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Spring 1839, Starling Hall, Barton Lacey, Somerset, England

Abby’s trunk had already been loaded onto the coach. She checked her hand luggage, certain she had forgotten something she might need on the journey, but everything seemed to be in order.

This would be the first time she had been to London since she was a child, and she couldn’t remember another time when she had been away from her home. She didn’t want to go. Who would look after her family? Who would help Mrs Barber to ensure the meals were cooked and served on time, or that Nigel, the youngest Starling, washed his face—especially behind his ears?

Breana had promised to call in and make sure everything at Starling Hall ran as smoothly as it did when Abby was there, but her sister was married now, and had her own household to worry about. Her brother Will and his wife lived at the Hall in the extension Will had had built, but again they had much to do and their own lives to live. Abby could not expect them to take on the tasks that she thought of as hers, and if she were to write them down, that list would be frighteningly long.

The next eldest children after Abby and Will and Breana were Joshua and Christine. Josh was working away at Allingham Farm and seemed perfectly happy there. He was not ambitious, more of a dreamer who was happy to drift along and go wherever his life took him. 

Christine was even more of a dreamer, in her opinion. At seventeen, she still had visions of running off and becoming an actress. Abby had seen her sister prance about in the garden, practising her lines, and couldn’t imagine the girl overseeing any of the household tasks. If their mother, Lady Meg, ever learned what Christine’s plans were for the future, she would probably lock her up and throw away the key.

There were eight children in the Starling family, with Abby the eldest and Nigel the youngest. It was so crowded in the Hall that Breana marrying and moving to Barton Manor had hardly made any difference. 

Abby had always been the sensible child, the reliable child, and had become the woman everyone turned to when they needed help or something done properly. Lady Meg relied upon her a great deal, more so with every year that passed. 

And honestly, it was nice to be wanted. At times she had a low moment, but didn’t everyone? Abby was not a social creature like Breana. She was shy, and disliked making conversation with large groups of people she didn’t know. She’d had no desire to make her debut at the annual Barton Lacey supper and dance. And as for making her come-out in London, that was a nightmare she had never had to worry about.

Until now.

Aunt Priscilla called to her from the bottom of the stairs. “Abby, do come on! The horses are waiting!”

“Then leave without me,” Abby muttered. She wished she would. That would solve everything. But that wasn’t going to happen. 

Late last year, Priscilla had written to Meg and announced that she wanted to sponsor Abby to make her debut during the London Season. Meg had laughed and read it aloud to Abby, who naturally refused and said there was nothing she wanted less. 

But the letters kept coming, and after a while Meg stopped reading them out loud.

Curious as to why, Abby had found one of the letters lying about and slipped away to read it in secret. As she had feared, Priscilla had not let go of her plan to see Abby launched into society, and now she was reminding Meg of how hard Abby worked and how little time she had to herself.

It is as if Abby is invisible. She cleans and cooks and cares for you all, and nobody notices her. She is such a lovely girl, it is a shame not to see her shine.

Abby was stunned. Was that true? No, of course not! Everyone appreciated and loved Abby, and she was glad to take up any chore that was asked of her. It made her feel useful and necessary. The family relied upon her, and when Starling Hall ran smoothly, she knew it was because of her.

But she had a sinking feeling that her mother was coming around to her sister’s point of view, so she wasn’t surprised when one day Lady Meg sought her out for a ‘little talk’.

“I think you deserve a treat, my dear,” her mother had said carefully. “You do so much for us here, and although we all appreciate it, you should not have to—”

“Mama, I really don’t want to—”

“Hush, Abby, let me speak. Priscilla wants to take you under her wing and give you a special treat. Until she wrote, I had not realised... Well, I think she is right. You need to spread your wings. You are still young. It is not too late.”

“I will be twenty-five in a month,” Abby said, and wondered why it suddenly sounded so old. On-the-shelf old. She shook off the depressing thought and said, “I don’t want to go to London. Thank Aunt Priscilla for the offer, but there is too much for me to do here.”

It was the wrong thing to say. Meg frowned. “Exactly, my dear. You do too much, and that is partly my fault. You are so good at everything that I have allowed it to happen. Abby, I want you to go, and Priscilla is set on it. If you are worried about us, then please don’t. We will manage perfectly well. I spoke to your father and he has arranged to take on two girls from the village to help out in the kitchen, as well as with the cleaning and washing. My dear, we will not even notice you are gone!”

Her mother laughed, but Abby did not. Wouldn’t notice she was gone? What if they managed so well that she became redundant? She shook the thought out of her head, but her mother carried on, ignoring her for reasons she probably thought were for her own good.

The matter was beyond her control. Her family wanted her to go because they thought it was for her own good, and Abby could no longer fight them.

The entire family stood outside in the chilly air and waved as the coach moved down the long driveway. Abby waved back until her arm ached and she could no longer see her family. Soon after, the rooftop of Starling Hall had also disappeared. She almost wept then, but Aunt Priscilla gave her a sharp tap on the knee with her fan and informed her that she had a great many plans for Abby once they reached London.

“You won’t have time to be homesick,” she said with smug certainty. “Wait and see. You’ll forget all about Barton Lacey.”

But that wasn’t true. Abby would be counting the days until this was all over. Speaking of which...?

“How long should I stay?” she asked, not wanting to sound ungrateful, but hoping it would be a matter of weeks.

Priscilla’s smile grew. “I don’t know, my dear. I hope you will stay indefinitely, but let us wait and see.”

Indefinitely? The countryside outside the window was a blurry swash of spring colours, but that was because of the tears in Abby’s eyes.
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Could wishes really come true?

Abby was about to find out.
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