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  About the Book


In the enchanting world of high society and hidden desires, Gilbert Parsons and Frances Snowley embark on a journey of self-discovery and forbidden love. 
As they navigate through societal expectations and personal tragedies, their bond strengthens, defying the constraints of their class and upbringing. But as they confront manipulative forces and unforeseen obstacles, they must decide whether to follow their hearts or succumb to the pressures of their world. Will their love conquer all, or will it be crushed under the weight of societal norms? 
Join Gilbert and Frances on a thrilling adventure of love, betrayal, and redemption in this captivating romance novel that will leave you breathless till the very end.
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  CHAPTER 1


Gilbert

Gilbert Parsons heard the voices ahead before he saw the overturned wagon. There was a young lady's voice and an old man groaning. A wagon ran into the ditch on the side of the road. One of the wheels came off. Daniel Fletcher, his present oblivious companion, did not notice the scene unfolding in front of them. A second wagon stood a short distance away. 
'That young lady really thought she had me roped in. But thankfully her mother came to the rescue. Maybe it was the mother's plan. And she foiled it herself.' Daniel relayed yet again. The same story after every social event he attended. Gilbert sighed. His life felt mundane and meaningless. Every day was filled with frivolities and uselessness. Other than estate matters, once in a while, Gilbert spent his day having tea with gossiping companions or getting entangled in the flirting battles of desperate young women.
Gilbert's view outside the carriage changed to the scene of an accident. He sat up. Yes, an accident happened. Yes, a man could be hurt. Even dying to be sure. But Gilbert already decided that he would help. Be useful. 
Gilbert hung out of the open window of the carriage he was caged in. 'Stop.' He commanded the driver. Before the carriage came to a halt, Gilbert jumped down and moved around the carriage toward the overturned wagon. 
'What are you doing?' Daniel asked. Gilbert ground his teeth at his oblivious friend. Did the man hear or see nothing but his entertainment?
'These people need our help.' His voice sounded exactly as irritated to himself as he felt.
'Help?!' Daniel, his companion asked when he emerged from the carriage and stared at the carnage in front of them. 'I'm sure there is somebody… more suited… to help.' Gilbert swallowed his remark. Daniel paled at the word help.
'Go on ahead.' Gilbert said instead. Daniel's look of relief did not go unnoticed. 'I will be along soon. Please let Miss Martin know that I will join her later.' Gilbert said.
'Miss Martin?' Daniel asked. 'As long as I don't need to stay here.' His eyes wide and face grey at the prospect of hard labour. Gilbert lifted an eyebrow. However, Daniel jumped back into the carriage before Gilbert had the chance to say anything further and the carriage rumbled quickly down the road.
A heavy branch wedged itself between the dangerously overturned wagon and the wall of dirt that rose on the other side of the ditch. It probably prevented the wagon from crushing the groaning man he heard from afar. The voices sounded from somewhere on the other side, maybe below the wagon. Gilbert heard the woman's voice again. He jumped onto the far side of the ditch. The wagon leaned much further into the ditch than at first glance. Then he noticed her.
Her skirts puffed up around her legs where she crawled in under the precariously balanced wagon. Then he saw the body of the trapped victim. The woman shuffled back and came to her haunches, mud and dirt faintly streaked on her black skirts. She fidgeted with the clips of her bodice and yanked it off quickly before she threw it onto the wagon. Gilbert knew he had to say something. Anything; announce his presence. Offer help. Anything. Instead, he was mute. And enthralled. A lady of the gentry, on her knees in the dirt to help an old peasant. 
'If you are here to stare, sir, I would rather you leave. If, however, you are here to assist me in helping this man, you are welcome.' She tucked the scarf from around her neck and dabbed the sweat on her forehead then tucked the scarf into her blouse sleeve.
'Gilbert Parsons at your service.' Gilbert yanked his coat off and rolled his sleeves up to below his elbows.
'Frances Snowley.' The young woman answered. 'And your service is well needed. Thank you.' She pointed to the branch he noticed moments ago. 'Please see to that branch. I tried to secure it. But I can't be sure.' The man groaned again. Frances soothed the man. Gilbert set to work on the branch. The branch was safe, but the wagon seemed to be coming apart around the very spot where the branch pushed against it. Gilbert walked around the wagon and found a piece of the wagon that must have broken off during the accident. He pushed the wagon away from the branch and slipped a plank in between. The old man groaned again.
'Mr Parsons, the man seems to be caught under the wagon. When he was still conscious, he tried to move his leg out, but I was just not strong enough.' Frances said. She dropped down on her haunches the way Gilbert saw her first and motioned for him to follow. 'From what I can see, he seems to be stuck there.' Gilbert, down on his haunches next to the woman, stared at the woman instead of where she pointed. The soft aroma of roses surrounded her. Her cheeks were flushed with exertion. 'Mr Parsons, I believe you should direct your attention there.' Frances said and scooted away from Gilbert.
'Quite right.' Gilbert said and forced himself to study the situation. 'The wagon is quite dilapidated. I believe it will come apart with little effort.'
***

Frances

Frances observed Gilbert pulling the wagon apart. She mimicked his actions by pulling at one of the panels. It fell apart with little effort. Sam groaned with the slightest movement of the wagon. She feared that the old man might not survive the ordeal. The smell of death and blood seemed to be part of her every waking moment. First Papa. Then Mama. And now Sam. The man is very much still alive! She berated herself. 
'Miss Snowley, I suspect this is as far as I can go without causing more harm.' Gilbert said. He stood with his hands wedged onto his hips and studied his handiwork. 'If we can find a man to help me, it will save your patient much pain.'
'Must it be a man? I'm sure I can muster up the strength you need.' Gilbert made a strangled sound at her remark. 'What is the matter?' Frances asked. 
'It is not that it's heavy. A clear lift off from your patient is what's needed.' Gilbert answered. Frances looked at the last remaining part of the wagon. She had no idea what it was called or what it did. All it did was cause pain to poor Sam.
'O good.' Frances walked to the edge of a gnarled piece of wood and Gilbert walked to the other side. 'I think it will be sufficient if I lift here. Don't you agree, Mr Parsons?' 
'I believe it will.' Gilbert said. 'We lift together on three.' He said and started to count. Frances manoeuvred her skirts out of the way and copied his stance. '... three.' He said and they lifted together. 'Let's move it this way.' Gilbert motioned with his head and Frances followed. The wood was not heavy but from Sam's reaction, it was the sole cause of his pain. The old man groaned more than ever. 
'Mr Parsons, my wagon is parked over there. We can load him in the back and drive him to town.' Frances said. 'Sam. It's not long now.' She took his hand in hers. 
'We can't lift Sam without causing more injury.' Gilbert said. 'We need a sort of carrier to lift him.' Gilbert started looking through the debris. 
'Fabric of some sort?' Frances asked. 'I was on my way to the mill. For feed. There's some hessian bags in my wagon.'
'Perfect.' Gilbert said. He fetched it from the wagon and ripped the side seams to make a long piece of fabric. 'We can slide this under Sam to lift him easier. Handles would make carrying him easier but we don't need to carry him across a battlefield.' Gilbert said. He smiled when Frances stopped moving and looked at him.
'The Napoleonic Wars?' Frances asked. Gilbert nodded. She gave him a small smile before she said. 'I can roll him onto it.'
'You have nursing experience, Miss Snowley?' Gilbert asked.
Frances shook her head. 'No, sir. My mother showed me how to change linens without requiring the patient to get up from his sick bed.'
Gilbert looked around a bit for something to bandage Sam's injured leg. He found a narrow straight branch and a piece of cloth.
'Miss Snowley, please wrap that branch with this cloth. It will be a great support for that leg.' Gilbert said. Frances did as he instructed and felt excited when he nodded in approval. 
'I have to ask,' Gilbert said after they made Sam comfortable in the back of the wagon. 'The only Snowleys I know were the late Captain Snowley and his wife, Lady Snowley. Were you family?' 
Sam's trouble gave Frances a reprieve from her constant sadness after losing her parents. Gilbert's question reminded her of her dire situation. Frances took a deep breath. Tears were ever so available but she refused to cry in front of Gilbert. 
***

Gilbert

The young woman sat in silence for a moment. She rubbed her upper arms and then she gripped her seat before she answered. 
'I'm their surviving daughter.' 
Gilbert sat upright. 
'Forgive me, Miss Snowley.' Gilbert said. Her jacket served as a pillow for Sam, as Frances called him. He hung his coat around her shoulders. 'My condolences for your loss. I served under Captain Snowley but never learned much about his private life. Truly a remarkable man.' Gilbert said. Frances pulled crumpled and wilted rose petals from her skirt pocket. He noticed her rub the petals between her fingers with uncanny ferocity. 
'Papa never spoke about his time away from the house. And Mama kept me secluded from society in general.' Frances noticed him looking at her hands. 'The rose oil takes the smell away. The smell when Papa died is always there.' Gilbert nodded.
'It's an overwhelming experience. Death.' Gilbert said. His time during the Napolean wars is still vivid. 'Nothing prepares one for it. Or wipes it from memory.' They sat quietly side by side each with their own memories.
'Forgive me in return for not knowing anything about you and your family.' Frances said. Gilbert smiled. She was like nobody in society. Least of all, honest to distraction and selfless and kind. Daniel's expression at the mere mention of the word help popped to mind; an example of the average member of society's opinion of Frances' actions earlier.
'Yes. Captain Snowley was very private. But it was clear that his family meant the world to him.' Gilbert wanted to change the subject. It had to be painful for such a young woman to speak of her recently deceased father and mother. The town inn came into view. 'Here we are. I will send for the physician. At least Sam will be comfortable here and taken care of while he's on the mend.'
***

Frances

Gilbert pulled the wagon to a halt and jumped down to make arrangements. Frances watched in silence as men fetched the injured Sam. The conversation with Gilbert left her feeling shaken and vulnerable.
'Thank you, Miss Snowley, for an eventful afternoon. Will you be attending tonight's ball?' Gilbert asked.
'Ball?' Frances asked in return.
'I believe it's touted to be the event of the season!' Gilbert said and waved his arms with a grand flourish. 'But there's at least another half dozen events-of-the-season to look forward to.' Gilbert said behind his hand for Frances alone to hear. It felt good to laugh a little.
'No, Mr Parsons. I will not be attending. It's hardly appropriate for frivolities in mourning, wouldn't you agree.' Frances said. Gilbert swallowed his smile and a crease appeared between his eyebrows.
'I believe you are correct, Miss Snowley.' Gilbert said.
'No harm was done, Mr Parsons. Again, thank you for your help and do enjoy yourself tonight.' Frances smiled and took up the reins where Gilbert hooked it. With a smile and wave, she set off home. 
Her thoughts travelled to Sam. Then the miracle of Mr Parsons' arrival. She felt guilty for settling on keeping Sam comfortable until he died. Death was too much on her mind. Mr Parsons popped to mind. And she felt herself smile. A first real smile in a very long time. She felt relieved that she still knew how. 
The afternoon's activities distracted them from her upcoming meeting with Mr Ralph, Papa's lawyer. Frances felt her shoulders sag and her smile vanished. Mr Ralph fixed an appointment to discuss Papa's estate and will. A meeting that Mama avoided, according to Mr Ralph.






  
  CHAPTER 2


Gilbert

Gilbert walked around the vast estate for hours before he decided to venture onto the neighbour's land. He attended the ball the night before, for as long as polite society dictated. His frustration at a pinnacle with members of society, the pressure to take a wife and his encounter with Frances. After their afternoon together, doing something useful, and important, the emptiness of the evening's entertainment was in stark contrast. 
Nausea bubbled up around the abuse they offered behind their gloved hands and waving fans. His life felt far removed from a purposeful life such as Frances who did not mind dirt on her skirts in service of others. 
'You! The instigator of ridicule!' Gilbert grumbled. He resented the thought of his involvement and role in the gossip mill of society. The very mill worked at top speed after the Snowleys' deaths. 
Great Aunt Clement was forthcoming with gossip and backstory on the couple. Not so much their daughter though. Did his aunt not know about the young woman? Was Miss Snowley engaged to another? 
Gilbert tripped over a lady's hat and noticed black gloves on the ground. 
'They must be drunk to find themselves this far from the entertainment of the ball.' Gilbert said out loud. He followed the trail of clothing. It led him to a place where the sobs of a woman nudged his heart rate to speed up. A woman with wild black hair sat at the stream. She scrubbed violently at her hands. 
'Miss Snowley?' Gilbert asked. Red welts made way to bloody cuts as she scrubbed and rubbed her hands in the bubbling stream. 'Frances?' Gilbert said again. Frances didn't react to his voice. She clutched a stone in her hand and breathed hard. He folded his hands over her scratching hands. Gilbert touched her shoulders to turn her away from the water. Her scantily dressed form shivered under his hands. 'Frances?' He said and tilted her chin up. The girl was dazed and showed no recognition. 
'Frances. It's Gilbert.' She looked up at him. He saw the fear and anxiety she felt. She was lonely and mourning her parents. No decorum. No socially acceptable boundaries. One human in front of another human in pain. Gilbert was struck by how far she was removed from the collected and composed woman in her mourning outfit a day ago. Shivers and sobs came in wave after wave. 
'Come away from the water. Come rest here.' Gilbert led her from the water to a spot of grass close to the edge of the stream. She collapsed to the ground. Gilbert kept her hands against his chest. Her cold shivers in stark contrast to his hot skin. 'You're so cold.' She crawled closer and he covered her with his coat. The spasms of shivers dwindled, and her sobs calmed to sniffles and then soft breaths. Her pale blue fingers warmed up to a normal colour and relaxed, covered by his own hands. He wanted to learn more about Frances Snowley but he didn't trust his own circle's tongues. 
Gilbert served with the captain from time to time and he was a man of great mystery. Private but of an exquisite manner. His aristocratic air always puzzled those who learned of his humble origins. There existed no doubt though, of his love and faithfulness to Lady Snowley. Lady Snowley brought with her great wealth. Her family's land and possessions rivalled his own family's. Gilbert looked down at the sleeping woman. The young Miss Snowley probably had a suitable connection lined up already. Gilbert swallowed the surprising disappointment he felt.
'Take control of yourself, Parsons.' Captain Snowley would have made sure that his daughter was taken care of. Gilbert wiped a wayward curl of hair from her forehead. A wave of sadness and regret pushed into his mind as he let the curl fall back. It tickled her nose and she swiped her hand over her nose. Gilbert went quiet. He watched Frances scrunch her nose before she snuggled closer with a sigh. She pulled her knees close to her chest and he tucked his coat up over her shoulder. Gilbert held his breath. He blew out his breath when Frances sighed in the crook of his arm and tangled her fingers into his shirt. 
***

Frances

Frances sobbed and shivered. Fear and sadness, even betrayal overpowered her, and the stench of death clung to her hands and hair. 
She was destitute, penniless, and lost. Without a husband, she had no hope of life. Mr Ralph made it clear that not a penny of the rents collected since Papa died was available to her. What mamma had available must have been the monies Papa collected and kept safe when he fell ill. She paid the bills and tallied the pantry as Mama instructed but a week ago. She had the garden and the stocked shed. She would have to explain the dire position she was in to her small staff and pay their last wages. 
In the meantime, she had to get rid of the death smell that clung to her since Papa died. And now Mama. Tilling the land and grooming the horses did not wipe the stench away anymore. 
She exchanged the smooth stone with a coarse stone close by and dragged it over her hands. She pushed through the pain to scratch the stench away.
Mr Ralph’s words echoed in her head. The words caused sadness and fear crashed to crash over her in waves.
Her hands did not move. It could not move. But it was warm. Maybe she finally rid herself of the stench. 
She craved the warmth under her hands and snuggled closer, pressing her tear-soaked face against the warmth. She felt the need for sobs and tears ebbed away as warmth surrounded her. For the first time, she felt safe. Fear dwindled out of her body and she gave over to peaceful safe sleep.
Frances sighed. All worries, forgotten. She snuggled into her pillow and revelled in a few more moments of shuteye before the day started. 
‘Unless you wed, I can release nothing of your inheritance to you.’ The raspy voice crashed onto her pillow. Frances’ eyes popped open and stared right into the warm hand covering her own. She bolted upright and stared into the face of none other than Gilbert Parsons.
‘Miss Snowley…’ he said. 
‘Sir, I... this is inappropriate…’ she felt her cheeks flame hot. Her clothes were strewn around the clearing. She collected it in her arms and fled. Home.
Memories of the memorial. Mr Ralph’s meeting. The true situation she was in and the smell of death that enveloped her day in and day out. It stayed closer than her shift and it covered further than her cuffs. She felt the angst again and her desperation to be free. She remembered the ice-cold water on her hands and the pain from her frantic scrubbing. 
Then she remembered the warmth and peace, the safety and comfort. Mr Parsons must have thought her insane. A weakling. He must have had an eyeful in her scant dressed state. Embarrassment and anger vied for a place. 
‘Frances, Papa and Mama would be very disappointed.’ She breathed deeply when her bare feet finally crossed the threshold. ‘No, they will not be disappointed. They will understand. Papa will know that it’s been difficult and frightful.’ Frances made her way to the kitchen where the bath stood cold and empty. She hung a pot filled with water hanging in the hearth while she lit the fire. Soon after a fire blazed. She cleaned off her skirts and hung it close-by to dry. 
Mud on her other outfit after Sam’s accident and now this one too. Darkness surrounded her by the time she finally stepped into the lukewarm bath. It did nothing for her chilled bones. 
Dressed and warm, she rubbed rose oil into her hands and pulled a small stack of accounts closer.
***

Gilbert

Frances sobbed and shivered. Fear and sadness, even betrayal overpowered her, and the stench of death clung to her hands and hair. 
She was destitute, penniless, and lost. Without a husband, she had no hope of life. Mr Ralph made it clear that not a penny of the rent collected since Papa died was available to her. What mamma had available must have been the monies Papa collected and kept safe when he fell ill. She paid the bills and tallied the pantry as Mama instructed but a week ago. She had the garden and the stocked shed. She would have to explain the dire position she was in to her small staff and pay their last wages. 
In the meantime, she had to get rid of the death smell that clung to her since Papa died. And now Mama. Tilling the land and grooming the horses did not wipe the stench away anymore. 
She exchanged the smooth stone with a coarse stone close by and dragged it over her hands. She pushed through the pain to scratch the stench away.
Mr Ralph's words echoed in her head. The words caused sadness and fear crashed to crash over her in waves.
Her hands did not move. It could not move. But it was warm. Maybe she finally rid herself of the stench. 
She craved the warmth under her hands and snuggled closer, pressing her tear-soaked face against the warmth. She felt the need for sobs and tears ebbed away as warmth surrounded her. For the first time, she felt safe. Fear dwindled out of her body and she gave over to peaceful safe sleep.
Frances sighed. All worries, forgotten. She snuggled into her pillow and revelled in a few more moments of shuteye before the day started. 
'Unless you wed, I can release nothing of your inheritance to you.' The raspy voice crashed onto her pillow. Frances' eyes popped open and stared right into the warm hand covering her own. She bolted upright and stared into the face of none other than Gilbert Parsons.
'Miss Snowley…' he said. 
'Sir, I... this is inappropriate…' she felt her cheeks flame hot. Her clothes were strewn around the clearing. She collected it in her arms and fled. Home.
Memories of the memorial. Mr Ralph's meeting. The true situation she was in and the smell of death that enveloped her day in and day out. It stayed closer than her shift and it covered further than her cuffs. She felt the angst again and her desperation to be free. She remembered the ice-cold water on her hands and the pain from her frantic scrubbing. 
Then she remembered the warmth and peace, the safety and comfort. Mr Parsons must have thought her insane. A weakling. He must have had an eyeful in her scant dressed state. Embarrassment and anger vied for a place. 
'Frances, Papa and Mama would be very disappointed.' She breathed deeply when her bare feet finally crossed the threshold. 'No, they will not be disappointed. They will understand. Papa will know that it's been difficult and frightful.' Frances made her way to the kitchen where the bath stood cold and empty. She hung a pot filled with water hanging in the hearth while she lit the fire. Soon after a fire blazed. She cleaned off her skirts and hung them close by to dry. 
Mud on her other outfit after Sam's accident and now this one too. Darkness surrounded her by the time she finally stepped into the lukewarm bath. It did nothing for her chilled bones. 
Dressed and warm, she rubbed rose oil into her hands and pulled a small stack of accounts closer.
***

Gilbert

Great Aunt Clement stalked towards Gilbert. 'Walk with me.'
Gilbert complied. His mind was occupied with Frances Snowley. It was impossible not to compare any other lady with her and find them fall short. Instead of fawning over him and demanding he wed her, given the compromised situation they found themselves in, she blustered a few words and fled. Her smell, the feel of her curves, her silky hair, all milled in his mind during his waking hours and ignited him in his dreams. 
'You are distracted.' Great Aunt Clement remarked. The old crone missed nothing. 'A young lady I know?'
'Not a young lady. The accounts.' Gilbert lied. 
'A shameful lie if ever I saw one.' She motioned a gardener closer with her cane. The old man bowed and listened to the instructions. The scent of the roses reminded him of Frances. 
'Do you prefer a guessing game as I did with your lessons?' As grandfather's youngest sister, Great Aunt Clement became the governess of the Parsons offspring. Widowed before she had a child, she threw herself into loving the family's offspring like her own and educated them better than the best institution. She knew them better than anybody else and she smelled lies!
'Gilly. You've been restless.' Great Aunt Clement said. She used his nickname, a sure sign of her affection since he was a little boy. 'Different from the reckless young buck from a few years ago. You know I don't entertain begging. Out with it.' The old dame snapped. 
'Yes. It's a lady. Not what you think.' Gilbert answered, nervous as a naughty youngster. 
'Who? How do you know what I'm thinking?' Great Aunt Clement snapped. The whole community knew she was not to be trifled with. 
'Miss Frances Snowley.' Gilbert said. 
'Gilly, she might be very young but there is not one other young woman around to rival her character and heart.' Gilbert stumbled at his aunt's compliments. 
'You know her?' Gilbert asked.
'Of course, I do. I've had tea with both Captain Snowley and Lady Snowley. Tragic how such a beautiful family had to suffer. And to think she has not a soul to take care of her. I fear for her welfare.' Great Aunt Clement elaborated.
'But you've never said a word about her. I didn't know the captain had a child.' Gilbert said. 'Surely Captain Snowley provided well for his daughter? Did he not?' 
'I daresay he did. But she will not be allowed to access her inheritance or dowry without a husband. That is the tradition.'
'But her lands are extensive. The Captain managed enough land to rival our land. There must be a percentage available for her welfare until she weds?' 
'Not for a woman, I'm afraid.' Great Aunt Clement sighed.
'There must be something to do.' Gilbert said. Injustice infuriated him. He knew well enough that nothing could be done against these injustices. That explained Frances' distress the day before. 
'You feel quite strongly about the young woman.' His aunt studied him. 
'No. Not like that. I meant to say that it's our neighbourly duty to see to the welfare of widows and orphans.' Gilbert said.
'Hmmm. Orphan coming of age.' She smiled knowingly. Gilbert fought the twitch in his hands.  A dead giveaway of his discomfort. 
'I will call on the girl tomorrow. Care to join me?' Aunt Clement said.
'I'll have to confirm with my…' Gilbert said but his aunt waved his excuses away.
'Gilly, we both know you have no prior commitments.' With that, she hooked her hand through his elbow, and they strolled back to the house.
***

Frances

Frances dragged the gardening tool through the dirt. It dug a trench too deep for the seedlings. She, however, learned well from Winston how to create the best environment for growing vegetables. Her heart squeezed at the thought of their beloved gardener. Just like all their staff, Winston had to go after Papa died. 
And that brought back the conversation Mr Ralph had when they met. 
***

Mr Ralph sat behind his desk in the scruffy study of his house. He pulled a leather binder from a drawer in his desk. With folded hands resting on the folder, he looked at Frances. A smile crept across his face.
'I'm certain Lady Snowley ensured a suitable connection for you before her death.' Mr Ralph had said.
'Forgive me, Mr Ralph. I don't understand what you're referring to.'
'It's simple dear; a husband.' 
'No, sir. If my mother did have a connection, she did not mention anything to me.'
'In that case, I'm afraid, your parents' deaths are only the beginning of your troubles.' Mr Ralph took the folder and slid it back into the drawer of his desk.
'I don't understand, sir. I'm not sure what could be worse than their deaths.' Frances said. She clasped her hands together to keep it from shaking. 
'Without a husband, I'm afraid, I cannot release any of your inheritance to you.' He paused a moment. 'Not even a minimal allowance.'
***

With that, Frances excused herself and left.
She felt the sadness and rage bubble up again. How could Papa leave her destitute? How could Papa leave Mama destitute? Frances wedged the piece of gardening equipment back into the soil, the perfect distance from the last row. It was too deep. She lifted it out of the soil and let it drop into the soil with less force. She smiled as it sunk deep, just the right depth into the soil. She pulled it back and the soil parted into another row.
Mr Ralph showed her the folder with documents that must have contained accounts and Papa's full estate. She was allowed to see but not touch. Like a child! Frances huffed as the thought tumbled with the mulch into the trench. She felt quite happy that she left the expense accounts at home that day. He would have seen the rent that Mama managed to hide and use. Mr Ralph took great pleasure in the picture he sketched of her future. Dire. No husband. No living. No inheritance. But the sly scoundrel announced he was on top of her problem. He would find her a husband and a future. 
She bundled her skirts out of the way. Frances squatted next to the rows and leaned over to drop the seeds into the dents she learned to make for the seeds. Winston left a whole library of seed packets with instructions to care for them. She sent him, however, with a big part of the collection of seeds away. Wherever he went, he could grow vegetables to sell or use. Frances smiled.
'Miss Snowley?' A firm tut in the female voice. Frances snapped to her feet; seeds scattered all over the garden. 'I daresay, your gardener will have a grand time caring for such a mixed yield.' Lady Clement stepped a few steps and pushed the garden gate open. 'I knocked but your butler must be enjoying tea.' Lady Clement said. Her words, heavy with meaning. 
Frances dropped into a curtsy painfully aware of her messy hair and dirty dress.
'Lady Clement. What a surprise. I didn't expect visitors.' Frances schooled her face. The last thing she could stomach was the incessant scrutiny of the matriarch of society.
'I was in the neighbourhood. And I feel I must support you in this time of loss. You seem to be coping well though.' Frances felt Lady Clement's gaze.
'Yes, madam. What is done is done. No use holding on to the past.' Frances' words were far removed from what she truly felt. She showed the old lady to the front door but let go of that particular idea when the old lady pressed past to the back porch. Frances cringed when the old woman reached for her arm as support up the steps to the backdoor. Frances' dirt-covered hands and dirt-caked fingernails were a stark contrast to the older woman's light-coloured sleeve.
'Agreed. Now send for tea. And we can talk.' The older woman commanded.
***

Gilbert

Gilbert shuffled around under a tree in front of the Snowley residence. He weaselled himself out of accompanying Great Aunt Clement by fabricating a crisis at the tenants' properties. The tenants played a theater-worthy performance but he was convinced she smelled the lie. 
He found his way to the Snowley residence on his impromptu walk. Gilbert found himself unable to resist the urge to just see Frances. Call it indecisive. Curiosity. But he caught himself thinking of her often.
Gilbert watched Frances dig a bed in the dirt. He never dug a proper trench until his time in battle. As an officer, he barked orders and his footman did the digging next to other soldiers. But he quickly realized they were all equal in battle. He watched Frances' face contort from emotions before she heaved down to slam the gardening tool back into the soil with an almighty blow. She stared down at her handiwork before she pulled herself together and lifted the tool from the soil before letting it fall into the soil again. 
Great Aunt Clement pulled up to the front of the house and slowly made her way to the front door. His aunt harassed him since their conversation the previous day. Gilbert felt unsure about what he wanted. He looked toward the outbuildings for any sign of the usual staff milling around houses, but no living soul was around. He looked toward the shed for the gardener to lend a hand. Maybe Frances sent him away to fetch implements or tools. Or maybe her situation and prospects were as dire as Great Aunt Clement hinted. 
Gilbert watched Frances squat down with small packets of seed. She was hunched over with her dark hair, less wild than at their last encounter but not perfectly pinned up in the habit among young women.
He felt his heart race as Great Aunt Clement walked toward the garden gate and stood at the gate for a while. She looked at Frances where the girl worked hunched over her work. She said something and Frances jumped up. Her embarrassment loudest of all. Frances slipped a moment later into her schooled features. Much like society dictated. The two women exchanged pleasantries. Frances moved toward the front of the house, but his aunt headed toward the back. Gilbert decided that his weird behaviour should stop and he finally turned away. Great Aunt Clement invited him along but he declined. The best he could do was stick to that for now.
***

Frances

Frances helped Lady Clement to the door of the kitchen, but the old woman pulled away and sat down in what used to be Mrs Scott, their beloved housekeeper's chair.
'Lady Clement? Let's move to the…'
'O, hush, child. Your situation is safe with me.'
'I'm not sure…'
'You've run out of rent. It can keep only so long. Your mother had some leeway when Mr Jones collected rent. While Captain Snowley was still in life, your mother could bend the rules slightly. I've seen quite a bit in my life.'
Frances stared at the other woman. She folded her hands in front of her. She wondered why she felt so embarrassed if the dictates of her situation were out of her control.
'Wash up and brew us some tea. We have much to discuss.' Lady Clement said.
Frances prepared tea for the old dame and herself and fetched some biscuits from the pantry. She loved the garden and the animals. But the baking was her favourite.
'Do compliment your cook. These biscuits are divine.' Lady Clement popped another cookie in her mouth and made all sorts of unladylike sounds. Frances giggled.
'Thank you, madam. I baked it. Mrs Scott taught me to bake and cook. The same way Winston taught me to grow vegetables.' Frances forgot herself and the company she found herself in.
'And?' Lady Clement waved her hand in encouragement.
'I… eh… I forget that these kinds of chores are for servants.' Frances said. Her blush burned her cheeks.
'So is needlework if you really think about it. Yet, ladies keep themselves busy with the craft day in and day out. I think you are rather accomplished. Not to mention an asset to your household.' Lady Clement sipped her tea. 'You've met Gilbert. And you've made quite an impression on him.'
Frances burned with embarrassment. The past few days' events tumbled out of her and the old dame listened and nodded. She even handed her handkerchief to Frances on occasion and patted her hand. 
'I am sure you'll feel much better. Maybe not immediately. But you will. And your situation is safe with me.' Lady Clement said. 'The Parsons are hosting a ball in a few days' time. I would love for you to be my guest. Everybody that is everybody will be there.' And with that Lady Clement made her way to the front door.
***

Gilbert

Gilbert stomped into the drawing room. Only Father and Great Aunt Clement dared summon him like a servant. And by a cleaning servant at that!
'O, calm down, Gilly.' Aunt Clement motioned Gilbert to a seat.
'Aunt. Good morning. I am calm.' Gilbert breathed deeply. No use arguing with the old dame.
'Please deliver these to Miss Snowley.' Aunt Clement smiled sweetly behind her teacup.
'Miss Snowley? Is she expecting me?' Gilbert felt nervous.
'No reason for tea though. Just a delivery.' Aunt Clement swallowed her smile. 'She's expecting me, but I just can't get the joints to cooperate today.'
Gilbert considered sending his footman but brushed the thought away. 'Right away.'
The sound of hooves echoed on the moist soil of the route that snaked from his lands to Frances'. Gilbert felt giddy at the prospect of seeing Frances again.
The trees opened. He pulled the reins of his horse to stop. Another horse was tied at the garden gate. Gilbert nudged his horse forward. The front of Frances' manor came into view.
'I have to ask you to leave.' Frances' voice travelled the short distance on the breeze. A male voice rumbled before the door slammed closed. Gilbert raced to the door with Great Aunt Clement's package clamped tight under his arm and burst through the door. Furniture was strewn all over the place.
'Mr Ralph! This is…' Frances screamed.
'Nobody will want you…' Mr Ralph said before Gilbert yanked the man by the shoulders.
'What in heaven's name do you think you're doing?' Gilbert pulled back his fist and plonked Mr Ralph on the cheek. The man stumbled backwards and tumbled over an overturned side table. Frances righted herself again and stepped forward.
'Mr Ralph, you explained your intentions quite well.' Frances pulled herself even further upright. 'I need a marriage, but I believe I still have a choice in the matter. I will not be forced into marriage with yourself or any man with similar intentions to yourself.'
'You silly girl. I will make sure no respectable gentleman will look at spoiled goods.'
Gilbert stepped between Frances and Mr Ralph.
'Mr Ralph, I can assure you that several respectable gentlemen are quite capable of deciding for themselves.' Gilbert said. 'As for marriage, Miss Snowley is spoken for.' Frances' sharp intake of breath behind him caused him to turn around. 'I believe you can see yourself out.' Gilbert directed the words at Mr Ralph while he took her hand in his. He pressed his lips to her hand.
'Spoiled goods!' Mr Ralph screeched.
'Get out.' Gilbert said. He watched the man change colour and mood right in front of his eyes. 
In his mind, warning bells chimed. Miss Martin exploded into his mind. He did not just save Frances Snowley from a sure dilemma; he just created a bigger dilemma for both of them. He made no proposal of marriage to Miss Martin, yet he found himself in an anticipated engagement to the woman. Frances was not known to society and was equally unfamiliar with the inner workings of it. Of one thing he was certain. He was happy to commit to Frances Snowley with all his heart and soul. If only he could find a way around his connection to the insufferable Miss Martin.
'Mr Parsons, you seem to catch me in the most compromising situations.' Frances said
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