of the other furnishings.” She shook her head, a slight tilt 
to her lips. “Such a sentimental dear he was . . . then.”

Sarah’s throat thickened. “Yes.”
Her once- benign papa had become angry and bitter during 

the final two months of his life. Her fault as well, at least in part.
“What a pity.” Her mother replaced the piece with a sigh. “You 

really loved it, I know.”
“Me? I thought you treasured it.”
Eugenia Summers looked up at her. “Oh, I liked it well enough, 

because your father gave it to me. But I don’t break my heart over 
its loss, and neither should you.”

“Thank you, Mamma. You are very kind.”
“And you, my dear girl, take too much on yourself. Always have. 

Especially since . . . Well, we shan’t speak of that now.” Mamma 
forced a smile and changed the subject. “We expect Mr. Alford 
soon, do we not?”

“Yes. Tea will be ready in a few minutes. I hope he brings good 
news.”

Mamma pressed her hand. “Somehow, my dear, I doubt it.”
Since Papa’s death, their Gloucestershire estate, entailed 

through the male line as it was, had gone to a relative they barely 
knew.

Thankfully, their father had purchased this house with money 
inherited from a maternal uncle. Therefore Sea View was not in-
cluded in the entail, and he was able to leave it to his wife in his 
will. He had also agreed to a jointure for her in the event of his 

_Klassen_SistersofSeaView_HA_nr.indd   11_Klassen_SistersofSeaView_HA_nr.indd   11 7/26/22   12:21 PM7/26/22   12:21 PM

The Sisters of Sea View • Julie Klassen 
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 used by permission



The Sisters of Sea View

12

death, although they had yet to learn the particulars. They hoped 
the funds would be enough to live on.

Since moving to Sidmouth six months before, they had been 
paying expenses from Mamma’s dress allowance and pin money, 
which she had saved for years. But that nest egg was rapidly dwin-
dling.

Sarah glanced around her mother’s room. “Shall I bring in a 
few extra chairs, or . . . ?”

“No, let us meet him in the drawing room. I think I can manage 
it. I don’t want the man to see how weak I’ve become.”

“Very well.” Stepping from Mamma’s room into the nearby 
parlour, Sarah set the glove box on her worktable and then went 
belowstairs for the tea things.

While she poured the hot water, their cook added a plate of 
currant cakes to the tray. “Made these myself. That baker charges 
too much in my view.”

Sarah glanced at the plate. The thin icing did not quite conceal 
the burnt edges of the lopsided cakes. Baking had never been Mrs. 
Besley’s forte, but they would have to do.

She thanked the cook and returned to the main floor. There 
Sarah and Viola helped their mother into the drawing room just 
as the family solicitor, Nigel Alford, arrived as scheduled. They 
had seen the man shortly after Papa’s death, but this was his first 
visit to Sea View.

Emily and Georgiana joined them, and Sarah poured the tea 
while Emily passed the plate of cakes. The solicitor took one small 
bite, wrinkled his nose, and set the cake down.

After sipping his tea, Mr. Alford cleared his throat and ad-
dressed his former client’s wife.

“Your husband’s will has been proved and the bulk of the estate 
gone to his heir, as expected. I have paid the outstanding debts 
and am afraid I must tell you that your financial situation is rather 
bleak.” He focused on Mamma as though the girls were not even 
there. “The jointure agreed to in your marriage settlement is in the 
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form of an annuity, the interest to be paid annually. Unfortunately, 
the interest shan’t be sufficient to support such a large family. I 
suggest you sell this house, as it will be beyond your means to 
maintain for long.”

“W- we shall live simply,” Sarah interjected, hearing the note of 
desperation in her voice. “Economize.”

He frowned. “I doubt you shall be able to pay the taxes, let 
alone the other expenses, living frugally or not.”

Incredulity flared. “If we sell this house, where are we to live?”
He lifted narrow shoulders. “You might rent a pair of rooms 

and live far more cheaply than in a big house like this.”
Sarah bristled. “There are five of us here, Mr. Alford, not in-

cluding our loyal retainers. Jessie is young and could easily find 
another place, but our cook and manservant are too old to secure 
employment elsewhere.”

At last, he looked from sister to sister. “Then perhaps you ladies 
might consider taking situations yourselves. Genteel situations, of 
course, befitting your upbringing. Governesses, perhaps.”

“Horrors,” Mamma retorted. “You clearly have never had a 
beloved daughter or sister in such a role. Never received their let-
ters describing their miserable, lonely plight, scorned by society, 
isolated from family, and left with only a few spoiled children for 
company.”

The solicitor blinked, his Adam’s apple rising and falling in his 
withered neck. “No, I . . . Well, it was only a suggestion.”

Sarah said, “We wish to remain together, sir. If at all possible.”
He nodded gravely. “I understand. But wishes do not always 

come true.” He rose to take his leave. “Well, please consider my 
advice, and do let me know if I may be of assistance in selling 
the house.”

Had he even listened? Clearly, the man would not be able to 
help them. If they were going to stay together, Sarah realized, it 
was up to her to find a way.

———
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After Mr. Alford left, Sarah retreated into the library and took a 
closer look at their finances herself, comparing their expenditures 
over the last several months against the estimated income from 
Mamma’s jointure. As much as she hated to admit the solicitor 
was right, once Mamma’s nest egg was gone, the funds would 
not stretch far enough. Besides the land and window taxes, the 
government also taxed them for keeping a male servant and for 
many other items as well: salt, newspapers, soap, candles, tea, pins, 
sugar, coffee, carriages, wallpaper, and more. Then there was the 
church tax above the tithes and the county rates. And all of that 
was before ongoing expenses like food, fuel, clothing, et cetera. 
Not to mention doctors and medicine for Mamma.

The carriage and horses would clearly have to be sold. What else 
could they do? She had hoped to engage a dedicated kitchen maid 
to assist their overworked cook and sole maid, but that was out 
of the question now. Sarah wondered if she might attempt some 
of the baking herself, both to help Mrs. Besley and to reduce the 
amount paid to the local baker.

While she sat at the desk over the ledgers, someone knocked on 
the open doorframe. Sarah looked up and saw Miss Fran Stirling, 
and some of her tension immediately eased.

“I did not hear you arrive.”
“Jessie let me in.”
Mamma’s former lady’s maid was a thin brunette in her thirties 

with a pretty face apart from a rather sharp nose. She had saved 
her wages, and those savings coupled with a small inheritance 
from her grandfather had allowed her to leave service a few years 
ago and purchase a modest boarding house in eastern Sidmouth. 
Since then, Miss Stirling had maintained a friendly correspondence 
with her former mistress and had been the first to welcome them 
when they moved to Sidmouth.

Now the neatly dressed woman tilted her head to study her. 
“What has you looking so forlorn?”
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With a sigh, Sarah explained the situation in bald terms, trust-
ing the woman enough not to gloss over the facts.

Miss Stirling nodded thoughtfully and looked around her. “Well, 
my dear. I suppose you shall have to undertake what so many in 
Sidmouth do to earn extra money. Let out rooms to visitors. I get on 
tolerably well, I must say, and your house is far larger than mine.”

“Really? Do you think we could? We know nothing about man-
aging such an enterprise.”

“Come now, your mother was one of the most popular host-
esses in the county. How often you entertained out- of- town guests, 
organizing house parties, Christmas parties, dinners, and the like.”

“Yes, but those were with family or friends. I can’t imagine 
boarding strangers here.”

“It will take some getting used to, I don’t deny. If you’d like, I 
would be happy to share everything I know.” Miss Stirling grinned. 
“And after those two minutes are spent, I shall help in any other 
way I can.”

Sarah considered Miss Stirling’s advice and began forming a 
plan.

The next day, she called a family meeting, and this time, they 
all gathered in Mamma’s room, where she lay atop the bedclothes, 
fully dressed in her usual black, a lap rug over her legs. Miss Stirling 
had returned to lend her voice and support of the scheme.

When everyone was settled, Sarah explained the gap between 
their income and expenses and how they might fill it— letting out 
rooms in Sea View.

Viola, with her scarred mouth and tendency to avoid people, 
was the first to protest. “I don’t want strangers here!”

Mamma frowned. “Nor I. A boarding house? Pray do not be 
offended, Miss Stirling. The term is just so . . . so . . . common.” 
Mamma shuddered.
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“What about lodging house?” Sarah suggested.
Ever tolerant, Fran Stirling explained, “Here in Sidmouth, lodg

ing house is primarily used when an entire house is available for 
rent, unoccupied, except perhaps for a servant or two.”

“There must be another term we could use,” Mamma insisted. 
“What about . . . guest house? That has a more genteel ring  
to it.”

Fran nodded. “I agree. And most fitting for a lovely home like 
Sea View.”

“What we’d call it is beside the point,” Emily said. “Where 
would we put people? We only have a few spare rooms.”

Sarah consulted her list. “There are six good- sized rooms 
upstairs— seven, if you count my small chamber.”

“But we occupy four of those rooms between us.”
“We will have to give up our own rooms and share. We might 

also let out the large dressing room as an adjoining bedchamber, 
since it faces the sea.”

Their mother’s brow puckered. “Would you let your father’s 
room as well? To strangers?”

“Yes, Mamma. It has no view, but it is one of the largest. I will 
clean out the few things he left up there and pack them carefully 
away. Remember, he slept there for only a few months during our 
first stay here.”

Mamma sighed. “I suppose you are right.”
“What about me?” Georgiana asked. “Where would I sleep?”
“Perhaps you might share with me,” Sarah offered.
Georgiana’s usually sunny expression clouded. “But I adore 

having a room of my own.”
“I am sorry. It cannot be helped.”
The fifteen- year- old considered. “Might I at least move into 

one of the empty rooms in the attic?”
“The attic?” Mamma’s brow furrowed. “That is where the ser-

vants slept.”
Sarah soothed, “I don’t see why not. Only Jessie sleeps up there 
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now.” Their cook and manservant had rooms belowstairs near 
the kitchen.

“Oh, very well,” Mamma agreed.
Georgie’s smile returned.
Sarah added, “And I will have to ask each of you to either help 

with the guests or earn income some other way, so we can afford 
to hire someone else.”

“I will help,” Georgiana agreed. “I can make beds and such.”
“Good. Viola?”
She shook her head, freckled face tight. “Absolutely not. Geor-

gie might think it’s diverting to act the part of a housemaid, but 
I do not. I am a gentleman’s daughter. It is beneath my dignity.”

Secretly, Sarah knew she wasn’t wholly wrong.
“You heard Sarah,” Emily said. “We all have to do our part.”
Mamma frowned in thought. “I could . . . do some mending. 

Perhaps make some new table linens? I detest this infernal weak-
ness. I wish there was more I could do.”

Viola lifted her stubborn chin. “If I must work like a drudge, 
I will remain in the background. I shan’t interact with guests.”

Emily snorted. “What— are you going to help Mrs. Besley peel 
potatoes and wash dishes? Or will you do the laundry?”

Viola shuddered.
Their mother raised a staying palm. “None of my daughters is 

going to work as a laundress! We can at least send out the laundry.”
“Every chore we hire out means spending more of our limited 

funds,” Sarah reminded them. “Funds we’ll need for the butcher, 
greengrocer, and chandler, not to mention wages and taxes.”

“But certainly we must draw the line at laundry. We have no 
mangle. And all those sheets and towels!”

Miss Stirling spoke up. “I send out our laundry. It’s quite rea-
sonable. I know the very person.”

“Very well. Thank you.”
“And what will you do, Emily?” Viola challenged. “Empty 

chamber pots?”
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Sarah hurried to stave off more arguments. “Thankfully, we 
have the new water closet, and there is still the privy in the back 
garden, although it could use some work.”

“I know the very person for that task too,” Miss Stirling said.
Sarah retrieved more paper. “I had better start another list.”
Emily said, “I shall write advertisements for the newspapers 

and take care of correspondence.”
“Thank you, Emily,” Sarah replied. “Although you may have to 

help with the guest rooms as well.”
She huffed. “If I must.”
“Advertisements?” Her mother’s brow furrowed once again. “I 

had not thought of that. Must we alert everyone to our need to 
supplement our income?”

“I don’t think you need to include your surname in the notices,” 
Fran Stirling said. “Using the name of the house and describing its 
lovely situation and commodious furnishings will suffice.”

“Well, that’s a relief.”
Miss Stirling added, “It’s a pity the Sidmouth guidebook was 

printed a few years ago. A listing in that would help— it’s quite 
popular. But newspaper advertisements can also be effective, al-
though they are more costly.”

Mamma changed the subject. “Which meals will we need to 
provide?”

They all looked at Miss Stirling.
She replied, “Breakfasts certainly, and probably dinner as 

well— at least several nights a week.”
Their mother groaned. “Mrs. Besley won’t like that. She is not 

as young as she once was and threatens to retire once a day as it is.”
“I will talk with her,” Sarah said. “See if I can smooth the way. 

And perhaps you might help devise the menus, Mamma? You were 
always so good at that.”

“Happily.”
No one asked Sarah what she would do, for they all knew she 

would do the lion’s share.
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Leaving Mamma to rest, Sarah and Emily walked with Miss Stir-
ling through the main- floor common rooms— dining and break fast 
rooms, drawing room, parlour, and library, and then up the long 
flight of stairs to the bedroom level, discussing needed repairs, 
changes, and purchases for the bedrooms, water closet, and bath- 
room, like new towels and bed linens.

Opening one of the old door latches, Miss Stirling said, “You 
should have locks installed on the guest rooms. The last thing you 
want is someone to say their valuables have gone missing and try 
to hold you accountable.”

“Do you know someone who could help us with that?”
“Oh yes. I know the very person. Mr. Farrant is quite handy 

that way.”
Sarah ended up writing a shopping list as well as a list of tasks 

and projects, which would certainly reduce their already limited 
funds.

She hoped they would not live to regret the outlay and prayed 
their efforts would be profitable in the end.

———
Later that day, Sarah went belowstairs to look through Mrs. 

Besley’s collection of cookery books.
With the elderly cook’s blessing and guidance, Sarah was soon 

preparing her first batch of drop biscuits, about the easiest recipe 
she could find in The Art of  Cookery Made Plain and Easy by 
Mrs. Glasse. The sweet biscuits consisted of only three ingredients: 
eggs, sugar, and flour, well- combined and dropped onto floured 
sheets of tin.

While Sarah figured out how to crack eggs without shells ending 
up in the bowl, their old manservant, Lowen, chipped sugar from 
the cone for her and grated it fine.

Within the hour, Sarah’s arms were sore from stirring and her 
face hot from looking into the oven to watch the pale biscuits rise 
and color, trying to gauge when they were done.

Hoping to be efficient, she stepped to the table to stow away 
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the ingredients, but soon a burning smell brought her scurrying 
back to the oven, too late. The sight of the blackened mounds in 
their even rows disheartened her. Sarah began to understand why 
it was difficult for Mrs. Besley to produce flawless baked goods 
while having to prepare so many other dishes besides, especially 
with only Jessie to help her in between her cleaning duties.

Sarah was determined not to give up. After being more vigilant 
with the next tray, she soon scooped a dozen sugary biscuits onto 
a rack. They were unevenly brown and, after a taste, proved to be 
a little tough, but certainly edible.

Mrs. Besley and Lowen each ate one with weak murmurs of 
approval— and great slurps of tea. Despite the imperfect results, 
Sarah felt inordinately proud of herself.

It was a beginning.
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