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Chapter One


Nine Oaks, Essex, 1899

The walled garden at Nine Oaks held a special place in Poppy Robbins’ heart. It was here that Ma and Pa first met, or were literally thrown together by a naughty pony. Poppy had grown up listening to the story of how young Flora Lee, a ward of the wealthy Stewart family, who owned Nine Oaks, had been flung over the animal’s head and landed in a vegetable patch where gardener Daniel Robbins was weeding. Flora had come from a troubled background, but had grown up with the daughter of the house, Arabella Stewart. They were as close as real sisters, even after Arabella wed Frederick, the Earl of Dorrington, and Flora married Daniel, the head gardener’s son and the love of her life.

Poppy sniffed the bunch of fragrant herbs and laid them carefully in the trug she was carrying. It was early morning, and dew diamonds sparkled on the fronds of fennel and the spikes of rosemary in the well-stocked bed of herbs. The sun was warm on her back as she walked slowly out of the walled garden. She crossed the ha-ha, that was a notional boundary between Nine Oaks and the grounds of Rainbow’s End, the fashionable restaurant owned and run by Poppy’s parents. The eighteenth-century manor house, where Poppy had been born and raised, had once been the property of Freddie Ashton’s great-aunt, but had been lovingly restored and tastefully modernised by Flora and Daniel. They now ran a very successful business, but Poppy knew that it had not always been so. Her mother had worked tirelessly to create the perfect ambience for those who could afford to dine in an elegant, out-of-town restaurant, surrounded by beautiful gardens that Pa had brought back to life and turned into an oasis away from the crowded city.

‘Good morning, Miss Poppy. You’re up and about early.’ Ted Carlton tipped his cap as he looked up from hoeing the weeds in one of the many rose beds.

‘I love the early morning,’ Poppy said, smiling. ‘I find I can get so much more done before the day gets too busy with deliveries and all the other things that happen by the time we open at noon.’ She was about to walk on but she hesitated. ‘By the way, did you remember that I asked for pink and white roses for table decorations?’

‘Aye, miss. I picked them first thing and put them in buckets of water in the flower room.’

‘Thank you, Ted. I knew I could rely on you.’ Poppy quickened her pace and headed for the yard, which was surrounded by the stables and various outbuildings. She entered through the back door, which led into a passageway with the various utility rooms leading off it, including the large kitchen and scullery.

The head housekeeper, Mattie Briggs, was standing in the doorway, issuing instructions to Ivy, the new chambermaid, who was looking very unsure of herself. Poppy gave her an encouraging smile.

‘How are you getting along, Ivy?’

‘Quite well, thank you, Miss Poppy.’

‘Off you go, Ivy.’ Mattie shooed her away with a wave of her hand. ‘You have to watch these young girls, Miss Poppy. They aren’t raised as strictly as I was. When I started here, more than twenty years ago, we knew how to carry out orders, but today they are a lazy lot.’

Poppy smiled. ‘I’m sure you are more than capable of managing the staff, Mattie.’

‘I’ve had enough experience, to be sure.’ Mattie eyed her curiously. ‘Can I help you with something, miss?’

‘No, thank you. I went out to collect the herbs I need for the dish I intend to make. At least, I will if Ma lets me. I try to relieve her of some of the daily tasks, but she likes things done her way.’

Mattie sniffed. ‘They all said it would never work. We was too far out of town, for a start, and no one would travel east of the River Lea for luncheon or dinner. Your ma and pa have proved them wrong. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do before Mrs Robbins comes down to breakfast.’

‘Yes, of course.’ Poppy was eager to get away and begin her morning routine. Once started, Mattie could go on for hours.

‘In the old days, when Lord Dorrington’s great-aunt was alive, it was proper for the lady of the house to take breakfast in bed.’ Seemingly satisfied that she had had the last word, Mattie walked away with a twitch of her shoulders, as if to demonstrate her contempt for modern ways.

Poppy sighed. Her parents had inherited Mattie Briggs with the house, although she must have been a young girl then and quite far down in the servants’ pecking order. Now she had risen to the top in her profession Mattie seemed intent on trying to reverse the march of time.

Poppy was about to enter the flower room when a noise outside in the cobbled yard made her hurry to the back door. Mattie, however, was there before her.

‘It’s one of those devil’s machines,’ Mattie cried in panic. ‘Horseless carriages are the curse of Satan. Who has the nerve to drive one onto our property? Shall I send them packing, Miss Poppy?’

Poppy laughed. ‘No, it’s all right, Mattie. Go about your business. I’ll deal with this.’

She stepped outside, closing the back door so that Mattie had little choice other than to do as she was told. Poppy hurried out to greet the young man who leaped out of the motor car, taking off his goggles and hat and flinging them onto the seat as he walked towards her.

‘Poppy, you look as fresh as a summer morning and yet you work hard to earn your living. I am full of admiration for you.’ He picked her up and swung her round, setting her feet on the ground as he kissed her on the cheek.

‘Adam Ashton, you scared our housekeeper to death. She thinks you brought the devil’s machine to Rainbow’s End.’

‘There don’t seem to be many motor cars in this part of the world.’ Adam held her at arm’s length. Warm honey-coloured flecks gleamed in his smiling dark eyes, and his generous lips curved in a mischievous grin. ‘You are prettier than ever. Are you still slaving away in the kitchen and waiting on ungrateful gluttons?’

‘I wouldn’t put it like that. You love teasing me, but I refuse to rise to the bait.’

He slipped his arm around her waist. ‘Since you are the daughter of a famous restaurateur, could you throw a couple of eggs and some bacon in a pan, and maybe a slice or two of toast? I’m absolutely starving.’

Poppy wriggled free from his grasp and opened the door. ‘I thought your papa always brought his favourite chef to Nine Oaks when he and your mama are visiting.’

‘Not this time.’

‘Why not?’ Poppy led the way into the large kitchen, set up to work on a professional scale, with rows of copper pans hanging from a beam over the vast black-leaded range, and an array of chef’s knives set in wooden blocks.

‘Mama chose to remain in Dorrington Place, for a while at least. Young Afterthought has chicken pox or some such thing, so he has to be cosseted and pampered because he’s the youngest.’

Poppy laughed. ‘You are cruel, Adam. You know you love little Arthur. He can’t help being ten years younger than you and Charlotte.’

‘I know and I love him dearly, when he isn’t being an utter nuisance. Poor chap was covered in a red rash and miserable as sin when Lottie and I left home. Papa has business in London so we opted to stay at Nine Oaks instead of the house in Piccadilly.’

‘I haven’t seen Lottie for ages, or you, come to that.’ Poppy unhooked a frying pan and set it on the hob. ‘Be a dear and fetch a bowl of eggs from the larder.’

Adam did as she asked. ‘I wasn’t expecting to be a sous chef.’

‘I hope you aren’t too grand to help a little, Viscount Ashton.’

‘You know better than that. Anyway, I’ve passed out of Sandhurst so I’m now Second Lieutenant Ashton.’

‘Really? Congratulations. Why didn’t you send me an invitation to your passing-out parade?’

Adam’s smile was replaced by a frown. ‘I did. Of course, I did. You know I wouldn’t forget you.’

‘I didn’t receive it.’ Poppy sliced several rashers from a joint of smoked bacon and tossed them into the hot pan. ‘Oh, well. It doesn’t matter, I would probably have been too busy here anyway.’

‘I promise I did send you an invitation, or rather I told my batman to include you as well as my family. I’ll have severe words with Watkins when I go back to the barracks.’

Poppy stopped what she was doing to give him a searching look. ‘You really are a serving soldier, then?’

‘Of course. Didn’t you think I would last the course?’

Poppy laughed and turned back to the sizzling pan. ‘To be honest, yes, that’s exactly what I thought. You’ve never stuck at anything in your life. Admit it, Adam.’ She cracked three eggs into the pan.

‘You’re right, but that was before. Now I’m a soldier of the Queen and proud to be so.’

‘I’m sorry I misjudged you.’ Poppy lifted the pan off the heat and set it down on a trivet. ‘Pass me a plate, please, Lieutenant Ashton. If it’s not beneath you.’

Adam reached for a plate from the dresser, which took up a whole wall. He rounded the table and put it down, but before Poppy could move he slipped his arms around her waist.

‘You do still love me, though?’

‘Of course I do. We pledged our troth when we were eleven and twelve years old, and you wound a stem of grass round my ring finger.’

Adam caught hold of her left hand. ‘You’re not wearing it now. I’m heartbroken.’

‘You are nothing of the sort.’ Poppy wriggled free in order to serve the bacon and eggs. ‘Now eat this up and let me get on with my jobs. This is a busy establishment. We have to earn our living and Mama will be down at any moment.’

Adam picked up the plate and, without the need to ask, went straight to the cutlery drawer. ‘Your mama loves me, too. You know she does. I am the eldest of our little gang of friends, or rather I should say that Lottie and I share that distinction. However, I came first and she entered the world some fifteen minutes later, or so I’ve been told.’

‘Where is she now? I’ve really missed her.’

Adam pulled up a chair and sat down to start on his meal. ‘She’s probably in bed or being pampered by her maid. I don’t know what takes you ladies so long to get dressed and make yourselves presentable.’

Poppy took a seat opposite him. ‘I don’t have time for all that fussing. I get up early and start work straight away.’ She held up her hand as he was about to speak. ‘And I love what I do, Adam. I’m not complaining.’

‘I believe you, but it seems a dashed dull life for a young woman like you.’ Adam applied himself to enjoying his breakfast.

‘I don’t know anything else,’ Poppy said thoughtfully. ‘I grew up here at Rainbow’s End and I started helping out as soon as I could walk. In fact, I much preferred working in the kitchen or in the garden to attending lessons at the village school.’

Adam pushed his plate away and sat back in his chair. ‘All I remember are the long summer days roaming round the flat Essex countryside with you, Lottie and that tall, gangly boy – the doctor’s son from that old house on the edge of Hackney marshes.’

‘You mean Gideon Taylor?’

‘I suppose so.’ Adam shrugged. ‘Something like that. He was always hanging around.’

‘Gideon is my friend,’ Poppy said firmly. ‘His father is a doctor and his mother is a couturier of some note. All the fashionable ladies in London go to her for their elegant clothes, your mama included.’

Adam laughed. ‘And is Gideon going to follow in his mama’s footsteps? Does he design gowns for rich women?’

‘No, Adam. Gideon is at medical school. He’s going to be a famous surgeon one day, so there’s no need to be nasty about him.’

‘There, there, Poppy. Don’t get on your high horse. I was joking, of course.’

‘I know you only too well, Adam Ashton. It wasn’t funny.’

He held up his hands in a gesture of submission. ‘I’m sorry. What more can I say?’

His expression was so comical that it made Poppy laugh. ‘You are ridiculous.’

‘That’s a nice thing to say to an old friend.’

Poppy turned her head to see her mother standing in the doorway. Sunlight streamed in from a window in the corridor, creating dazzling copper highlights on her carefully coiffed red hair. The passing of the years had been kind to Flora Robbins, adding just a few laughter lines to her lovely face, and her green eyes had lost none of their sparkle or intensity. At the age of forty she was a handsome woman with a sharp sense of humour and a successful business. Poppy adored her mother, and although people told her that she was a younger version of Flora, with similar hair and eye colouring and a complexion of peaches and cream, she never quite believed them. Mama was her idol and her role model, and Poppy was proud of Mama’s achievements. However, Poppy dreaded the day when she would have to admit that her heart was not as involved with Rainbow’s End as those of her parents. She did not want to disappoint them, but sometime soon she would have to break free and find her own way in the world. This, though, was not the moment. She rose to her feet.

‘Adam is a fully fledged second lieutenant in the army, Mama. He’s come to show off and scare the life out of people with his horseless carriage, starting with Mattie.’

Adam was already on his feet and he enveloped Flora in an affectionate hug. ‘Good morning, Aunt Flora. I may still call you that, mayn’t I?’

Flora returned the embrace. ‘Of course you can, Adam. I wouldn’t have it any other way.’

‘Even though we are not related,’ Poppy said with a wry smile. ‘We have to grow up sometime, Adam.’

‘Of course, but allow me to wallow in nostalgia for a few moments. I’m expecting to receive my posting at any time now, and I want to remember all this when I’m away from home.’

‘Are you being sent away soon?’ Poppy demanded sharply. Although it might seem obvious that a serving officer would be posted abroad, she had not imagined that it would happen so quickly.

‘To be honest, I don’t know, but there’s more trouble brewing in the Cape Colony, and it’s quite possible I might be among the next contingent to be sent there.’

Flora laid her hand on his sleeve. ‘Oh, my dear boy. That’s awful. I mean to say, it’s so far away, and I remember hearing about the atrocities that happened during the last war with the Boers. What do your parents think about it?’

Adam pulled a face. ‘Well, you can imagine that Mama is not too thrilled, but Papa says if the call comes then I must do my patriotic duty, and of course I agree with him.’

‘Naturally,’ Flora said, smiling. ‘I always knew you were bound for greatness, Adam. No doubt we will be reading about you in the newspapers and you’ll be a hero.’

‘Don’t encourage him, Mama. He’s very full of himself as it is.’ Poppy rolled her eyes.

‘I was going to take you for a spin in my motor car,’ Adam said with mock severity. ‘But as you are being disrespectful to an officer and a gentleman, I think I will withdraw that offer.’

‘Stop bickering, children.’ Flora gave Adam a gentle push towards the doorway. ‘Take her for a drive, Adam. It will blow the cobwebs away and she’ll come home refreshed and with renewed enthusiasm.’

Poppy was suddenly alarmed. Had Mama read her thoughts? That would be dreadful. She wanted to pick the right moment to admit her feelings and that was definitely not now.

‘But, Mama, we have a large luncheon party arriving at midday.’

‘My dear girl, I could manage that with my hands tied behind my back, metaphorically speaking. I have plenty of help in the kitchen today and they’ll be arriving at any moment. Now, do as Adam suggests. Take the morning off and enjoy yourself.’

‘There, Poppy. You have your mama’s permission,’ Adam said, grinning. ‘Or are you afraid to go for a drive in my horseless carriage?’

Poppy tossed her head. ‘Of course not. Although I dare say you are a terrible driver, just as you were when handling a carriage and pair.’

‘I’m an officer in the British Army, not a coachman, but driving a motor car is another matter. Come with me and I’ll show you.’

It was good to feel the wind in her hair, although Poppy knew that Mama would disapprove if she knew that her daughter was being driven at a reckless speed along the country lanes and, even worse, that she had taken off her bonnet and gloves and was clinging to the side of the car for dear life. She was enjoying the exhilaration of discovering automotive speed, even though she shouted at Adam when he sent a flock of hens scattering in all directions and startled an old man who was pushing a barrow laden with early potatoes.

‘Don’t go so fast,’ Poppy cried, trying not to laugh as she looked back to see the man shaking his fist at them. ‘He nearly lost his crop of potatoes, thanks to you tooting that wretched horn at him.’

Adam laughed. ‘Would you rather that I ran him over?’

‘Heaven help the Boers, that’s all I can say. I hope they don’t allow you to drive a motor vehicle in the army.’

‘No, we have plenty of soldiers to take on that responsibility.’

‘Just as well, if you ask me. You would kill more of the enemy on the road than with your gun.’ Poppy turned her head to study his profile. ‘I suppose you do have a gun?’

‘Not on me at the moment. The powers that be are a bit fussy about who goes round armed, especially in peacetime.’

‘Do you ever take anything seriously, Adam?’

‘Life is too short. I want to enjoy every last minute I have on this earth.’

Poppy’s smile faded. ‘Don’t say things like that. It sounds as if you expect to be killed.’

‘It’s a possibility. But don’t let us get morbid. I have you all to myself for a change. I intend to enjoy every minute.’

‘I’d like to see Lottie. Shall we call for her and make a threesome?’

‘That wasn’t my intention, but if that’s what you want, that is what we will do.’ Adam turned the wheel sharply and swerved into a lane that led directly to Nine Oaks, the estate that his mother had inherited from her parents.

‘I’d like to arrive there in one piece,’ Poppy said breathlessly.

Adam’s response was to laugh and toot the horn, terrifying a curious cow so that it bellowed loudly and raced away to the other side of the field.

‘You are a frightful show-off, Adam Ashton.’ Poppy patted her hair in place. ‘I’ll look as if I’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards, and with you driving that’s a distinct possibility.’

‘You’ve hurt my feelings now.’ Adam braked hard, bringing the motor car to a sudden halt. ‘You’re so clever, Miss Robbins. Let’s see you drive.’ He leaped out of the car and strode round to open the passenger’s door. ‘Out you get. Let’s see what you can do.’

‘Now you’re being silly. I don’t know how to work this contraption.’ Poppy glared at him, refusing to budge, but with a sudden swoop he lifted her bodily and marched around the vehicle to dump her down in the driver’s seat.

‘I’m deadly serious.’ Adam slammed the door. ‘This is your first lesson,’ he said as he settled himself in the passenger seat. ‘You’ll need to drive when I am not around to act as your chauffeur.’

She turned her head, expecting to see him smiling, but she realised with a shock that he was serious. ‘This is madness, Adam,’ she said nervously.

‘Don’t tell me that you’re scared. You were always the first to accept a challenge when we were younger.’

‘That’s right – when we were younger. I’m older and wiser now. Please get back into the driver’s seat, Adam.’

He shook his head. ‘Oh, no. You don’t get out of it that easily. Sit facing the front, take the wheel in both hands and I’ll go through it one step at a time.’

Poppy met his dogged expression with a sigh. ‘You think I can’t do it – well, I’ll show you, Adam.’ She grasped the wheel. ‘Now what?’





Chapter Two

Lottie gazed at Poppy in amazement. ‘You didn’t really drive that terrifying machine, did you, Poppy?’

Poppy laughed. ‘Indeed I did. Although I have to admit I was a bit nervous to start with, but I persevered.’

‘And she only killed two chickens and maimed one of the under-gardeners,’ Adam added, grinning.

‘Liar.’ Poppy smiled and shook her head. ‘He’s teasing you, Lottie. But I did drive the horseless carriage, as Mattie would have it. She was so terrified when Adam drove it into the back yard that she fled. Anyway, I brought it to a stop in front of your house. I thought poor old Pickering was going to have a heart attack when he saw me alight from the vehicle.’

‘He’s an antique,’ Adam said before his sister had a chance to speak. ‘The old fellow should have been pensioned off years ago.’

‘He’s not used to modern ways.’ Lottie frowned at him. ‘Don’t be unkind, Adam. You know that Pickering was Grandpapa’s butler in the London house for years before he came here. He’s devoted his life to this family.’

‘I was only saying . . .’

Poppy held up her hand. ‘Stop arguing, you two. I came here because I wanted to see you, Lottie. How are you, anyway? Did you meet an eligible gentleman during the Season?’

Adam had been sitting in a chair by the window in the morning parlour but now he jumped to his feet. ‘I don’t want to listen to a lot of chitchat about the wretched Season. Let’s go out for a drive in the motor car. You, too, Lottie.’

‘I don’t think I want to go in that contraption, Adam,’ Lottie said nervously. She brushed a strand of dark hair back from her flushed cheek, her brown eyes troubled. ‘Let’s send for the carriage.’

Adam eyed her warily. ‘I’ll wager you wouldn’t say no if Gideon Taylor was driving.’

Poppy gasped. ‘That’s not fair, Adam. Don’t tease her.’ She had always known that Lottie had a soft spot for handsome Gideon Taylor, but Poppy also knew that Lottie was sensitive and easily hurt by her brother’s careless remarks.

‘Lottie knows I don’t mean it,’ Adam said carelessly. ‘Come with us, please, Lottie. I promise not to embarrass you again, and I will drive as if you were a very old lady on her way to matins.’

Lottie picked up a needlepoint cushion and threw it at him, narrowly missing his head. ‘I just don’t want to die in a road accident.’

‘Where shall we go?’ Poppy said, hoping to change the subject. ‘What were you planning, Adam?’

‘I wasn’t thinking of anything in particular. It’s a lovely day and I’m feeling benevolent. You ladies may choose.’

Poppy and Lottie exchanged amused glances.

‘Well, there happens to be a fair on Wanstead Flats.’ Poppy had heard about it from diners at Rainbow’s End, although at the time she had little hope of going there. Now it seemed like a wonderful opportunity. ‘What do you think, Lottie? I know I would love to go.’

‘It does sound exciting.’ Lottie glanced anxiously at her brother. ‘It’s quite a long drive, Adam. Would your motor car make it that far?’

Poppy tried not to smile. The brother and sister might argue, but Lottie knew exactly how to get the better of Adam without so much as a harsh word or the need to resort to bargaining.

Having agreed to the outing, Lottie made them wait while she searched for a suitable bonnet with a veil to protect her skin from road dust, as well as a pair of goggles. Adam said that they made her look like a frog, which started another argument. Poppy mediated, and when peace was restored they were ready to leave Nine Oaks. However, once settled in the automobile, Lottie insisted that Adam should keep strictly to the speed limit of fourteen miles an hour. Poppy had to agree, if only for the sake of stray animals and unwary pedestrians. Adam complied with a set jaw, and thankfully the journey was uneventful.

It was midday by the time they arrived at the fairground on the wide green expanse of Wanstead Flats, which abutted Epping Forest. They were immediately surrounded by a crowd of adults and children, all eager to look at and touch the new-fangled machine.

‘Anybody would think we’d arrived from outer space,’ Lottie said nervously as she moved closer to Poppy in order to avoid a young boy’s grubby fingers as he ran them over the bodywork.

Poppy laughed. ‘Is this the first horseless carriage you’ve seen?’

The tousle-haired urchin gave her a gap-toothed grin. ‘Nah, miss. Me dad has three of ’em parked outside our mansion.’

‘You cheeky little brat. Go away,’ Lottie said crossly.

Poppy ruffled the boy’s hair. ‘Best get back to the mansion then, old chap.’

‘Spare a copper for some hokey-pokey, miss?’

Adam put his hand in his pocket and tossed some small change onto the grass, which had the desired effect of diverting the children’s attention. He sprang from the driver’s seat and helped Lottie to alight, but Poppy, always independent, climbed down from the other side of the vehicle.

‘What shall we do first?’

Adam frowned thoughtfully. ‘I don’t like to leave the motor unattended.’ He beckoned to the boy who had spoken to Poppy. ‘Here, sonny. Do you feel like earning sixpence?’

‘Who do I have to kill, sir?’

‘Less of your cheek. If I leave you in charge of my motor car, will you make sure that no one touches it? Threepence for you now and the rest when I return, providing there is no damage. What do you say?’

‘Saul Martin’s the name, guv. I’m your man.’

Adam pressed a coin into the boy’s hand. ‘It’s a deal, Saul. I expect you to keep your side of the bargain.’

Saul saluted and leaned nonchalantly against the side of the car. ‘You hear that?’ he called out to the other children. ‘I’m in charge. Touch the horseless carriage and you’re in for it.’ He fisted his hands.

Poppy linked arms with Lottie. ‘Come on, let’s see what the fair has to offer.’

‘Best keep close to me,’ Adam said firmly. ‘There are some dodgy characters hanging around.’

‘One look at you and they’ll run a mile.’ Poppy linked her free hand in the crook of his arm. ‘Let’s just enjoy ourselves, Adam. I’m sure we are safe enough. There are plenty of families here and it is broad daylight.’

‘I can hear a Dutch organ,’ Lottie said excitedly. ‘Look, there’s the merry-go-round. I really would love to have a ride.’

‘Me, too.’ Poppy tugged at Adam’s arm. ‘You may stand and watch if it’s beneath your dignity, Lieutenant.’

‘You girls go ahead. I fancy my hand at the coconut shy.’ Adam walked with them to the merry-go-round, but he strolled away when they were settled on the horses’ backs.

Lottie uttered a cry of delight as the ride began, but Poppy was amused to see that she was holding on for dear life, as if she half expected the painted wooden horse to break into a gallop and carry her off across the sweep of flat ground. When the ride was finished the fairground attendant had to help Lottie to alight and she swayed a little, holding her hand to her forehead.

‘I feel as though I’m still going round.’

‘You’ll be all right in a minute.’ Poppy glanced over her shoulder. ‘I can’t see Adam. Shall we go and look for him, or shall we be very daring and explore by ourselves?’

‘I think I would like to sit down for a moment, Poppy. I feel a bit sick.’

‘I can’t see any seats, but we could find a sunny spot and sit on the grass for a while.’

‘I don’t want to get my gown dirty.’

Poppy was beginning to lose patience, but she could see that Lottie was very pale and close to tears. ‘There’s a refreshment tent. Perhaps you’ll feel better if you have a drink or maybe something to eat.’

‘Yes, maybe.’

‘Come on then. Hold on to my arm and we’ll walk slowly until you get your land legs again.’

They made their way towards the refreshment tent, weaving in and out of the throng of people out for the day and enjoying themselves. Just as they reached the tent Poppy spotted a familiar figure striding towards them. She dragged Lottie to a halt and waved.

‘Look who’s here, Lottie.’

Lottie shaded her eyes and was suddenly alert. ‘Gideon. What a surprise.’

The tall young man doffed his hat and his fair hair gleamed in the sunlight. ‘Lady Charlotte. I’m delighted to see you, and Miss Robbins, too.’

‘It’s just Lottie.’ A rosy blush banished the pallor from Lottie’s cheeks.

Poppy held out her hand. ‘It’s good to see you, Gideon. But why so formal? We used to be good friends.’

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound pompous, it’s just that I’ve been away at medical school for so long I thought my old friends would have forgotten me.’ Gideon glanced around. ‘Is Adam here? The last I heard he was at Sandhurst, but that was some time ago.’

‘He’s a fully fledged second lieutenant now,’ Lottie said proudly.

‘And he’s here somewhere,’ Poppy added. ‘We should go and find him. He’ll be pleased to see you, Gideon.’ She shot a sideways glance at Lottie. ‘Although we were going to go into the refreshment tent and get something to eat and drink. Lottie felt a bit faint just now.’

Gideon’s blue eyes narrowed with concern. ‘Do you want to sit down, Lottie? I’m sure I can find you a seat in the shade.’

She shook her head. ‘It’s passed now. I think it was just the motion and speed of the merry-go-round. I really do feel much better.’

‘All right, but just tell me if you feel unwell.’ Gideon gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘Perhaps some light refreshment is called for.’

‘Just what I thought.’ Poppy made for the tent entrance, leaving them to follow her. It was a fortunate coincidence that led them to cross paths with Gideon, and she was sure that Adam would find them easily enough.

The inside of the marquee smelled of warm grass, crushed underfoot, and hot tea. Most of the tables and chairs were occupied, but Poppy spotted one at the back of the tent and she threaded her way between the diners, catching snatches of conversation as she went. It was important to get Lottie fed before she collapsed, although of course Gideon was there to catch her if necessary.

Gideon gallantly fetched a tray of tea and cakes. ‘They had sold out of pies and sausage rolls,’ he said apologetically.

‘The cakes look delicious,’ Lottie lied politely.

Poppy thought they looked dry and tasteless but she merely smiled and nodded as she poured the tea into thick china cups. ‘Have you finished medical school now, Gideon? We seem to have lost contact during the past year.’

He offered the plate of rock cakes to Lottie. ‘Yes, I’m fully qualified now, although I intend to keep up my studies while working. I want to specialise in paediatrics: treating sick children. In the meantime, I am assisting my father in his practice, which has grown considerably over the years.’

‘Does that mean you will continue to live in Marsh House?’ Lottie selected the smallest cake and placed it on her plate. ‘I have fond memories of playing in the gardens when we were children.’

Poppy laughed. ‘I remember you falling out of the dead tree, Gideon. You said it had been struck by lightning but no one had the heart to chop it down.’

‘It’s still there, but my tree-climbing days are over. I seem to remember that I broke my arm and had to have it in a plaster cast for weeks.’

‘I always thought that Adam had pushed you,’ Lottie said, sighing. ‘He was a rough boy when we were younger.’

‘Well, here he comes now.’ Poppy stood up and waved. ‘You can put it to him, Gideon. Maybe he’ll admit it after all these years.’

Adam made his way towards them, stopping twice to acknowledge people who recognised him.

‘Gideon. I wasn’t expecting to see our illustrious medical friend here today.’ Adam pulled up a chair and sat down. ‘Is there any more tea in the pot, Poppy? I’m parched.’

‘I’ll get a refill.’ Gideon was about to rise to his feet but Adam shook his head.

‘I think they’ve closed the counter. Probably run out of everything, judging by the crowds. I’ll finish off what Lottie has left.’

‘You might ask first.’ Lottie pouted as he picked up her cup and drank the last drop of tea. ‘Your manners haven’t improved during your time at Sandhurst.’

‘There is more tea in the pot.’ Poppy refilled the cup and offered it to Lottie, who shook her head.

‘I don’t want it now.’

‘Contrary as ever.’ Adam grinned and took another mouthful of tea. He eyed the remaining cake on the plate. ‘Will I upset anyone if I eat the last one?’ He waited for a second and then seized the cake, taking a large bite. ‘I’ve had better, but it fills a gap. Now, Gideon, old chap. It’s good to see you. We must go out for a few drinks this evening and we can have a proper chat.’

Gideon nodded. ‘I’d like that. Luckily I’m not on duty until tomorrow morning.’ He turned his attention to Lottie and Poppy. ‘But for now I suggest we do what the ladies choose.’

‘You are a gentleman,’ Poppy said, looking pointedly at Adam. ‘Some people only think of themselves.’

‘I’d like to visit the stalls and see what they have to offer,’ Lottie added without giving Adam a chance to respond to Poppy’s veiled criticism.

Gideon stood up and proffered his arm to Lottie. ‘May I escort you, Lady— I mean Lottie?’

She rose quickly to her feet and laid her hand on his sleeve. ‘Thank you, Dr Taylor.’ A mischievous dimple and a flutter of her eyelashes added to a sweet smile.

Poppy rolled her eyes. She could see how the rest of the day was going, and that meant she would be thrown together with Adam whether she liked it or not. The fact that she was perfectly happy to be in his company was irrelevant. She loved Lottie like a sister, but like an older sibling she could be irritating at times.

‘Come on, then, Poppy.’ Adam took her by the hand. ‘It looks as if it’s you and me.’

‘I suppose I can put up with you for half a day.’ Poppy allowed him to help her up, and she tucked her hand in the crook of his arm as they made their way between the tables and out into the fresh air once again.

Lottie and Gideon had strolled on ahead, stopping at each stall to study the array of objects on show, from china fairings to brightly painted dolls and assorted bric-a-brac. There was a stall selling candy floss, which the man made by heating sugar in a large metal pot over a brazier. People gathered around watching him spin the molten sugar on forks until it resembled sparkling strands of thread. Gideon purchased some for Lottie, but Poppy shook her head when he offered to treat her, too.

‘I haven’t got a sweet tooth, thank you, anyway, Gideon.’ She glanced up at Adam. ‘And if you say I’m sweet enough already I will hit you with my reticule.’

He pulled a face. ‘I wouldn’t dare. You are many things, Poppy, and I admire them all, but you are not sickly sweet.’

She laughed. ‘I’m not sure how to take that. But, look.’ She pointed to a showman waving a large hammer and challenging gentlemen to prove their strength. ‘Show me how strong you are, Lieutenant.’

‘You’ll be amazed,’ Adam said confidently. ‘Come and watch.’

‘I must see this.’ Lottie tugged at Gideon’s hand. ‘Adam is always boasting. Let’s see what he can do.’

They all converged on the high striker stand and Adam paid for three attempts. The first two failed but, after shouts of encouragement from Poppy, he succeeded at last in ringing the bell. Then Gideon had to have a turn to see if he could beat Adam, which he did on the second attempt. The competitiveness was becoming serious and Poppy defused the situation by encouraging them to move on to the stall where, for a penny, they could try to hook wooden ducks from a barrel filled with water. They all had a go at this and Lottie surprised everyone by winning. Good humour was restored and they strolled on, stopping to buy paper pokes filled with boiled sweets.

They walked slowly round the perimeter of the fairground, laughing and talking, but were brought to a sudden halt by a blood-curdling scream. A young woman emerged from the forest and ran towards them, her gown torn and her hair dishevelled. She was sobbing uncontrollably as she collapsed at Gideon’s feet.

He kneeled down at her side. ‘Are you hurt, miss?’

Poppy dropped to the warm grass. She put her arms around the girl and held her. ‘She’s obviously had a terrible fright. Fetch some water or something for her to drink from the refreshment tent, Adam.’

‘Poor thing,’ Lottie said tearfully. ‘What can have upset her so?’

Gideon prised the girl gently from Poppy’s arms. He ran his hands gently over her limbs. ‘She doesn’t seem to have broken bones, and I can’t see any traces of blood.’ He brushed the girl’s tumbled golden locks back from her face. ‘You’re safe now, miss. Can you tell us what happened? Did someone hurt you?’

‘What’s your name?’ Poppy asked gently.

‘Miranda. Don’t let him get me.’ The girl attempted to rise to her feet, but Gideon restrained her.

‘Take a moment, Miranda. No one is going to harm you. Who is this person? Did he hurt you?’

Miranda shook her head. ‘I fought him off.’ She glanced towards the forest. ‘I was minding my own business when he jumped out at me. He stole my things.’

Adam came hurrying towards them with a glass of water and a smaller spirit glass. ‘How is she?’

Poppy took the water from him and bent down to hold it to Miranda’s lips. ‘I don’t think she needs the brandy or whatever it is, Adam. A sip of water should suffice.’

‘This is for me. It’s for shock.’ Adam downed the brandy in one gulp.

‘You are horrible,’ Lottie said angrily. ‘The poor girl was attacked and robbed and you’re drinking alcohol.’

‘You should go after the attacker, Adam. He should be brought to justice.’ Poppy frowned. ‘You might be able to get back what was stolen.’

‘He’ll be far away by now,’ Adam said firmly. ‘We’d never find him in the forest anyway.’

Gideon rose to his feet. ‘Can you stand, Miranda? We’ll take you to the nearest police station and you can report the crime.’

‘I’m all right now.’ Miranda stood up with his help. ‘It’s no use telling the cops. They’ll think I’m lying.’ She adjusted her torn bodice. ‘He took all me clothes. I got nothing else but what I stand up in.’

‘You poor thing.’ Lottie wiped tears from her eyes with a hanky embroidered with her initials.

‘Where were you going?’ Adam asked gently. ‘Can I take you somewhere in my motor car?’

‘I was looking for work.’ Miranda’s voice broke on a sob. ‘I can’t go knocking on doors looking like this.’

‘That settles it.’ Poppy slipped her arm around Miranda’s shoulders. ‘You must come home with us and we’ll find you something to wear. You’ve had a terrible fright and you should rest. Isn’t that so, Gideon?’

He nodded. ‘Yes, you should rest, Miranda. But where is your home? Maybe you should return there until you are better?’

‘No. I can’t never go back there. I don’t really have a proper home. I was raised in the workhouse. I don’t know who my parents were.’

Poppy gave her a hug. ‘That settles it. You must come home with me. We have a huge house with plenty of rooms. I’m sure my mama will allow you to stay until you feel well enough to continue your journey.’

‘Ta, miss. You are all very kind.’ Miranda wiped her streaming eyes on her sleeve.

They returned to Rainbow’s End, having parted with Gideon, who promised to call on Adam later on in the day. Adam dropped the girls off at the front entrance before driving round to park in the stable yard. Miranda was still in a tearful state and obviously suffering from the shock of what had happened to her. She leaned heavily on Poppy as they entered the front hall where they were met by Flora, who looked up from checking the restaurant bookings. She closed the large, leather-bound diary and laid it neatly on the reception desk.

‘Who is this?’ Flora asked suspiciously.

Poppy stared at her mother in surprise. She had expected a warmer welcome for the unfortunate stranger.

‘Her name is Miranda, Mama,’ Poppy said in a low voice. ‘She has suffered a dreadful attack in the forest. You can see the state she’s in, and all her possessions were stolen.’

‘That’s terrible.’ Flora lowered her voice. ‘Shouldn’t you have taken her to her own home, Poppy?’

‘She said she has no home. She was looking for work, Mama.’

‘Miranda grew up in the workhouse,’ Lottie added. ‘That must have been awful.’

Flora drew Poppy aside. ‘What was she doing all alone in the forest? That seems odd in itself.’

‘She hasn’t been in a fit state to be cross-examined,’ Poppy said stiffly. ‘I thought you would be more sympathetic, Mama.’

‘Normally I would, although you can’t be too careful these days. However, it’s obvious that she needs help.’ Flora turned to Miranda with a genuine smile. ‘I’m sure Poppy can find you something to wear and you may rest here for a while. Where were you headed?’

‘I was looking for work wherever I could find it, missis.’ Miranda sniffed and wiped her eyes on her sleeve.

‘I’ll find her a change of clothing,’ Poppy said firmly. ‘Perhaps she could stay here for a little while, until she’s recovered from the shock of being brutally set upon.’

Flora’s green eyes darkened. ‘We know nothing of this person, Poppy. We could be harbouring a criminal or a runaway.’

‘Look at her, Mama. Does she seem like a bad person? She was attacked.’

‘You can’t tell just by appearances, Poppy. Did you see her assailant?’

‘No,’ Poppy said reluctantly. ‘But she was very upset.’

‘You may take her to your room and find her something to wear, but she should go on her way when she feels fit enough. She must have been heading somewhere. I’m sure that Adam will give her a lift there in his motor car.’

Poppy could see that her mother was adamant and she chose not to argue. ‘Very well, Mama.’

‘You probably think I’m being hard,’ Flora said, frowning. ‘But I’ve had more experience of the world than you have, Poppy. I spent my first six years living in an East End slum. I know that people are not always what they seem.’

‘Yes, Mama. I will be careful.’ Poppy turned to Miranda. ‘Come upstairs to my room. Lottie and I will help you to clean up and tend to your cuts and bruises.’

‘I’ll send Ivy to your room with some hot water.’ Flora walked away, turning her back on them.

‘Thank you, Mama.’ Poppy was quick to note the slightly grudging tone in her mother’s voice and she was even more puzzled. Normally Flora Robbins was the soul of generosity and hospitality, which made her suspicious attitude to Miranda seem very strange. However, Poppy put all such thoughts out of her mind as she led the way upstairs, intent on helping her new friend.

As Poppy and Lottie helped Miranda to undress it seemed very odd to discover that her gown, although torn and dirty, was of good quality, as were her underclothes. They were not the sort of garments that Mattie hung out on the line when she did her personal laundry. Poppy was eager to question Miranda, but she was still very upset and there were bruises on her breast and neck, as well as scrapes on her hands and knees. Poppy could see that Lottie was thinking along similar lines. There really did seem to be a hint of mystery attached to the beautiful young stranger and Poppy was determined to discover the truth of what lay behind Miranda’s seemingly tragic past.




Chapter Three

Poppy and Lottie spent the next hour tending to Miranda’s injuries. It was a relief to discover that, although they might be painful, they were superficial and would clear up within a few days. A clean chemise and petticoats were found as well as a pale grey cotton gown that was both practical and flattering. Miranda’s soiled clothing was bundled up ready to be sent down to the laundry room.

‘You look lovely, Miranda,’ Lottie said, smiling. ‘That gown fits as if it were made for you.’

‘I don’t know how to thank you.’ Miranda gazed at her reflection in the cheval mirror. ‘I will return the dress as soon as mine is fit to wear. But I can’t impose on your family, especially as they are obviously very busy.’

‘Yes, the restaurant is very popular, thanks to my parents’ efforts over the years, although I believe it was very difficult when they started out.’

‘But they’ve been very successful.’ Miranda smiled sweetly. ‘How wonderful.’

Poppy was suddenly wary. It seemed that Miranda was a little too interested in the family business. ‘It has its drawbacks,’ she said casually. ‘I will have to work this evening as there is a large party booked.’

‘It must be a very profitable business.’ Miranda eyed Poppy’s reflection in the mirror. ‘Of course, you would think it vulgar to speak of such things.’

‘Why would you say that?’ Lottie demanded. ‘I don’t think it’s any of your business, Miss Miranda . . .’

‘Flyte,’ Miranda replied casually. ‘My name is Miranda Flyte. I’m sorry if I spoke out of turn.’

Poppy met Lottie’s glance with a frown. ‘That’s not like you, Lottie. Where are your manners?’

Lottie’s normally pale cheeks were suffused in a blush. ‘I didn’t mean to be sharp. I apologise, Miranda.’

‘At least now I am able to help wherever I’m needed,’ Poppy said hastily. ‘I am quite a competent cook when I’m given the chance and I do most of the bookkeeping and ordering supplies. My grandfather was a famous restaurateur. Sadly he passed away a couple of years ago.’

‘It’s such a romantic story of how Poppy’s mama discovered her true identity,’ Lottie added eagerly. ‘She was rescued from the Thames as a tiny baby, having been found floating in a doctor’s bag. Isn’t that so, Poppy?’

‘It sounds like a fairy tale, but it’s true.’

‘What happened?’ Miranda looked from one to the other. ‘Can you speak of it?’

‘There was a terrible accident on the river,’ Poppy said, sighing. ‘Two vessels collided with a tragic loss of life.’

Miranda clasped her hands to her cheeks, her eyes wide with dismay. ‘Oh, no. How dreadful.’

‘My uncle Amos was also saved from a watery grave. He is now our head chef.’ Poppy had a feeling that Miranda was a little too interested in her family’s history. She picked up the bundle of soiled clothing and backed towards the door. ‘I really haven’t time to go into details now. Lottie will show you to our private parlour, and I’ll ask Cook to make some sandwiches for us, since we missed luncheon.’

Lottie pulled a face. ‘I dare say Adam has already pestered the kitchen staff for food. He is always hungry.’

‘I could help,’ Miranda said casually. ‘I would be more than happy to assist in the kitchen this evening. I would like to repay your kindness, Poppy.’

‘Wouldn’t it be better if you returned to wherever it is you came from?’ Lottie plucked a silver-backed mirror from the dressing table and patted a stray hair in place. ‘I mean, you need somewhere to sleep tonight.’

Poppy hesitated in the doorway. ‘I don’t know what’s got into you, Lottie. I’m sure we can put Miranda up in one of the guest bedrooms until she feels well enough to continue her search for work.’ She left the room but Lottie followed her, catching her by the sleeve.

‘I’m not sure about that person. She seems to infer that she’s a servant of some sort but her clothes are of good quality, and did you notice her hands?’

Poppy put her finger to her lips. ‘Not so loud, Lottie. She’ll hear you.’

‘I’m just saying that she hasn’t done a day’s hard work in her life. That is all.’ Lottie glanced over her shoulder. ‘Come along, Miranda. I’ll take you to the parlour. We must allow Poppy to get on with her work.’

‘Give her a chance,’ Poppy said in a low voice. ‘That’s the least we can do.’ She walked off without waiting for an answer. Lottie’s comment only added to her own feeling of disquiet. It was unlike her to take against someone she barely knew. Adam was the one who always suspected an ulterior motive in others.

Poppy found him, as she had thought, in the kitchen, using all his considerable charm on Cook, who was plying him with sandwiches and cake.

‘I knew I’d find you here,’ Poppy said, smiling. ‘You seem to have a lot of food there, even for you, Adam.’

He swallowed a mouthful and grinned. ‘Cook spoils me.’

‘I’m sorry, Miss Poppy. I understood you wanted me to provide food for you and your friends.’

‘I most certainly did. Thank you, Mrs Burden.’ Poppy took a sandwich and bit into it, savouring the tasty freshly baked bread, ham and a hint of mustard. ‘Excellent as always.’ She gave Adam a meaningful look. ‘Perhaps you’d like to take the rest to the parlour so that Lottie and Miranda can have something before you scoff the lot.’

‘As if I would.’ Adam picked up the plate and headed for the doorway. ‘I want to see how Miranda looks without the coating of dust and mud.’

Mrs Burden gave Poppy an enquiring glance. ‘I gather we have another guest to feed.’

‘It’s a long story, but I think she will be staying tonight. I’ll make sure she’s looked after.’

‘We’ll be very busy, Miss Poppy. Chef Amos will be here soon to start on the meal for tonight. We’ve done all the preparations needed, but of course he will be in charge of the dinner itself. Although I’m sorry to say we’re one short this evening. Meg was poorly so I sent her home.’

‘I could help out.’

Poppy turned to see Miranda standing behind her. ‘I didn’t hear you come in,’ Poppy said sharply.

‘I passed Adam in the hall. He told me that one of the kitchen staff had been sent home. As I said before, I would like to repay your kindness, Poppy.’

Mrs Burden smiled approvingly. ‘You must be the young lady from the fairground. What a terrible experience you’ve had. Did you know the brute who attacked you?’

‘No, he was a complete stranger.’ Miranda clasped her hands to her breast. ‘It was so frightening, ma’am. I just want to forget all about it.’

‘We could do with another pair of hands.’ Mrs Burden turned to Poppy. ‘What do you say, Miss Poppy?’

It would look churlish to refuse such an apparently genuine offer. Poppy was not entirely convinced, but they were expecting a large party of diners celebrating a birthday that evening and would
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