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CHAPTER 1
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If boredom could be captured in a single painting, there could be no doubt my face currently expressed it perfectly. As the music played and the couples danced in the centre of the room, I side-eyed my reflection. I wished I could slip through that mirror and disappear. Since magic didn’t exist, I would settle for escaping from the room for a few moments...correction, until everyone left. 

My hopes of doing so unnoticed were foiled when Mother began manoeuvring towards me. Lady Catherine Sheppard displayed all the grace required for a rich lady with a title. She smiled politely, nodded her head, and moved so lightly across the polished floor that a swan would no doubt be envious.

I sighed while Mother remained out of earshot. My pursed lips and lack of a smile were at odds with everything Mother told me daily. With each glide she made towards me, I gripped the fan in my hand a little tighter. 

“Smile Hannah darling, you want to attract a suitor, not send them running to Scotland,” Mother said as she came to a stop beside me. She waved to a couple across the room. The man raised his glass while the lady smiled. 

“There are four ladies for every gentleman tonight. I dare say a smile wouldn’t do much except make me a copy of every other lady in the room.” With a flick of my wrist, the fan opened. I had no intention of cooling myself, but it would serve well as a distraction, or perhaps a subtle attempt to encourage the candles to flare and catch the curtains alight. That at least would bring an end to the dreadful evening. 

“Lord Harman isn’t dancing. A smile in his direction would be of great benefit.”

The grumble that escaped my lips drew a sharp glare from Mother. I knew why she continued to drop hints about Harman. He was indeed a lord with a large estate that generated a substantial income. The issue he faced was having no heir to continue his legacy, this despite marrying five ladies over the years. Three perished along with their babies in childbirth, one fell from the roof of the manor, and the last drowned in the river behind his estate while out for a walk. At least, those were the accepted stories regarding each of his wives; I personally had more than a passing suspicion regarding their misfortunes. The life he could provide came with great compromise for any young lady, since he was overweight, pushing sixty-five, and insisted on long, drawn-out conversations about pheasants. 

“I do not feel inclined to smile, Mother,” I replied. 

“If you won’t smile for him, then work harder to find someone of similar standing who is more to your liking. Otherwise, you’ll be an old maid out on the street,” Mother said. She turned away as the magistrate’s wife approached. 

With relief, I watched Mother become engaged in conversation. As the only child of my parents, the responsibility to keep the estate in family hands for generations to come fell to me. At eighteen, I hardly considered myself old, let alone a confirmed spinster.

Using the fan to cover my face, I cast my gaze around the room as the band played the final bars of the tune. The couples bowed to one another before some clapped. As they began to disperse from the floor, I seized the opportunity to slip out a side door. 

The air outside felt like a whisper of freedom. While warm, it offered some relief from the stifling air, and company, inside the manor. Despite being surrounded by people, the manor felt so empty, even on nights like this. 

Stepping up to the edge of the path, I looked out at the grounds of Frogmere Manor. Mother made sure that every blade of grass reflected London standards thanks to the head gardener and his team. The lawns spread out beyond the path I stood on, trimmed to perfection. The paths of pebbles were in perfect alignment and flowers that were the belles of the garden. Mother’s pride and joy, however, was a hedge maze planted some years before that stood off to the side of the house. 

“Not going in there as I’d probably get lost again,” I murmured. It wasn’t a lie either. When I was nine, I entered that maze and it took most of the day for me to find my way out. A memorable birthday for sure, but one I’d rather forget.

As I stood there, I heard laughter followed by hushing. Two ladies ran from one of the doors further down the side of the manor and into the maze, followed by a manservant carrying a lantern. More ladies giggled as they ran to join the others in the maze. 

“Best not to go that way then.” 

With the call for couples to take their places for the next dance, I stepped away from the light of the windows and followed the path away from the house. I knew where I wanted to go—to the lake that sat at the bottom of the lawns. The solitude of the lake provided was exactly what I needed. 

Soon, the path faded into the distance as I made my way down the little hill. When I turned to look back at the manor, I held my fingers up to fit the building between my thumb and index finger. Sadly, when I squished my fingers together, the manor remained standing. 

Discarding my satin shoes on the grass, I stepped onto the little wooden jetty. The boards beneath my feet creaked as I did as I looked back again to reassure myself no one had witnessed my escape. 

“It would seem I am in luck tonight.” 

Sitting down on the edge of the jetty, my feet dangled over the edge before inching out, aiming to step in the middle of the rowboat that gently bobbed in the water. I had done this dozens of times...during the day, but the moonlight made everything feel different. Still, when I slid down, I landed so softly in the boat even Mother couldn’t have faulted it. 

It took a moment to settle myself on the seat and adjust the oars. Ladies weren’t meant to be able to row, but one summer when Mother was up in London, the gardener’s son taught me the basics. If Mother hadn’t returned early, I might have learnt how to swim better too.

Digging the oars into the water, I moved out onto the lake. It wasn’t a real lake formed thousands of years ago. The story went that my ancestor created the lake as the river that flowed past the manor constantly overflowed. That, of course, was an unforgiveable action by the river and begged for correction. 

Real or not, the lake now teamed with fish, frogs, and insects. Each year, birds migrated to and from it as well. The fish attracted locals from the town not far from the other side of the lake. Mother tolerated them as they kept the fish population down and she claimed it kept the water cleaner. 

The distant lanterns from the town glowed in the night. Most of the buildings I could see were in darkness, a stark contrast to the manor with countless lanterns and candles burning brightly while the guests ate, danced, and drank a little more than they should. 

The cotton industry had helped create the fortunes of many of the estates in the area. Frogmere was no exception, though the family traded as clothiers in the beginning before incorporating the manufacturing process as well. Mother owned one of the mills in town, though preferred to leave the running of it to the manager, Mr Bryson. As long as it turned a profit, she didn’t interfere too much. 

When I at last reached the centre of the lake, I looked up at the moon. It knew my secret, but thankfully would never tell. My hand reached into the pocket of the dress, something Mother didn’t know I persuaded the dressmaker to add after Mother approved the design. Reticules were pretty, though I found them to be a nuisance. 

“Let’s have a look at you,” I said. 

I pulled the golden ball free of the fabric and turned it in my hand. The ball was my latest discovery while exploring the office of my uncle. He’d passed away before I turned a year old and the estate left to his sister, Mother, as he had no children. “If Mother knew I went into that room, I’d be married off to Mr Harman before I could blink.” 

My finger traced over the names engraved: Thomas and Rebekah. I leaned back, propping myself up with one hand behind me. Such a delicate-looking thing. I tossed the ball into the air before catching it again. I repeated that several times, watching the way the moonlight bounced off the polished surface. 

“Wonder why he had it made. A fancy paperweight perhaps?” I mused. “Probably not, no flat bottom.” 

Another toss and I watched as it spun around before falling towards me. The smooth surface touched my fingertips before my hand missed it entirely. I scrambled to the edge of the boat just in time to see the ball plop into the lake. 

“No!” I reached out in hopes of grabbing it before it sank to the bottom. The boat didn’t appreciate my sudden movement and, with my body leaning out from it, began to flip. 

My fingers gripped against the edge of the boat, but too late. I felt myself plunged into the cold water. It rose up around me as I sank. Kicking, I tried to swim to the surface, but the weight of the dress’s fabric ensured my attempts were in vain. 

I grasped at the back of the dress, trying to undo the buttons to rid myself of it. The surrounding water bubbled and ebbed. Glancing up, I saw a silhouetted figure swimming towards me. I placed my hand over my mouth to prevent myself from taking in any more water. 

An arm reached out and grabbed me around the waist. Finally, I felt myself moving to the surface. When at last the cool night air greeted my face, I gasped for air. 

“You’re alive at least,” a man said behind me. 

I ignored the tone as he began to swim to the shore, dragging me with him. Of course, he did choose to take me to the opposite side from where I needed to be, but considering the state I was in, I doubted being on the town side would infuriate Mother any more when she discovered my night time adventure. 

He dragged me out of the water and onto the bank before sitting beside me. I grimaced as water pooled on the surrounding grass, no doubt adding a lovely stain or two to the delicate fabric. 

“Thank you,” I said. The water-soaked clothes restricted me from moving too quickly. I opted instead to turn my head to look at my rescuer. He wore trousers that had been patched more than once, a shirt that had fluffy little balls on it in places. Clean-shaven, though his tousled brown hair would be considered too long in polite society. 

“You’re welcome, I guess,” he said. “Don’t you know how to swim?”

I looked away. Picking up the hem of my dress, I tried to squeeze out some of the water. “In shallow water, I am fine.”

“What made you think taking a boat out into the middle of the lake at night was a good idea, then?” 

The fabric remained stubbornly waterlogged. “I hadn’t planned on falling into the water.”

“Next time, plan your possibilities,” he said. “I’ll get you back to the manor, if you would accept help for the second time tonight.”

My attempt to stand quickly would have resulted in a tumble back into the water if my rescuer’s hand hadn’t caught my arm. He held me as I stood shivering, but with feet firmly on the ground.

“The ball,” I said, glancing back at the water. 

“I don’t think going dancing should be at the top of your list,” he said.

“No, no. The ball. I had a little ball I dropped in the water. I need to get it back.” I turned to look at him as his hand fell away. Now was the time to smile softly. “Please?”

He smiled and leaned forward. “If you’re lucky, maybe a frog will offer to retrieve it in return for friendship.”

“You’ve read the Grimm tales?” I heard my surprised tone and felt my cheeks redden. 

“I’ve heard them. Plenty of frogs in the lake, I’m sure. Now, do you want my help to get back because I have to get home?”

“But I need the ball.” 

I watched as he held one hand out flat while pretending his other was a frog jumping on and off it. 

“A gentleman would help a lady.”

“A lady wouldn’t have been in a boat, at night, by herself, on a lake.”

Smiles were definitely not worth the time. 

“Then I’ll get it myself.” I saw the twitch at the corner of his mouth as I turned back to look at the water.

“I have work tomorrow and I can’t spend all night fishing you out of a lake. You get one rescue only.”

My gaze remained on the water. “What if I paid you? A reward for retrieving it?”

“Miss, even if I said yes, at this hour of the night, it’s going to make for hard work to find it.”

“Day?” I asked. 

“I can try when I finish work, maybe.”

“Thank you.” I paused, thinking of what to do next. “What’s the easiest way for me to get back over there?”

“Birds would say fly.”

“Something that keeps me on two feet might be a better idea.”

“Something we can agree on.” He looked at the lake before pointing to where the lake narrowed to the river, not far from the hedge maze. “There’s a little footbridge down that way the servants use to get to town.”
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CHAPTER 2
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I hadn’t expected my night walk to include a swim, but my conscience wouldn’t allow her to drown. I’d been lucky enough to be given a second chance and helping others was my way of thanking whoever that was.

She didn’t say much as she walked beside me, water dripping from the bottom of her skirt leaving a watery trail behind us. At least it wasn’t Lady Catherine, otherwise I’d be paying for straying onto the manor’s land. The manor belonged to her, and she owned the mill where I worked. She didn’t come there often, and didn’t mingle with us common folk, that made her live in such comfort. 

Ma would have rebuked me for thinking that, but I couldn’t help how I felt. Watching those with money do precious little labour to keep their big homes and servants, while us workers toiled away with long hours, swallowing more cotton than we’d care to admit. Still, at least the mill hadn’t suffered the fate of the one owned by Forrester over in Keighley that burnt to the ground, leaving a hundred out of work. A little money could buy a lot more than nothing. 

“You won’t tell anyone, will you?” she asked. The crickets around us fell silent for a moment before continuing their chorus. 

“About the ball?” I asked. Such a thing would be worth a bit, but if she made good on the reward, I’d be grateful for that. 

“Not the ball. Yes, the ball.” She paused for a moment and took in a deep breath. Her face turned up to the moon long enough for me to see her properly. Her wavy brown hair hung loosely over her shoulders, except for what remained awkwardly captured by the bun. She turned to look at me and I glanced at my feet. “The ball yes, however I was concerned maybe you would tell how you rescued a foolish lady from a pond.”

“Would it matter if I did? I don’t even know your name.”

“And if you knew it, then you would not share?” she asked quietly.

“If you asked me not to. Besides, if I am to fish that ball from the bottom of the lake, knowing who I’m to return it to is something I would need to know.”

“Miss Hannah Sheppard.”

“Lady Catherine’s daughter?” I failed to hide my surprise. 

“A burden I bear.” She looked at the manor house. Even from that distance, the music reached us. The rich could afford to enjoy their balls. “How much farther is the bridge?”

“Not far.”

I started walking again, and she fell into step beside me. At the dance halls in the town, I could hold a conversation with any girl, but one like Miss Hannah left my tongue dry and words few.

“Do you come to the lake often?” 

“Not much, sometimes when it’s been a long day and I need to clear my head.”

“And no one would be worrying for you?”

“My ma keeps an eye on me, but I’m grown. She’s hardly going to tell me what time to be home. I know what time I need to rise and what time I need to get to sleep by.”

“Do you have any brothers or sisters? I don’t. Always wanted some though, but my father passed away the week after I was born and Mother never remarried.”

“Guess she wanted to focus on you then,” I suggested.

“Perhaps.”

The bridge came into view. In truth, calling it a bridge might be a stretch. A couple of fallen branches tied together and secured with rocks on either side. As long as they weren’t too wet, it shouldn’t be too difficult for her to get over. 

“It’s over there.”

“Oh, it’s not quite what I imagined.” I expected her to start crossing right away, but instead she turned to me. The way the light fell across her face caused my heart to beat faster. “Do you mind seeing me across? I promise this is the very last thing I’ll ask for your help with tonight.”

A few more minutes would hardly make a difference to me. I nodded, and I saw a smile form on her lips. 

I stepped on to the wood. My own shoes were filled with water and probably would still be damp come morning. Sliding them across the trunk, I steadied myself. I held my hand out for her. Is that allowed? Can I do that? I wasn’t sure what was proper. 

While my mind debated it, I felt her soft hand in mine and I closed my fingers around it. She stepped up onto the wood and together we took small steps until we reached the other side. I took a long stride off the wood to avoid the rocks near the edge. My hand held hers tightly as I reached to lift her over the rocks. Her feet were at last on the ground. 

“Thank you. I’m not sure I would have made it across without stopping for another swim.” She glanced towards the manor; the view partly blocked by the high hedge that grew nearby. “I should try to sneak back in before I’m missed.”

“I’ll look tomorrow, promise,” I said. If I managed to find the ball, at least I would have a chance to see her again. 

“Thank you.” She smiled and nodded. Maybe she felt as strange as I did at that moment. “Best go.”

She made it off the bank and to the top of the hill before she turned back.

“You never told me your name.”

“John, John Ingham.”

“Thank you, John.” 

She’d turned and ran before I thought of anything to say back. I watched her until she disappeared into the shadows of the manor’s walls. 

“Time to get home.” A frog croaked. Glancing down, I saw the critter sitting on a rock watching me. “Way too many frogs in this lake.”

****
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As I opened the door, I noticed a candle sitting on the little table with a tinderbox beside it. Ma always left one there when I didn’t return by dark. She never lit it, though. Best keep it for when it was needed most. That’s what Ma always said, even when I was little. Enough light made it through the windows to see. I knew my way around the small house like the back of my hand. I’d spent most of my childhood with the bruises to prove that walking around in the dark taught lessons. 

I stepped past the chairs in the sitting rooms and into the kitchen. A plate of food sat on the table, covered with a cloth. I didn’t particularly enjoy cold food, but wasting it wasn’t an option either. With the food eaten, I washed the plate in the bucket and left it on the cloth to dry. 

Yawning, I made my way upstairs. Tomorrow would be a long day. 
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I wiped the sleeve of my shirt over my face. The heat inside the mill made it feel cold outside. I moved the handle, and the machine clicked into place, allowing for the cotton to be threaded through. 

The sound of the whistle brought a collective gasp from those of us in the room. Sweat dripped from my nose as I joined the line heading outside. Lunch wouldn’t be much more than a drink of water and a short time in the shade, but it would be enough to refresh the soul. 

It was under a large oak tree, behind the mill, that James found me. He dropped to the ground beside me and leaned against the tree. 

“Be glad to finish up tonight,” he said. I swear he’d said the same thing every day at lunch since we were seven and collecting the cotton from under the machines. 

“Me too.”

“Millie said she saw you coming home late last night.”

It felt like an accusation, like I’d done something so evil that hellfire awaited. Millie often sat by the window of her room just across the way from my place. A year older than James and I, she worked in the mills when needed, but a cough that just wouldn’t go stopped her from working all the time. A lot of the workers suffered with the cough. We all knew one day we could be next and that it would put us in the grave. At least, it would if we could afford a nice grave. Ma and Pa weren’t much for church on Sundays, and their patience for listening to ministers was even shorter. No surprise that Pa’s plot sat unmarked. 

“Went for a walk, is all.” That sounded like a reasonable excuse. 

“Millie said you were soaking wet.” I looked at James to see his eyebrows raised. “Weren’t no rain last night.”

“Fell in the lake.”

“Fell in the lake?” One of his eyebrows arched higher. “You got into the beers last night? Nah, hardly be that.”

“Slipped, a bit muddy by the edge,” I offered. 

He’d been courting Sarah Howlett three doors down, but that hadn’t stopped him going regularly to the Green Frog to drink away his wages. Ma didn’t like drinking. She’d once told me her pa had been a mean drunk and she wouldn’t stand for even a drop in the house. 

“Perhaps you went seeking some warm company and got refused.” I glanced at him in time to see the smirk on his lips. 

“Perhaps you gotta go clean between those ears since there’s so much dirt. Sarah wouldn’t be happy hearing you say such things.”

“I’m on my best behaviour with her,” he paused. “At least I am when her folks are around.”

I shook my head. Ma hadn’t been happy about us being friends, but she never stopped it.  

“You really not going to
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