
Where Lilies Bloom

[image: image]

A Lily Deene Novel

Annie Grace Roberts


Table of Contents

Title Page

Where Lilies Bloom (A Lily Deene Novel, #1)

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

EPILOGUE

Sneak Peek at the next lily deene novel...

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, places, or events is coincidental and not intended by the author.

––––––––
[image: ]


If you purchase this book without a cover you should be aware that this book may have been stolen property and reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher. In such case the author has not received any payment for this “stripped book.”

Where Lilies Bloom

A Lily Deene Novel #1

Copyright © 2021 Annie Grace Roberts

All rights reserved.

––––––––
[image: ]


ISBN: (ebook) 978-1-953335-49-4

(print) 978-1-953335-87-6

Inkspell Publishing

207 Moonglow Circle #101

Murrells Inlet, SC 29576

––––––––
[image: ]


Cover art by: Fantasia Frog Designs

Edited by: Yezanira Venecia

––––––––
[image: ]


This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission. The copying, scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic or print editions, and do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication
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For my daughter who says there should always be a kiss at the end and my husband who ensures that there is one

Young Love lies sleeping

In May-time of the year,

Among the lilies,

Lapped in the tender light:
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Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882)
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Chapter 1
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We were riding two up on a horse in a grove of apple trees. He held me firmly, one arm wrapped around my waist. I could feel his warm breath on the back of my neck. Goose bumps rose unbidden on my arms.

“You need not be afraid,” he whispered, his soft breath tickling my ear. He leaned closer. His dark hair brushed my cheek. 

Suddenly I was afraid. I wasn’t sure I should be with this man. “I can’t.” My voice was dry and cracked with panic. “I can’t! I have to get back!” 

“You will be with me always and forever!” He crushed me close to him, holding me tightly with his arm.

“I can’t,” I sobbed. “I’m sorry. I can’t!”

I forced myself awake. I could feel my heart hammering against my rib cage. The dream had been so vivid, so real, that it was almost as if I could still feel his presence in the room. “Nothing but a weird dream,” I said aloud, trying to calm down. “Just a weird dream.” 

I glanced at the clock on the nightstand, two o’clock in the morning. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to go back to sleep any time soon. I reached a shaking hand toward the lamp and turned it on. As I stared at the ceiling, I kept thinking about how different things were going to be for me this summer. Instead of hanging out at the beach with my friends in California, I was spending my summer in England with my mom and the man she was going to marry, Sir Richard, the 9th Earl of Yarlbury. 

It was hard to believe. I was about to become part of the British aristocracy. My friends at home thought it was really great. I, on the other hand, wasn’t so sure. 

Earlier in the morning, my mom tried to get me excited about my visit to England as we drove from Heathrow airport. She gushed about Brynmoor Manor and the “picturesque” village of Hexingham, but after we left London all I saw were rolling hills of grass dotted with small stands of trees and sheep. I decided that this part of England looked like a big, boring golf course. Except instead of little white golf carts buzzing around the countryside, they had sheep.

“Oh, look!” My mother pointed excitedly as we approached Hexingham. “Here’s the village.” We turned off the highway onto a two-lane road, drove past more fields peppered with sheep to a small collection of cottages. 

The village didn’t look very promising in terms of amusement, but it was definitely postcard-worthy. A dozen cottages and a handful of shops, their window boxes filled with geraniums bordered the road. 

“This is High Street. The main road in the village.” My mom gestured enthusiastically at the street sign. “The church is just around the corner. We don’t have time to visit today, but next week we’ll come down and explore. Just look at the stone cottages. Aren’t they darling? Just like something out of a fairytale,” my mother chirped cheerfully. “There’s the butcher shop. Can you believe it? A real butcher shop. Do you see the cow?” She pointed to a small stone building sandwiched in between an identical row of low black and white cottages. This particular shop sported a brass cow on its heavy wooden door. The shop looked like it had been there for at least a hundred years. It even had moss growing on the slate roof.

I rolled my eyes. “The Butcher, the Baker, the Candlestick-maker. Great.” I sighed. 

My mother laughed. “Well I don’t know about the candlestick maker, but there is a baker. Though he’s in Shawbury.” 

I rolled my eyes again.

“Don’t worry, sweetheart. There is also a movie theater and a pizza place in Shawbury. It’s just down the road a bit. And we do have a pub here.” She pointed to the pub. “I think a lot of young people hang out there on the weekends.” 

I didn’t say anything.

“Lily, I do appreciate you being such a good sport about all of this. I know it’s not easy leaving your friends for the summer, but if you give it a try, I think you’ll have a good time here.” 

I felt a pang of guilt. I smiled back at my mom. “You’re right, Mom. I’m sure it will work out.” I wasn’t sure it was going to work out, but I figured faking it for a few months wouldn’t kill me, for my mom’s sake. 

My mom squeezed my hand in appreciation. “Thanks, sweetheart.” We drove through the rest of the village, which took about one minute, and turned off High Street toward Brynmoor Manor. 

Now, I have to admit, the manor house was impressive. As we entered the grounds surrounding Brynmoor, I felt my jaw drop. Yes, it is an actual thing, not just a cliché. I couldn’t help it. My mother had emailed photos to me, but they weren’t as amazing as the real thing. 

Two columns of perfectly pruned shrubs, as tall and erect as soldiers standing at attention, bordered the long gravel driveway. The lawn rolled over the grounds like a soft green carpet. As we crested a small hill, I caught my first glimpse of the manor house. Its warm brick exterior seemed to glow in the fading sunlight. I couldn’t believe that this was going to be my new home. The front of the house was three stories high with tall windows framed in white. I counted at least twelve chimneys. I stared open-mouthed at my mother’s new home. My new home, I reminded myself, at least for the summer.

The chauffeur drove up the driveway and parked. 

“What do you think?” my mother asked. 

“I think Sir Richard’s house is a little too small for us,” I joked. 

My mother looked at me with a little sparkle in her eye. “Wait until you see the inside.” 

This is the Great Hall. The name pretty much says it all, doesn’t it?”

The Great Hall was just that, a large entry hall into the manor house. Wide windows, reaching from the floor to the ceiling, spilled soft light onto the polished parquet floors and thick oriental runners. The walls were painted a warm shade of apricot and adorned with oil paintings in heavy gold frames. A wide stairway of gleaming dark wood curved gracefully toward the second floor. 

“Wow.” I took a deep breath. The faint smell of cut flowers perfumed the air. I feel like I’m in a museum,” I told my mom.

She smiled in agreement. “It’s a little overwhelming. Isn’t it?”

I nodded. “Yeah. All I can say is, wow!” 

I was impressed with my first introduction to Brynmoor Manor, but I was also exhausted. After the last few weeks of final exams and frantic packing, not to mention traveling for almost twenty hours, all I wanted to do was find a soft pillow and a bed. My mom settled me in my room. 

My bedroom was called the Chinese room. I guess when your house is as big as Brynmoor Manor you need to name your rooms so you don’t get lost. The Chinese room was wallpapered with Asian-style ink drawings. Two carved dragons with long snake-like tails curled around the headboard and bedposts of my rosewood bed, which was topped by a dark red silk canopy. As I lay under the matching red sheets and blanket, I couldn’t help but feel like I was staying in some theme room at a Disneyland hotel. I lay my head on my pillow and, in half of a second, fell into a deep sleep. 

Of course, my strange bedtime meant that I was now wide awake. I glanced at the clock. Three a.m. Jet lag. Unfortunately, the rest of the house was still asleep. Sitting up in bed, I checked my phone while I waited for the rest of the house to wake up. 

My stomach rumbled. I was wide awake and hungry. 

I took another quick look at the clock. Three-thirty. I was starving. I decided to try and find my way to the kitchen to get something to eat and drink. 

Quietly, I slid out of bed and opened my bedroom door. I tried to remember how to get to the stairs. 

A small table lamp illuminated the hallway with a soft glow. I vaguely remembered following my mom up the stairwell and walking along two portrait-lined hallways before coming to my room. I looked up and down the hall, hoping for inspiration. Nothing. Oh, well, it was either one way or the other. I turned right.

In the dim light, I could see the stern faces of Sir Richard’s ancestors staring unhappily at me from their heavy gold frames. I tried to ignore them as I tiptoed along the hallway, but I had the strangest feeling as if someone was following me. I kept looking over my shoulder. At one point, I even thought I heard someone whispering my name. I knew that was just my imagination playing tricks on me, but it was hard to shake the feeling. I stuck my tongue out at one particularly sour-faced old man with a ruffled collar as I passed him. It made me feel better. 

At the end of the hallway, I paused, looking for the stairwell. Standing very still, I tried to get my bearings. Suddenly, I felt something shimmer and whisper in the half-dark. Soft as a kiss, something caressed my cheek. I squealed in surprise, my heart almost leaping out of my chest in fear. 

I waved my arms frantically trying to shoo whatever it was away. Common sense told me that it was probably some stupid moth that was as lost as I was. I wasn’t sure why I jumped. I think I was still a little freaked out from my nightmare. 

My brush with the phantom moth unnerved me so much that I decided it would be better to wait a couple of more hours in my room rather than wander about Brynmoor Manor in the dark. I crept back to bed, avoiding the disapproving eyes of the grim-faced portraits in the hallway, and waited for the sun to rise.
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“Breakfast won’t be served until later,” my mother said. “Why don’t we go and see if we can get you some food from the kitchen. I’m sure Mrs. Fitzgibbon won’t mind.” 

A short, plump woman, wearing a white apron, bustled about the kitchen. Her red, gray-streaked hair was pulled back into a loose bun. “Oh my, you’re certainly up with the birds this morning.” 

“Lily’s suffering from a bit of jet lag, I’m afraid.” My mother turned to me, adding, “Lily, I’d like to introduce you to Mrs. Fitzgibbon. She’s the housekeeper at Brynmoor. Although that title doesn’t seem to do her justice. She pretty much runs things around here. In fact, I don’t know what I would have done without her these last few weeks. Even with all of her other obligations, she’s still found time to help me organize the wedding and reception.”

Mrs. Fitzgibbon laughed and wiped her hands on her apron. “We are all very happy to help.” 

Turning toward me, she smiled. Two dimples appeared in her rosy cheeks. “So jet lag, is it? I imagine your stomach clock is also a wee bit off, as well. Would you care for a bite to eat this morning, before we set out breakfast?” 

“That’d be great. Thanks,” I told her. “I am kind of hungry.”

Mrs. Fitzgibbon nodded. “I know just the thing. A nice cup of tea and a warm scone to get you started.”

“That sounds wonderful,” my mother said. “I think we’ll have our tea and scones in the Blue drawing room. Oh, that reminds me, Lilly was so tired last night that we left most of her luggage in the car. We’ll need to have her bags brought up to the Chinese room.”

“Of course.” Mrs. Fitzgibbon nodded. “I’ll just get Simon to sort things for you ... Ah, speak of the devil, here he comes now.” She smiled broadly, calling out, “Simon!”

I checked out Simon as he approached us. Tall and broad-shouldered, Simon looked a few years older than me. He wasn’t bad-looking, if you liked red hair. I noticed he had a dusting of pale freckles across his nose and cheekbones. His brown eyes looked at me curiously.

After his mother introduced us, he directed a polite but brief nod toward me. “Welcome to Brynmoor.”

“Uhm. Thanks.” 

“Simon, will you get Miss Lily’s things out of the boot and bring them up to the Chinese room, right away?” Mrs. Fitzgibbon asked. 

“Sure thing, Mum,” he answered. 

She gave him an affectionate pat on the back. “All right then. Hop to it.”

“The boot?” I asked, watching as Simon disappeared out the kitchen’s side door.

My mother laughed. “It’s what the English call the trunk of a car. You’ll have to learn to speak a little of the Queen’s English while you’re here.” 

Mrs. Fitzgibbon left to fix our tea and scones. I turned to my mother. “Simon’s not the butler, is he?” I asked, thinking he didn’t look much like a butler, unless old jeans and T-shirts were some sort of new style in butler clothes. 

“Oh, no!” She laughed. “He is Mrs. Fitzgibbon’s son. Her husband is the Head Gardner. They live in that stone cottage by the orchard.” My mother motioned vaguely off to the right. “Mrs. Fitzgibbon manages the house and staff. The older children Jenna and Simon help out when they are not in school. Charlie, the youngest, well ...” My mom laughed. “He seems to run amok. They are a very lovely family. Richard absolutely depends upon them to manage things while he is traveling.” My mother gestured with her hand, taking in the huge mansion. “Richard tries to manage Brynmoor and his London flat with minimal staff. The Fitzgibbons, the day maids, the day gardeners, and, of course, Hudson.

I raised my eyebrows. “Hudson?”

“Richard’s valet. He travels with Richard and organizes the flat in London for him. Prepares his meals and his clothes, things like that when he’s in London. I guess you could say that Hudson is the closest thing we have to a butler.”

“Speaking of Sir Richard, where is he?” 

“Oh, Richard had to stay in London to take care of some legal issues. Immigration papers for me. He’ll be home this evening,” she said with a happy little sigh. “So, shall we see if Mrs. Fitzgibbon has had time to put the tea out yet?” she asked.

“I hope so. I’m starving.” As if on cue, my stomach grumbled.

My mother gave me a quick squeeze. “Looks like we better find our way to the Blue drawing room before you faint from hunger.”

When we entered the drawing room, a very thin man with gray hair, gray eyes, and a gray suit stood waiting inside the door. “Welcome to Brynmoor Manor, Miss Lily.” He made a small bow in my direction. “If you should need anything, the staff and I will be at your service.”

“Uhm. Thanks,” I said. 

The gray man acknowledged me with a stiff nod and turned toward my mother. “If you will pardon me, I need to have a word with Mrs. Fitzgibbon.”

“Certainly,” my mother said with a warm smile. 

I stared after the small man as he withdrew from the room, his back erect. “Let me guess,” I told my mom, “that would be Hudson.” 

“Absolutely.” 

We both giggled. 

“Wow!” I let out. “I’ve never had staff before.” 

As if on cue, Mrs. Fitzgibbon entered the room with a tray laden with scones, jam and fruit, and tea.

My mom thanked Mrs. Fitzgibbon as she set out the plates.

“Wait until you try the homemade raspberry jam on these scones,” my mother said. “You’ve never tasted anything like it.” 

My mom was right. It was pretty great. The best part of it was, I didn’t have to clear plates or load the dishwasher after we finished eating. Not bad, I thought, a girl could get used to this lifestyle. Maybe spending a summer at Brynmoor Manor was going to be better than I thought.

After we finished our pre-breakfast, my mom asked, “I know you’ve just arrived, but would you mind terribly if I let you settle in by yourself? I need a few hours to make some phone calls and go over some of the details for the wedding.”

“Sure, Mom, no problem.” I gave her a quick smile.

“Thank you, sweetheart, I appreciate it,” she said, looking relieved. “I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you unpack your things and I’ll ask Mrs. Fitzgibbon to send Simon or Jenna up to take you on a tour of the manor house? If you find you need anything, like extra towels or better reading light, just ask Mrs. Fitzgibbon or one of the day maids to help you. I’ll check in with you in a few hours.”

After saying a brief good-bye, I returned to my room to find my luggage placed beside my nightstand. I lifted my suitcases onto the bed and opened them. As I bent to lift my clothes out, I felt something soft as butterfly wings touch the back of my neck, fluttering against my skin. Startled, I whipped around. Another moth? I looked around the room, but I didn’t see anything. 

“I guess when you are living in a country estate in England, you have to get used to the occasional bug,” I said aloud, grinning at my reflection in the mirror. I slowly finished unpacking my clothes and arranging my things in the closet and bureau, though I kept a lookout for flying insects the entire time. 

Once done, I walked over to the windows and drew back the red silk curtains to get a better view of the Formal Garden. Wow! The backyard of Brynmoor was even more impressive than the front yard. Acres and acres of grass and flowers and trees unfolded before my eyes. It was really beautiful, like living in the middle of a huge park. 

I was amusing myself by counting the flowerbeds when someone knocked on the door of my room. 

“Come in.”

A girl who looked about my age opened the door. She had red hair cut in a short, spiky style and a face full of freckles. When she smiled, two dimples appeared. She looked me over curiously. 

“Hullo, I’m Jenna. My mum asked me to come fetch you and show you round the place.” She gave me an appraising glance. “You don’t look much like your mum, do you?” 

I sighed. I love my mother, but sometimes I wish she weren’t so beautiful. It can be annoying to have a mom that looks like a fairy princess, not to mention tough on a girl’s self-esteem. My mom is small and dainty with smooth golden hair and big blue eyes. She looks just like one of those porcelain dolls you see displayed in toy stores. I am the exact opposite. I take after my father. I’m tall with dark curly hair and hazel eyes. Definitely not your typical Cinderella-style fairy princess. 

My thoughts must have shown on my face because Jenna immediately started to apologize. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean anything. It’s just that we all look so much alike. My da is always joking and saying that he can’t deny the gaggle of Fitzgibbons running about the village, ’cause we’re all ginger-haired. The whole lot of us.” She giggled good-naturedly, tugging at a lock of her red hair and looking at it cross-eyed. 

I couldn’t help but laugh with her. “That’s okay. I’m used to it.”

“My mum says that you want to see the house and gardens.” 

“Yeah. I’m hoping that if I get a good look at this place, I’ll be able to get around without a GPS.”

“It’s not so bad, you get used to it,” Jenna said. “I’ll show you round and you’ll be able to find your way. Don’t you worry.”

Jenna led me out the door and down the back staircase, past some of the twelve fireplaces. We moved into and out of rooms so quickly that I didn’t have much time to absorb anything. I did notice that many of the rooms seemed to have color themes. We sped through the Blue drawing room, the Gold sitting room, a maroon dining room, the salon, the south tower room, and the kitchen. According to Jenna, there were eighty-seven rooms at Brynmoor. As she whisked me around the mansion, I hoped she wasn’t planning to show me all of them in half an hour. 

Jenna chatted the entire time we toured the house. She talked non-stop about the upcoming wedding. She talked about flowers, invitations, tablecloths, and dresses. I think she was more excited about the wedding and party than my mother. When she finally stopped to catch her breath, we were outside in the Formal Gardens. 

A short barrel-chested man wearing a broad hat and bright red suspenders was working on some rose bushes with a pair of pruning shears.

“That’s my da.” Jenna pointed. “Haloo, Da.” She waved. The man looked up and smiled. He took off his hat to wipe the sweat from his forehead. His hair, though threaded with gray, was also red. 

We walked over the clipped green lawn. A faint smell of roses perfumed the warm summer air. 

“Da, this is Miss Lily.” Jenna introduced us. 

Mr. Fitzgibbon’s eyes sparkled with good humor. “Well, is it now? I’m sure your mum is right glad to have you here.” He turned toward his daughter. “Jenna, I think Simon will be needing some help. Perhaps Miss Lily would like to go with ye and see the wee beasties.”

“Beasties?” I asked nervously. I didn’t have much experience with animals. They didn’t allow pets in our apartment building, and living in the city limited most of my wild animal experience to an occasional lizard or cockroach. Visiting wild beasts didn’t sound like something I should be involved with. 

Jenna laughed. “That’s just my da’s way. He means the horses. He likes to put on Scottish airs every now and again. He’s got a wee bit o’ Scot in him, does me da.” She said this last part in what I guessed was an imitation of a Scottish brogue.

Her father chuckled good-naturedly at the teasing. “Off with ye lass, before I give ye the hiding ye so richly deserve.” He rolled his r’s ominously so that it came out sounding like “rrrrrichly deserrrrrve.”

Jenna giggled. She gave him a kiss on the cheek and we headed off to find the beasties of Brynmoor. 

The stable was located on the west side of the grounds and was a bit of a hike to get there. I guess the downside of being fabulously wealthy and living in a mansion is that you have to walk a lot to get anywhere in your backyard. 

We passed a glass building that Jenna called the orangery, and took a shortcut through the orchard. As we walked under the apple trees, my half-remembered dream from the night before tugged at the corners of my mind. I brushed it aside and hurried after Jenna. 

After skirting a white-fenced pasture, we finally found the long, narrow building that housed the horses. 

“There’s Simon,” Jenna said. 

Okay. I noticed him. I have to admit that there is something about a big strong guy wearing muddy work boots and jeans that I find irresistible. I gave Simon the once-over and could feel my interest rise as he walked toward us. He carried two plastic buckets filled with something I couldn’t identify, and couldn’t help but notice the way his arm muscles bulged as he approached us. I also noticed, a bit nervously, a very large shaggy black dog following behind him. 

Jenna hurried over toward her brother. Simon rested the buckets on the ground and straightened up, grinning. “You’ve timed things perfectly,” he called out to Jenna. “You can finish mucking the stalls.” 

Jenna made a sour face. “I am already engaged.” She sniffed. “I’m giving a tour of the grounds.” 

“Well and good. Then you can give a tour of the inside of the stable and demonstrate how to use a rake.” Simon gestured toward a small shed filled with tools. “It’s your turn.”

Jenna stuck out her tongue at Simon. “Come on then,” Jenna said. “I’ll show you the horses.” She grabbed a rake and placed it across the top of the wheelbarrow, which she pushed toward the stable. “I can take you back to the manor house, or, if you want, you can keep me company and tell me all about the beaches in California while I work. That way I can pretend I’m on vacation instead of mucking out stalls,” she said, grinning impishly at me.

“Just make sure you’re not too busy lying on the beach to remember to fill the water buckets, too,” Simon said good-naturedly. He nodded toward me, picked up the two buckets, and disappeared around the corner of the building.

“Usually I don’t have to do this. But Old Joseph, who manages the stable, has a broken leg. He’s dossing with his sister, until his leg heals. So I have to help Simon until Old Joseph is up and about again. Poor bloke. Broke his leg in three places. He’s in a wheelchair, can’t get around much. My mum asked us to help out for a bit, do a bit around here, but Simon’s taken on most of the work. He’s at the Royal Veterinary College. He usually works with Dr. Eames in the summer ...” Jenna chatted nonstop, while I followed along. 

As we trundled through the stable, one of the horses hung its head over the doors of its stall. The other two seemed to be busy eating. I made sure to keep to the side of the stable farthest from the horses and their teeth. 

Jenna parked the wheelbarrow outside of one of the stalls, then opened the door and attempted to push a huge brown horse over to the side. The horse didn’t bother lifting its head out of the grain bucket. It just kept munching its food while Jenna pushed and shoved it around until it moved out of the way. I stood back nervously. 

I haven’t spent a lot of time with horses. In fact, if I add up all the minutes I’ve spent with horses, not counting a three-minute pony ride I had when I was four years old, my total experience with horses would be ... zero. So I wasn’t feeling very confident about the horse thing. 

“You can come in here with me if you want,” Jenna offered as she began raking horse poop into a pile near the door.

“I’m fine,” I said, taking a step back. “I’d rather stay out here.”

“Suit yourself. Right now, with the wedding and Old Joseph gone, Simon and I are exercising the horses. You know, if you fancy a ride all you have to do is tell Simon when you want to go. He’ll saddle up one of the horses for you. It’s great fun. It almost makes mucking out the stalls worth it.” She wrinkled her nose at me.

“Uh. Thanks for the offer, but I don’t really have much experience with horses. In Los Angeles, we spend most of our time riding in our cars, not riding on horseback.” 

Jenna looked up. “You should give it go. It’s easy. You just need a lesson or two.”

I looked at the huge beast next to Jenna. “I don’t know.”

Jenna flashed me a brilliant smile. “Oh. You’d be right as rain if Simon gave you a quick lesson. He’s a great teacher, and he’s uncommonly good with animals.”

“I don’t know, Jenna. I don’t have a lot of experience with animals. I’ve never even had a pet, well, except for the pet goldfish I had in third grade. And even that didn’t work out so well. I had to flush him down the toilet.”

Jenna laughed. “Oh, you needn’t worry. Horses are much easier to ride than goldfish.”

I gave her a weak smile. “That’s a good point. I’ll keep that in mind.” 

I watched Jenna load the horse manure into the wheelbarrow as she moved from stall to stall. I started thinking that maybe I didn’t want to spend the next hour watching someone shovel horse poop.

“Hey, Jenna, thanks for the tour and everything, but I think I’ll just wander around on my own now.”

Jenna gave me a grin. “I don’t blame you.” She held up a rake full of manure and wrinkled her nose again. 

As I hurried out of the stable, the big shaggy black dog I had seen following Simon trotted up to me and pushed his head against my knees. “Go away,” I said, but he wouldn’t stop, even as I tried to back away. He kept butting me with his head, herding me backward. I became a little flustered and turned to hurry away from him in the other direction, but instead of escaping from the dog I ended up colliding with the very solid form of Simon, bouncing off of him and landing on my rear in a pile of you know what. 

“Shame on you, Pip. Have you no manners?” Simon scolded the dog.

Pip, apparently the dog’s name, sat next to me, panting and thumping his tail on the ground—he did not look the least bit sorry. In fact, he nudged me again. 

“He’s a herding dog, likes to keep in practice. Don’t you, lad?” Simon ruffled the dog’s ears affectionately. 

“C-c-could you c-c-call him o-off?” I stammered. I could feel my face and neck getting hot. I knew I was blushing. It’s hard not to be embarrassed when you are sitting in a pile of horse manure in front of a good-looking guy and his dog is drooling all over you. 

“Pip? Oh, he doesn’t mean any harm. He’s just trying to be friendly.” 

“Well, I don’t think it’s very friendly, and you should train him to stop doing things like that. It’s not very ... nice,” I finished lamely. The stupid dog, looking very pleased with himself, kept panting in my face.

“He gave you a bit of a scare, did he? Sorry about that. Pip, heel.” Pip obediently left me and trotted over to Simon. “Pip, stay,” Simon said before walking over to me and helping me up. 

Up close Simon was even taller than I thought. He made me feel small. His hands were large and calloused, but his touch was gentle. He had the hands of someone who cared for animals. I felt myself blushing again.

“Thanks,” I said, letting go of his hand and dusting off my jeans. “I’m going to go back to the house.” 

“I suppose you don’t want Pip to keep you company,” Simon offered with a grin. 

“No, thank you. I can find my own way,” I told him with as much dignity as I could. Though I’m not sure how much dignity a person has when her butt is covered in horse manure. 

“Pip, come.” Pip obediently trotted over to Simon. “Sit.” 

Pip sat. 

“I believe Pip would like to offer his apologies.” 

At the sound of Simon’s voice, Pip tilted his head to one side.

Simon glanced down at the dog. “Paw,” he said. 

Pip lifted his paw, his gaze shifting between Simon and me.

I eyed the shaggy dog dubiously. “It’s fine. He doesn’t need to apologize.” 

“Give it a go,” Simon encouraged. “You’ll hurt his feelings if you don’t shake his paw. He’s been practicing this trick all week.”

Pip whined pathetically. 

“See what I mean?”

I couldn’t help but smile at that. I bent over and shook Pip’s paw. “All right. You’re forgiven,” I said, patting him tentatively on the head. 

“Good. That’s settled then. I can tell you and Pip are going to be great friends.”

I straightened. “Yeah.” 

“See you later.” Simon turned to walk back to the stable, Pip trotting obediently at his side. 

I watched them for a moment, before walking back to the manor house. 

––––––––
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My mother and I had tea in the Gold sitting room at five o’clock. Mrs. Fitzgibbon brought in a tray of sandwiches and cookies—which she called biscuits—a pot of tea, two cream-colored cups and matching saucers. 

“Well, now I know I’m in England,” I told my mom.

“Why is that?” she asked.

“Because this is the second time we’ve had tea today. When do we ever have tea in LA?”

“Oh, yes. Tea is a very important ritual around here. Since we won’t eat until eight o’clock or so, tea keeps everyone going until dinner. Besides, it usually starts clouding over about now.” She paused, glancing out the window. “We’ll probably get some rain this evening.”

She was right. Gray rain clouds had softened the afternoon sunshine. The garden was bathed in a gray light, saturating the pinks, purples, and lavenders of the flowerbeds so that they looked like an oil painting. My mother and I enjoyed the view for a few minutes while we sipped our tea.

“Did you have a nice afternoon?” my mother asked.

“Not bad. Though, I did have an up-close and personal encounter with horse poop.”

My mom laughed while she sipped her tea. 

“Plus, I’m not sure I can find my room by myself without a map.” 

“Don’t worry about that. You get used to it pretty quickly. Besides, we only use a few of the rooms.” 

We talked for a bit about this and that. My mom told me all about her plans for the wedding reception. She was very excited, but I started feeling really tired. I found myself yawning in between bites of my cucumber sandwich.

“Looks like your jet lag is catching up with you again, sweetheart. Why don’t you head up to bed? Richard won’t be home until later, and you can probably use the rest.”

I nodded. She was right. I was exhausted and all I wanted to do was to go to sleep. I managed to find my bedroom and the bathroom with only one wrong turn. After brushing my teeth, I kicked off my shoes and crawled into bed. 

I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. I thought I would be too exhausted to remember my dream. I was wrong. 

He was there, waiting for me, sitting on the ground, his back resting against an old tree stump. He wore a white shirt, black britches, and boots. His dark
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