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            prologue

          

          A LORD, A GIRL, AND A GARDEN

        

      

    

    
      1803 ~ LONDON, ENGLAND

      The Maberton Estate was a wonderful property just outside of London. A sprawling property with its own gardens and fountains, trees that gathered around to create its own boulevard, and wrought iron gates that kept the property firmly out of pry view.

      The gossip around town had the Estate sold that summer to a trader newly coming into his wealth. Not a very welcome gossip, mind you. A wealthy man was all well and good, but newly coming into wealth only meant that you might not be in it for long, and Maberton belonging to somebody like that was well…not very well received amongst the ton.

      But then again, many of them were yet to meet Mr. Browning who was rather a pleasant sort of man to meet, and young Miss Browning who could be quite unpleasant when she wanted to.

      This morning, later in the morning of course; after breakfast had been taken and most people were visiting parks and friends to have tea and spread news, gossip carried that the Harwick carriage had been seen riding through the Maberton gates—into the property!

      And, if you were a particularly keen neighbor who just happened to have been looking through your window when the elegant russet carriage had driven past your home towards the Estate, this would have been a rather surprising thing; but if you were Lord Harwick, Earl Harwick’s son and heir, this would have been a rather torrid affair.

      Ernest was a strapping young man, newly twenty and two but already well versed in the governing of his Earldom. He handled, now, most of his father’s affair, and was an Earl himself in all but name. There were reports to read, documents that needed verification and thorough scrutiny, but all that would have to wait because his father had gotten it into himself to visit a business acquaintance whom he’s known for ten years.

      This friend, a smiling Mr. Browning who seemed at least a decade younger than the Earl, was not as shrewd of character as Ernest had thought he would be. Merchant traders needed to have that cleverness in their eyes, it was well needed to keep any sort of business afloat in England these days…in the world, he guessed. Yet, the man seemed to operate on a separate set of mechanics.

      “You said you had a young chap, Richard, I did not think you meant a man,” Mr. Browning laughed, clasping Ernest’s hand with such a firm grip it harassed his expectations. It seemed there was some shrewdness to be found in the trader, after all.

      “Ah phew. Ernest is a man in name only, one needs a wife to understand truly the labors of manhood, don’t you agree?”

      “I quite disagree, my friend. There are many things to make a man, a woman is just one of them.”

      Ernest had no particular opinion to share, and indeed he would have loved to be more ignored than the plaster of the walls, but Mr. Browning was so perfectly mannered that he tried to include Ernest in the conversation frequently. It was quite…distressing.

      Their banter took the expected turn. Two old friends, one with a son, the other with a daughter, Ernest was not surprised when marriage talk took the biscuit, but he found that he would rather not be in the room with it.  His father repeatedly mentioned that a Browning match would be ideal, Ernest knew full well that is why they were there in the first place.

      Politely excusing himself and finding his way outside to the gardens at the back of the property, Ernest pulled out a cigar from a case in the pocket of his waistcoat, found he was without a fire stick, and put it back in.

      The Maberton Estate was truly beautiful. His own home in Harwick was a property to boast about; a sprawling mansion with marble statues erected to his mother’s taste, gardens of flowers artfully styled by generations of countesses that came before. Yes, he was well versed in the appreciation of beauty, a sense of artful understanding, one could claim. And that sense told him quite plainly that the beauty of this garden was exquisite. It had a foreign air, maybe from the imported flowers or the small koi fountain at its centre.

      In this garden, besides the flowers and trees, the fountain and ponds, Ernest also found a girl. A little girl who looked no more than nine to him. She was kneeling on the ground, bent over a bed of budding flowers, newly planted, playing with mud.

      This must be the daughter, he thought immediately.  My future wife?  Mr. Browning did not seem like the sort of man to allow his girl child to grow wild. Too kind to be firm, too busy to be attentive, and all without a wife, with the little girl’s mother having died at childbirth.

      “You do know, young ladies should not play with mud,” he said, startling the girl into dropping the small tool in her hand. She turned her head.

      “I—I am NOT playing with mud! It is called gardening; if you must know.” She looked every bit of uncultivated. Thickly curled hair hung around her head, neither bound nor styled, her eyes were light and bright, and her lips were pinched firmly as someone insulted and angry.

      Ernest took out his cigar again. “And I suppose you are a gardener then?”

      “Well, no, but this is my garden, and I can do what I please.”

      “Perhaps you can help me with a match, Miss gardener?”

      “I shall do nothing of the sort! If you must smoke, you must do it back there,” she pointed away from the garden, towards a balcony of stoned floor and a tea table an entire stroll away, “as far away from my flowers as possible.”

      Ernest had to stop himself from retorting. He was a straightforward man, the type to tell you to your face what he liked and disliked, but here was an impossible child, one that his father was fully expecting him to marry upon her debut into society. Relationships that started on the right note, he knew, tended to be more enjoyable. A life partnership needed to be as entertaining as possible. So instead, he tucked the cigar away again, and faced his fate.

      “I suppose I could just join you,” he said, staring down at her, the flowerbed, and the dirty tools.

      “I would hope not, sir. You are quite rude, and I do not know you. Strangers are dangerous, is what Mrs. Richmond always said.”

      “Mrs. Richmond?”

      “She used to be my governess. Father hasn’t had the best luck finding another.”

      He swallowed his smile then stared at the bit of dirt on her cheek. “I cannot imagine why.”

      She turned back towards her gardening. “Neither can I. You can go to the tea table and smoke. Miss Abbey will be bringing me juice soon; you can ask her for a match.”

      “And who is Miss Abbey?”

      The little girl looked at him annoyed, “My maid, of course.”

      He turned to find the balcony again. “Are you sure you would not want me to help you?”

      “Yes. I would rather you did no such thing.”

      “Very well then,” he let go exasperated.  Their first meeting did not go so well.  Years apart, what will their conversations be like in the future?  Would they even enjoy the same passions?  Ernest made his way to the foyer, leaving his dearly affianced to her antics.

      
      Lydia could not help but stare back at the stranger every now and then. Just a veiled glance, nothing too obvious. What a rude man! Accusing her of playing with mud when she was already ten, as if she were a lumbering toddler, and then threatening to smoke in her garden and ruin the magnificent flowers!

      Sometimes she wondered at the sort of men her father conducted business with. Foul-mouthed sailors were all well and good; they had the best stories and gave her the most interesting trinkets, but well-dressed charlatans posing as proper gentlemen were the worst of it.

      Who was he?

      This one had a profoundly serious face, and a deep rambling voice that had startled her when he had spoken the first time. She wondered at his name and hoped she would never know it, she hoped it would be the last time they ever met.

      When Miss Abbey called for her, Lydia quickly rinsed her hands in the fountain and went to get a drink. Abbey frowned at her as if she could see quite clearly that she had been gardening again, but she shook her head and went in to fetch some fire sticks for the insolent man.

      When Abbey found him, he looked surprised when she handed him the matches.

      “Oh…she told you?”

      Abbey nodded her head, curtseyed, then ambled away.

      Ernest did not smoke immediately when he took them from her, and strolled over to the little girl who was now at a small table, drinking her juice.  He tried to strike up conversation, but seemed to displease her more than please.

      Goodness no!  Lydia wished he would not—she just wanted to drink her juice and eat her biscuits.

      Ernest shook his head, “You know, young girls should not be so uncivil.”

      She frowned. “I am not uncivil. You were the one that accused me of playing with mud first. Only children play with mud.”

      He smiled.  “As opposed to what you are?”

      Good God—she wished he would stop smiling at her too! “I am not a child!” Perhaps it was the shade playing tricks on her, but Lydia saw his lips twitch. He was making jest of her.

      “Are you not nine?”

      She gasped; her pride injured. “I am ten!”

      He made a surprised face. “Oh, pardon me, then. What a world of difference that makes.”

      She was indignant and about to retort when her father’s voice interrupted them.

      “I say, is that Lord Harwick?”

      The stranger stood up, deftly tucking the cigar and the match into the pocket of his jacket. “Is there a problem, Mr. Browning?”

      “Oh, nothing of the sort, I just thought you would have been off with your father. He did say you liked to keep busy.”

      “Ah, is he gone then?”

      “Very much so, I’m afraid. I will have my
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