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      1817
      RED ROOSTER INN, OXFORDSHIRE.

      “Excuse me, sir. I need your help. I missed the stagecoach.” Lucy clutched her travel-worn carpetbag as she addressed the burly man behind the bar. He turned to her with a frown.

      She held her breath as his sharp, beady eyes appraised her figure, noting her drab brown dress, her threadbare pelisse. She tugged at the bonnet ribbon, setting it askew, so her unruly, bouncing curls spilled over her eyes. She flipped her hair away. Darting a glance at his face, she saw the disapproving set of his jaw. He’d see a girl travelling alone, without a companion. Without any class, style, or money.

      “Not my problem.” He turned away to pick up a dirty rag. With his other hand, he picked up a wine glass, and proceeded to polish it with a squeak.

      “Please. I need to be at Ashmore Hall before nightfall.” Lucy twisted her hands in an agitated manner. She felt the first flutters of panic unfurl in her stomach.

      He paused. “Ashmore Hall, eh? The Duke of Ashmore’s Residence?”

      “The very same.”

      A look of alertness entered his eyes. “You in service there?”

      Lucy hesitated. “Well…”

      “You’re starting out, maybe?”

      “I’m new there.” That was definitely true.

      The innkeeper’s face softened. “My daughter’s in service, too. Up North. The Duke of Ashmore doesn’t just employ anyone. Tough luck, starting the first day late. You’ll lose your job before you’ve even begun.”

      “Can’t you help me?”  She couldn’t afford to stay at the inn. Her breath quickened at the thought of having to spend the night by the side of the road.

      He set the glass down. “You sure you want to go there?”

      “Oh, yes. It’s urgent.”

      “Very well.” He jerked his chin toward the window. Outside, a man loaded bushes onto a cart. “Try talking to that fellow over there. He's on the way to Ashmore Hall. Ask him for a ride.”

      Lucy could have hugged him. Instead, she quirked a relieved smile at him. “Thank you! I’ll not forget your kindness.”

      

      The man in the outer courtyard was tall and rough-looking. He carried a Hawthorne bush over his shoulder, a second under the other arm. The cart was almost full.

      “Sir?” Lucy stepped in his path.

      “Move aside,” he growled. “This is heavy stuff coming through.” He stepped around her and dropped the plants onto the cart. Then he pulled out a rope and tied it around the end of the wagon to keep them from falling off.

      “Yonder innkeeper informed me you could give me a ride. I missed my coach and the next one arrives tomorrow, late in the afternoon. But I can't wait that long.”

      The man made no appearance of having heard a word she’d said. He climbed into his seat.

      She followed him. “Please?”

      “Do I look like I drive a stagecoach?”

      But Lucy would not be deterred. “It would be so very kind of you if you’d take me along.”

      “There's no space.”

      “Up here next to you there is, if you moved aside a bit? I don't need so much space. It's just me and my bag here.” She patted her carpetbag.

      The speckled hat shadowed the man's face. “Move, girl, you are making my horses nervous.”

      “Please, please, please take me along, I really need to reach Ashmore Hall by nightfall. I won't be a bother.” The pitch of her voice elevated to a panicked squeak.

      He lifted his whip, then froze. “Ashmore Hall?”

      “Yes.”

      The man turned and looked at her for the first time, taking in her travel-worn clothes and dusty boots. She held her breath. “Are you employed there?”

      “What if I am? I need to be there before night falls. I can't afford a room here.”

      He stared at her with hooded eyes. Then he shrugged and let his whip slash through the air.

      The cart rumbled slowly towards the gate. She threw her bag down in frustration. It landed in a puddle. “Oh, blast it all. Why can't Arabella live in a more accessible place? Now what am I to do?”

      The carriage came to a halt. The man stared ahead, immobile. Then he called out, “What’re you waiting for, girl? I haven't got all day.”

      It took Lucy a moment to comprehend what he meant. Relief swept through her. She picked up her muddied bag and scrambled into the driver's seat next to him.

      “Thank you, oh, thank you, thank you,” she said, breathlessly. Then she clung to his arm as the carriage set in motion again, and she nearly tumbled out again.

      “I’ve a feeling I’ll regret this,” he muttered as he untangled himself from her.

      

      An hour later, the man scrubbed a weary hand over his face.  “Heaven help me. Do you ever stop chattering?”

      Lucy beamed at him. “I do like to talk, don’t I? So, you’re the head gardener at Ashmore Hall? How wonderful! I heard the gardens of Ashmore Hall are like the gardens of Eden.”

      He grunted.

      “Tell me, what’re you working on now? Are you planting those bushes? Are you going to plant them in a huge, impressive alley like they usually have in those grand places?” She waved her hands around.

      “Ashmore Hall has alleys a plenty. This one’ll be a grove,” he said, unwillingly.

      “Oh! I can just see it! How lovely it’ll look! And then you will surely plant lots of hyacinths, daffodils and gooseberries? How lovely it’ll smell!”

      “That's an odd combination.”

      “Is it? But you've got to see the colours in your inner mind, see. It's all about the vision.” She spread both hands out in front of her, as if framing a painting.

      “The vision.” He scratched his nose.

      “Yes. Like an artist. I've always thought gardeners are like artists. Like painters of nature.” She looked at him dreamily. “You've got to have the vision.”

      “Devil take it, I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “It's easy, see? You close your eyes and visualise it with your inner eye. See the colours and then—an artist would try to catch it with his oils, and oh, a musician with music, a gardener, I suppose, with flowers. A gardener is an artist like all the others. He must be, else he cannot catch the spirit of beauty. The beauty of nature.”

      The man looked at her as if she'd lost her mind entirely. He dug into his pocket to retrieve a pipe. He lit it and stuck it into the corner of his mouth.

      “Sit down before you fall off,” he commanded.

      Lucy had got on her feet, gesturing about. She plopped down again. “But what am I saying? Do you know we haven't even properly introduced ourselves? My name is Lucy Bell.” She held out her hand.

      The man stilled. “Miss Bell.” His eyes narrowed. “Of course you are.”

      He didn’t take her hand, so Lucy dropped hers.

      “And you are?”

      He muttered an oath.

      “Excuse me?” She tilted her head sideways.

      “Henry,” he said. “My name is Henry.”

      “Henry? Just Henry? I can't call a stranger by his first name! Though perhaps we’re no longer strangers, not after having talked to each other all this time.” She paused. “You could say we’re almost friends, can’t you?”

      “Friends! Good lord. It's more of a one-sided jabbering on your side and me not getting a word in.” He pulled himself together. “Henry Gardener at your service.”

      “Oh, what a perfect name! I suppose it's from centuries of your family working at Ashmore Hall. It's like being called Fisher, or Shoemaker, or Miller, I suppose, one's name reflecting one's occupation. But Bell?” She pulled a face. “It doesn't say much. It’d be nice to be called something more elevated. Something medievally Germanic. Like Isolde, or Swanhilda or Kunigunde. My parents didn’t even have a mind to name me Lucinda. No. Just plain, unoriginal Lucy. If I ever have a daughter, I’ll call her Isolde. It's such a strong, knightly name! Oh, isn't this day today wonderful? The sky is blue and the clouds over there are so pretty, and I’m so happy I could burst.”

      “It’ll rain.” Henry Gardener cast a worried eye on the black clouds that gathered on the horizon. Distant thunder rumbled. He flicked the whip, and the horses sped up. “What happened that you missed the stagecoach?”

      “The axle broke, and it tipped over on the side of the road. We were lucky that no one was hurt. It was a bit of a grand adventure, if you think about it. Except walking through the remaining forest to the inn, with all the luggage in tow, wasn't much fun at all. And then I missed the coach to Somersbrooke village, because it only passes through once a day. Do you think there are highwaymen here?”

      “Highwaymen?” He looked taken aback. “Not likely.”

      “Because it’d be a great lark if one were to show up. Don't you think? I've never seen an actual highwayman yet.”

      “Even if there were, what would he take? Fourteen bushes?”

      “Maybe he’d kidnap me, instead, and ransom me for a high price.” After a pause, she added, “You would, of course, rescue me.”

      Henry snorted. “Would I? Maybe I'd find my bushes more valuable and make sure they’re out of the highwayman's reach.”

      “You disappoint me, Mr Gardener.” Lucy gave him a mock frown. “I see you don’t have a single drop of knightly chivalry in your body. If you were Saint George, you’d stand by and worry about the dragon trampling some rose bush while it munches the princess. Rest assured; I’d save you if a highwayman ever were to kidnap you.” She waved her fist in front of his nose. “I have a mean fist.”

      He cocked an amused eyebrow at her. “I doubt this would impress the highwayman, who’d be in possession of a pistol. And why the blazes would a highwayman want to kidnap me?”

      “Maybe you’re a prince, or a duke in disguise for which he could ask a ton of ransom?”

      He seemed momentarily speechless. “Balderdash.”

      “I know. I talk a lot, don't I? And most of it doesn't make much sense, but that's the way I am, I suppose. My friend Arabella says—” She broke off.

      “What does she say, your friend?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You’re meaning Lady Arabella of Ashmore Hall?”

      “Oh.” Lucy felt her eyes grow to saucers. “I suppose you’d know her. How silly of me not to realise. Yes, I mean Lady Arabella of Ashmore Hall.”

      “So, you’re not a servant seeking employment.” He furrowed his brows. “You’re a gentlewoman. One of sufficient rank to be acquainted with the sister of a duke.”

      She sighed but didn’t demur.

      “Arabella—that is, Lady Arabella—and I went to Miss Hilversham’s Seminary for Young Ladies in Bath. We grew as close as sisters. But I haven't seen her in a while.” She counted off her fingers. “I haven't seen her for three years, since I got exp—I mean, since I left the Seminary. It's almost forever.”

      “What is a lady doing out riding in a common stagecoach? Why didn’t Lady Arabella send a carriage? And where is your chaperone?”

      “The truth is…” Lucy fiddled with the tassels of her pelisse and avoided his eyes. “The truth is, I set out with my own carriage and chaperone. But the coachman got sick on the way and my companion left me at—another inn. She preferred to stay behind and—and nurse the coachman. He was sick. So, I took the stagecoach, but it broke down. And then I missed the connection. Like I said.”

      Silence.

      He raised one eyebrow sardonically. When their eyes met, she looked away.

      “Really.” A muscle twitched in his cheek. “How altruistic of your chaperone to want to nurse the ailing coachman.”

      “Yes, really.” She cleared her throat. “But we were talking about Arabella. I mean, Lady Arabella. How well do you know her? You must see her often since she loves the gardens so.”

      “I see Lady Arabella now and then.”

      “And her horrid brother, I suppose.” Lucy pulled a face.

      Henry’s pipe fell out of his mouth. He caught it with one hand. “What's wrong with His Grace of Ashmore?”

      “He's the most odious person I've ever been so unfortunate to meet in my entire life.” She thought for a moment. “Though, admittedly, I didn't actually meet him. Not literally yet, I mean. Not in person.”

      Henry snorted. “Then how do you know he’s so odious?”

      Lucy stared ahead and didn’t reply. She wouldn’t even know where to begin, the list was so long.

      “Hmm?”

      She made a jerky movement, as if remembering that she was conversing with him. “From Arabella, of course,” she rushed on to say. “I mean, what she tells me. From what Arabella used to read to me from his letters at school. He disapproves of me. I'm a corrupt influence and what not. And then, once⁠—”

      “Once…?” Henry prompted.

      “Oh, nothing.” Lucy shook herself, trying to rid herself of a particularly pernicious memory. Then she laughed. “Well, he's probably right. I can be a terrible person sometimes. My head is full of nonsensical ideas and I say whatever comes to my mind. It's the first time I’m visiting Ashmore Hall. Arabella insisted.” She clamped down her hand on his arm. “Oh look! Stop. Stop! You have to stop.”

      Startled, Henry pulled to a halt. They were on a little stone bridge crossing a little river. In the water floated a ragged parcel that emitted mewling noises.

      Lucy didn’t think twice. She threw her carpetbag at Henry, jumped off the cart and ran to the edge of the bridge. The parcel drifted underneath. Lucy ran to the other side and strained to reach the parcel as it passed by. Her arms were too short. She picked up a stick that lay by the road to fish it out, to no avail. She teetered forward, flailed, and—Splash, fell head over heels into the brook.

      “Bloody hell, now she’s gone and drowned herself.” Without a second thought, Henry tossed her bag to the side, leapt off the cart and jumped after her. Just in that moment, thunder rolled, and lightning flashed through the sky.

      The leaderless and frightened horses bolted.
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      Lucy sat in the brook, her hair plastered to her head and her dress drenched. Her bonnet swam down the brook. She clung to the parcel, which gave forth odd whining noises.

      Henry, equally wet, rubbed the water from his eyes. “What the devil, woman!”

      “Kittens! It's a parcel full of kittens about to drown! How can people be so cruel?”

      “Kittens. Lord, help me. And my cart?”

      Both stared after the bolting horses and carriage as they disappeared beyond the horizon.

      “Oh, lord, there go my bushes. And it's raining cats and dogs. Literally.”

      Thunder rumbled and lightning flashed, as if the gates of hell had opened. Henry and Lucy sat in the brook as rain drummed down. Henry struggled up, slipped, and fell in lengthwise and went under with his head. He emerged, spluttering. Lucy bit her lip. The corner of Henry’s mouth twitched. Their eyes met.

      Then both, as if on command, burst into laughter.

      “I thought this river was deeper, and that you needed rescuing,” Henry looked at the water, which reached his knees.

      Lucy gasped with laughter and held her side. She sat with legs extended and the water reached her chest. In her arms, she held the wriggling bundle. After she caught her breath again, she said: “I thought, too, that the river would be deeper. But even if it had been, I know how to swim so the rescuing part wouldn’t have been necessary. Oh dear. Now the cart and horses are gone.”

      Another crash of lightning.

      “And the bu-bu-bushes! Racing down the lonely country road.” She broke into another peal of laughter as she envisioned the loaded cart without its driver.

      Henry looked up at the pouring sky. “Heaven help me. This can't be happening. Sitting in a brook with a damsel and a kitten, horses and carriage gone, a storm crashing about us.”

      He held out a hand and pulled Lucy out of the brook. Now it poured even heavier than before. Not that it mattered, because they were already wet from head to heel.

      Henry frowned. “This is not good.”

      Lucy unpacked the mewling package and expected a kitten to come forth. Her surprise was big when, instead, she lifted out a little black-chequered spaniel. It wiggled its tail and licked and bit her fingers.

      “Oh, look at this, an adorable puppy! But how can they just throw him into the river like that! How cruel, heartless and entirely evil people can be!”

      Henry took the pup from her hands and inspected it. “It has only three legs.” Indeed, the little pup had a stump for a fourth leg.

      “So? Is that a reason to kill him? Just because he is missing a limb?” Lucy's eyes flashed. “How dare they? The real defects, let me tell you, are of the character. Those who lack a heart and a soul, those who kill and torture innocent creatures. They’re the true cripples in this world! I'd rather miss a limb than a heart!” Lucy wagged her finger into Henry’s face as if everything were his fault.

      He looked at her, his head slightly tilted, a slight smile on his lips. “No doubt you’re right, Miss Lucy.”

      “And if I ever catch that villain who tried to drown this adorable pup, oh I will smack my fist into his face and bundle him up and throw him right into this river myself!” She thrust her fist under Henry's nose.

      Henry gave a slight laugh. “I entirely agree. I will gladly help you with that. And it's a she, by the way.”

      “And—oh. What?” Lucy, who had talked herself into a rage, had a hard time processing that Henry was amused, but in entire agreement.

      “The pup. It's a girl.” The puppy now barked and playfully bit Henry's fingers. He returned her to Lucy.

      Henry slunk his wet hair back with both hands and she could see his face, which was no longer hidden by hair and hat.

      “But—you're quite young!” Lucy stared at him. “I thought you were older. Like very much older.”

      She felt shy. He looked at her, and Lucy realised her wet dress clung to her every curve. Shyly, she held the puppy in front of her as a shield.

      “Deuced awkward situation, this.” Henry muttered. “We need to get out of the storm and think about what to do. With some luck, the horses ran home.”

      Lucy took a step, slipped, and fell into the brook again, dragging Henry with her.

      He emerged from the river, spluttering.

      Lucy couldn't help herself. She burst out laughing.

      

      They spotted a farmer's hut in the middle of the meadow and trudged towards it. Henry carried her carpetbag, while Lucy carried her puppy bundle.

      “This isn't good,” she informed Henry over the drumming rain. “It's my only dress.” She only had a second petticoat in her bag, along with a scarf, a bundle of letters and a purse with a few coins.

      “We'll stay at that farm until the storm has passed. Hopefully, they have dry clothes there. You have the talent to attract all sorts of disasters. First, you miss the coach. Then you spook the horses, so they bolt. And now it’s raining. Scratch that. It doesn't rain, it pours.” He glared at her.

      “Right, well, blame your toothache and the state of the world on me as well while you are at it,” she replied with chattering teeth.

      “I don't have toothache.” He lifted his hands hastily, as if warding off a curse. “But now you mentioned it, no doubt both my wisdom teeth will start throbbing any time.” Henry took off his coat and put it around her shoulders. He looked magnificent as the wet shirt clung to his muscles. Lucy looked away and swallowed.

      They walked over the meadow towards a farmer's hut. Lucy knocked delicately on the door. “There's no one there.”

      Henry hammered on the door with his fist. After a while, a buxom woman opened. She gave them a swift look and started to close the door. Henry jammed in his foot.

      “We had an accident on the road. We lost horse and cart and need some shelter until the storm passes.”

      The woman stemmed her hands against her hips and pursed her lips.

      “Married?”

      “Er—” Henry looked at Lucy.

      “Of course,” Lucy stuck her nose into the air, all lady. “We married a fortnight ago. We’re on the way home to visit his parents. His mother is so ill. When the storm broke, the carriage tilted, and the horses ran off.”

      Henry cleared his throat. “Just so.”

      The woman crossed her arms. “I can offer you the shed for the night. It's clean. There's fresh straw in there.”

      “For my—w-wife a room in the house, while I take the shed,” Henry argued.

      “The shed's perfect for Bartimaeus and me,” Lucy said at the same time.

      “Shed only. For all of you. Take it or leave it.” The woman narrowed her lips in disapproval.

      “Out of the question⁠—”

      “We'll take it,” Lucy said with determination. “Bartimaeus needs to get dry before he catches a cold.”

      The woman sniffed. “Go on then. It’s behind the house.”

      “My name is Henry, not Bartimaeus,” Henry told her as they trudged to the shed.

      She held up the puppy. “Bartimaeus, meet Henry, unlikely knight in shining armour.”

      “A male name for a female puppy?”

      “She needs all the help she can get in this sad world. A strong, male name is the least thing I can give this poor, unfortunate pup,” Lucy lectured. “You should remember that when you ever have to name your own children.”

      “Lord help me,” Henry muttered as he pushed the shed’s door open.

      

      The shed was an old, rustic hut that had no other function than to house an occasional horse or other animal. It had a fireplace, a rickety table with two chairs and fresh hay piled in a corner. Bartimaeus sniffed around, made a puddle behind an old footstool, then curled up in one corner and promptly fell asleep.

      “Poor little mite.” Lucy petted Bartimaeus who flicked her ears in her sleep.

      The woman followed them into the hut.

      “You can make a fire in the fireplace but don't burn down the entire hut,” she instructed them. “There are blankets here. Clothes. They’re old but clean.” She dropped a bundle of clothes and blankets on the table, together with a tallow candle, and left again.

      Lucy felt the dampness of her clothes creep into her bones, and her teeth clattered. She grabbed one of the woollen blankets and wrapped it around herself. She ought to get out of her wet clothes, but that was impossible with Henry in the same room.

      “Y-y-you make the f-f-fire.”

      Henry knelt in front of the fireplace, and in no time a fire blazed. Its warmth spread through the little room quickly, dipping the room in a cosy orange light. Frowning, he stuck the poker into the fireplace to shift a piece of log around.

      The woman returned with a tray of food, a jar of warm milk and two mugs. “Milk, bread, apples and cheese. Tomorrow you are gone at dawn.”

      “God bless you,” Lucy told her. The woman nodded and left. “She is grumpy, but she has a good heart,” she told Henry, who grunted yet again in agreement. “Are you in a temper?” Lucy tilted her head to one side, noting the thunderous frown on his forehead. “What happened was unfortunate, but you have to see the silver lining in this situation. Look, we have dry blankets, a fire, and food! Besides the very fact we’re in the middle of a thrilling adventure. I wonder what it is like to sleep on that hay. Dear me, how it is raining outside. Did you see the lightning flash? Now, if you stand over there in that corner and look out of the window, I can pretend you are not in the room and change into these dry clothes.” 

      Henry snapped out of his moodiness. “I will go over to the house and convince the woman to give you a proper room.” Before Lucy could reply, he grabbed his pile of clothes and rushed outside.

      Lucy seized the moment to peel off her wet clothes, which were plastered to her skin. She dried herself and slipped into the dress the woman had given her. It was a coarse, brown linen that hung off her slender frame like a sack.

      She curtsied. “What do you say, Bartimaeus? Now I look like a proper farmer's wife.”

      Bartimaeus replied with a gentle snore.

      

      Henry returned with a black scowl on his face. He’d changed out of his wet clothes as well and looked odd in linen shirt and trousers that were too short for him. Lucy grinned.

      “They only have one bedroom and her bedridden husband needs the bed. The man looked more dead than alive. It would have been irresponsible to make him give it up.”

      “Oh, poor man. It really can't be helped, can it? I must say, I rather like this adventure. It's better than being held up by highwaymen.” She twirled.

      Henry threw her an irritated look. “You appear uncommonly happy to be stranded here.”

      “I tend to be a happy person, Mr Gardener,” Lucy informed him. Then her stomach growled. “Hurry, or else there won't be anything left for you. I don't think I’ve ever tasted anything so divine as this simple piece of bread and this cheese.” She bit with gusto into a slice of bread.

      Henry's stomach grumbled. He sat down on a rickety stool across from her and picked up a slice of cheese.

      The fire flickered, and a warm cosiness spread throughout the little room. Lucy had never felt as content as this. What an adventure she was having! This was almost better than at the Seminary. Lucy felt a pang. No, nothing was better than the Seminary. But this was getting close. She felt something which she'd only ever felt at Miss Hilversham's: she felt safe. Safe with him.

      Lucy peeped at him through her eyelashes. He was tall and muscular. No doubt that came from all the garden work. He radiated solidity, strength, and warmth. Like an oven that one would want to snuggle up against. The man also seemed somewhat morose. He hadn’t stopped frowning since the river. Losing his plants and carriage must have hit him hard.

      “Before this continues, we need to get one thing clear.” He set down the piece of bread he'd been eating.

      “Before what continues?” Lucy said in between two bites.

      “This entire situation. It's entirely improper. You are a lady. No, don't argue. If they discover we spent the night here—together—what do you think will happen?”

      “I don't know. What?”

      “You can't be that naïve.” He got up and strode up and down the length of the hut. His head nearly touched the roof beam.

      “What's to happen?” Lucy shrugged. “We got caught in a storm. We had to seek shelter. End of story.”

      Henry pulled his hand through the tousled hair that kept falling over his eyes. “They will have found the carriage and horses by now. And someone must miss you because you didn’t arrive. With or without a companion. They will enquire and find us. It’ll be a deuced scandal. You’ll be completely and utterly ruined, and that, my girl, will be for life.”

      Lucy licked her fingers and cut off another piece of cheese. She wondered whether it was possible to lose a reputation where there was none, and whether it seemed to matter to begin with. She decided it didn’t.

      “You have nothing to say to that?” He stood in front of her, his hands on his hips.

      “Well. That sounds rather worrisome, the way you put it. I'd rather not be ruined for life. So, I suppose what we must do is to be cleverer than the rest and make sure they don't find us together.”

      Lucy watched, fascinated, how he lifted one of his eyebrows. She found that she liked his eyebrows. They expressed strength. As did his nose and his jaw. His entire face, in fact. Clean, strong, masculine. And his hands were gardener's hands. Rough working hands, strong, reliable hands that would never let one down...

      “How do you plan on doing that?”

      “Wha—what?” she swallowed, and their eyes met. She looked away quickly.

      “Being cleverer than the rest.”

      “Easy. I get off the cart a mile before we reach Ashmore Hall. No one will know we even met.”

      “The cart is gone, if I may remind you.”

      “We'll hire one from the farmer.”

      “With whose money?”

      Lucy wrapped a curl around her finger as she thought. “Lady Arabella's. We’ll tell the woman here Lady Arabella will send a pouch with the money as soon as we've reached Ashmore Hall. Don’t worry. Arabella won't breathe a word. Neither will the woman here, if we pay her enough.”

      “You think the bribe will prevent her from talking?”

      “Of course it will. Money solves all problems.”

      “Does it, now? And you think she would do that for you? Lady Arabella, I mean.”

      Lucy’s eyes widened. “Of course she would! As I would for her. We’re like sisters, Arabella and I.”

      “Hm. You trust her very much, don't you?” He clasped his hands behind his back as he stood in front of her.

      “With my life. As she would trust me.” Lucy took a sip of milk and started coughing as she remembered the last time Arabella had trusted her. It hadn't ended well. Arabella had nearly drowned in a well. Lucy pushed the unpleasant memory away. “Let's find out tomorrow. I suppose that haystack over there is for sleeping.” She draped a blanket over the hay.

      

      She heard him sigh as she dropped on the hay and lay on her side, propping her head in her hand.

      She looked up at him. “You can either go outside and wait there in the rain until morning, or you can decide it doesn’t matter, lie down over there and tell me a story.”

      He visibly struggled with himself. Then, as if resigning himself to the inevitable, he dropped down, pulled off his water-logged boots and laid back with his arms under his head, staring at the roof beams.

      “I am waiting.”

      “What kind of story does her ladyship want to hear?”

      “Tell me about your childhood. Once upon a time there was a little boy called Henry...”

      An involuntary laugh escaped him. Then he told her. Growing up with his brother, how they scampered through the countryside. How they used to go fishing together. How they built a treehouse. How they discovered a cave and pretended to be cavemen for an entire summer. It was semi-dark, with only the orange flicker of the fire in the background.

      “And your brother now? Where is he now?”

      He was silent.

      “Oh no. He—died?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Lucy’s voice was thick.

      “I am, too.”

      “What was his name?”

      “David.”

      “I wish I'd had a brother like David. Even if just for a brief time. Even if it were to mean to have to lose him, eventually.”

      Her little warm hand crept into his and held on tightly. They were silent for a while.

      “You don't have any brothers and sisters?” His voice sounded gruff.

      Lucy sighed. “No. It was always my biggest wish to have one. An older brother would have been wonderful to have in one's life. So much in my life would have happened differently, maybe.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I suppose—I wouldn't have been so lonely. I lost both my parents early. Having had a sibling would have made a difference.”

      Henry agreed.

      “But let’s not talk about me. Tell me what you like best about gardening.”

      “I enjoy making my hands dirty.” He lifted his free hand, inspecting the dirt under his fingernails. “I enjoy digging deep into the earth and feeling mud between my fingers. It's like taking part in creation. Planting a seed and seeing it blossom into a flower. I like the peace of it. Plants are better companions than humans sometimes.”

      “That sounds bitter.” She didn’t let go of his hand. “You must love Ashmore Hall very much.”

      “Certainly.”

      “That didn’t sound too enthusiastic. Let me put this differently. You must love living this life of yours, surrounded by nature every day. Surrounded by—freedom. Yes. Freedom.” He barked a laugh. “Oh no, I definitely sense bitterness in that laugh. Pray explain, Henry Gardener. And I want the truth.”

      “The truth, Lucy Bell? The truth is that I'm a slave to these grounds. My entire life has been predetermined by others. I’ve been forced to follow in my father’s footsteps. My grandfather, my great-grandfather. I’ve had no choice in my occupation. Of all the choices, possibilities that life offers, always this one thing. Freedom? What freedom?”

      “But you said you liked gardening.”

      “I do. It is a blessing that I do.”

      “If you'd had the choice, what would you have chosen?”

      “I would have been a sailor, maybe. Travel across the seven seas and explore the world.”

      “Oh yes, that would be quite the adventure. But instead of the land, you'd be tied to the sea? You'd be a slave there, too.”

      “Maybe, but I would have chosen my fate. True freedom is one of choice. You are a lady. You know nothing of a life tied to the land. Of the toil and strife it entails. The sacrifice it requires. I see you disagree. Why do you shake your head?”

      “Because, despite all that, you are so much freer to begin with than women. You may not have been allowed to choose your profession, but in all other ways you are allowed to be free. Women only have two choices: to get married or to become spinsters. Or governesses, which is the same as becoming a spinster.” Her face darkened. 

      Henry propped himself up sideways to search her face in the semi-dark. “How did you end up at the Seminary?”

      A variety of emotions flitted over her face. She picked out a piece of straw and folded it into smaller and smaller parts.

      “Mother died at birth. Father—died as well.” She choked, then talked on quickly, avoiding his eyes. “I was only eight. I got packed up and sent to my great-aunt Jemima. She had money, at least. She said she was too old to care for me, so she arranged I be sent to Miss Hilversham's Seminary.”

      “And you loved it there.”

      “It was the best thing that ever happened to me. I met Arabella there. We shared a room. And Birdie and Pen were there, too.” Lucy smiled as she remembered her friends. Then her face shadowed again. “Until I had to leave again.” Henry waited for her to continue, but she shook her head.

      “It is strange, but I have the feeling we have known each other long before we've even met. I feel so comfortable with you, like I never do with anyone else. Do you think that is possible, that souls know each other before they meet?”

      “It appears so.” His voice was warm.

      “Tell me more about what you've planted lately.” Lucy felt exhaustion creep into her bones. Her voice was thick with sleep.

      And he did. After a while, she began to snore softly. She still held his hand.

      He stared thoughtfully into the darkness.
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      The next day they left before dawn. It was as Lucy predicted. The farmer had a cart that his wife was willing to lend them for the promise of a sum from Lady Arabella. The horse was old, the cart rickety, and their pace was slower than a snail’s, but it was a means of transportation.

      The day was blustery but cheerful. There was no sign of the previous night's storm. Lucy chattered away. He lit his pipe.

      “I would love to smoke a pipe,” Lucy burst forth. “It is terribly vulgar, and ladies aren’t ever allowed to be vulgar.”

      He handed her his pipe.

      Lucy took a drag and started coughing . “It's—cough—really—cough—quite—cough—good!” She returned the pipe with a grimace.

      Henry's lips quirked upward.

      “Oh, you have the nicest smile! You look disagreeable most of the time, do you know? It’s rather off-putting and makes one wonder what might’ve happened for you to perpetually look like that. Then you smile! Your eyes lighten up in a million colours of blue and the corners crinkle up in a lovely way. And that sounded like an awkward, badly written love poem, so forget I ever said this. My infernal mouth!”

      “Lucy—”

      Lucy interrupted him to cover her embarrassment. “I've been lying to you.”

      He took the pipe out of his mouth. “My eyes don't look like a million colours of blue after all?” he teased.

       Lucy blushed. “No, not that.”

      “You are not friends with Lady Arabella. You have never even met her.”

      “Of course Arabella and I are best friends. I love her dearly.”

      “What have you been lying about then? Come tell me, I’m agog with curiosity.”

      Lucy traced the wooden pattern of the seat with her index finger. “My coachman never got sick and my companion never stayed with him. I don't even own a carriage.”

      He quirked up a corner of his mouth. “If it makes you feel better, I've figured out that much.”

      “I did miss the stagecoach. But—” She bit her lip.

      “But? Is there more?”

      “Arabella doesn't know I’m coming. We haven’t communicated in three years. There. Now you know. I’m a terrible person.” She hugged her arms to her.

      Henry seemed unimpressed. “That certainly is a long string of hideous lies.”

      She took a big breath. “And there is also something else.”

      “More?”

      Lucy wrestled with herself, then blurted out: “I’m not at all respectable.”

      She stared into the distance, so she didn’t see his brows shoot up.

      “I don't follow.”

      “I’m not—I mean—This is difficult to talk about.” She sighed. Henry kept puffing away on his pipe, waiting for her to talk. “I’m a failed governess,”

      “That is unfortunate, but I don’t see how that would make you not respectable.”

      Lucy looked down and away.

      “So now?” he prompted.

      “Now I’m visiting Arabella.” She stared blindly at the picturesque meadow that passed by.

      “Who doesn't know you are coming? That is awkward. But not necessarily terrible.”

      She propped her chin on her hand. “Arabella always wanted me to visit her at Ashmore Hall. Except—you know. Her brother.”

      “Ah, yes. The odious brother. Forgotten all about him.”

      “He’ll throw me out in no time.” She swallowed with difficulty.

      “Yet you haven't even met the man.”

      “He's not a man. He's a duke.”

      “You talk as though he's a god.”

      “He is. Arrogant and all-powerful, of the worst kind. I'm sorry to be talking like this about your master. Of course, you see things differently and you must be loyal to the family.”

      “A most unfortunate situation.” There was a trace of laughter in his voice.

      “Why do I have the feeling you are secretly enjoying my woeful situation?” She frowned. But his face remained deadpan, his gaze steady.

      “Me? I wouldn't dream of it. You have my utmost sympathy.”

      “There is another reason I am visiting Ashmore Hall.” Lucy’s forehead knit together. “I need to ask His Grace something of the utmost importance. I need him to write a letter of recommendation.”

      “Why?”

      “So I can return to Miss Hilversham’s Seminary. Say. Can I try the pipe again?”

      “No.” He puffed away at the pipe in contentment. “You already tried it and didn’t like it.”

      “That didn’t count because I choked on it.”

      “You’ll choke on it again. Why the deuce do you want to return to the Seminary?”

      She felt his body heat next to her, the smell of sweat, tobacco, leather and earth. His left hand lay next to hers, not quite touching hers.

      “Because…” she stammered, losing her thread.

      “Because?”

      “It’s my home.” She told herself not to snuggle up against his shoulder, which she felt a sudden, inexplicable urge to do.

      “I don’t understand. Why can you return to the Seminary only with the duke’s letter?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      Henry looked at the sky. “We have time.”

      “Oh, very well.” Lucy told him how she’d suggested to her friends they’d sneak out of the Seminary at midnight to visit a wishing well. Arabella had made a wish for all of them, upsetting Pen, who insisted on retrieving her coin. Pen had fallen into the well, dragging Arabella down with her. It’d been an accident. Lucy still broke out in a sweat at the thought of how close her friends had come to drowning. “His Odiousness descended in wrathful righteousness and took Arabella out. And Miss Hilversham sent me away. To save the school’s reputation.” For the Duke of Ashmore had insisted it was all Lucy’s fault.

      Lucy shuddered as she remembered crouching under the open window, overhearing the ice-cold, arrogant voice slashing her character to pieces. He'd enunciated his words with a damnation that was as clear and strong as if he'd been standing with her in the same room.  Lucy Bell is wild, unpredictable and irresponsible. She is a disgrace to the Seminary...

      It’d been three years ago, but it still stung. She'd felt every bit as worthless as he'd made her out to be. Deep down in her heart she feared maybe, just maybe ... he was right.

      “It doesn’t seem fair I bear the brunt of the blame when it’s been Arabella’s fault. It was her idea to throw in those coins.” She stared darkly ahead.

      He leaned sideways on his knee as he listened. “May I ask what kind of wish Arabella made that had Miss Pen so keen on retrieving those coins?”

      “It was rather silly. Arabella wished we’d each end up marrying and living happily ever after with a duke.” She uttered the last word with utmost contempt. Henry choked on his pipe. “Not all of us with the same one, silly.” Lucy’s lips curled.

      He coughed a bit more.

      “I can’t blame Pen for getting so upset about it, though maybe she overreacted a bit. I don’t believe in wishing wells. Not that it matters, because I won’t ever marry a duke, even if he got down on his knees and begged me.”

      Henry cleared his throat. “That would be a dreadful fate, indeed. But back to the point. You’re thinking, if you can get His Grace to write you a letter⁠—”

      “And reinstate his patronship⁠—”

      “—then everything will be well again, and you can go back to the school.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “And if it doesn’t work? If he refuses to write it?”

      Lucy swallowed hard, lifted her chin and boldly met his gaze. “He simply has to! I will make him!”

      “You will make him?” Henry’s eyes lit up with amusement. “To my knowledge, no one can make His Grace do anything he doesn’t want to do.”

      “I’ll think of something.” Lucy said grimly. “I’m good at ideas. Maybe a trade of some sort.”

      “A trade?” Henry grinned.

      “Yes. Something he desperately needs.”

      “That’s bound to be a challenge. The man has everything.” He crossed his arms and leaned back, thoroughly entertained.

      “Everyone always needs something. Including a duke.”

      She sat some minutes pondering in silence. Then she snapped her fingers. “Ah. I have it!”

      “Pray tell.”

      “Arabella.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “I can help him marry off Arabella to someone suitable. Men have no idea about these things.” She folded her hands in her lap.

      “Dear me,” he said.

      She drew her eyebrows together. “It’s not entirely ethical, is it? To manipulate a dear friend into an arranged marriage, when she’s sworn to marry only for love—in return for a stupid letter. How horrible of me to even think of this. I’m worse than Judas.”

      Henry knocked his pipe against his seat and brushed the ashes away. “This won’t do at all. Maybe you should just talk to His Grace and be agreeably surprised that he’ll write said letter without any kind of trade, unethical or otherwise.”

      Lucy shook her head that her curls flew. “You are too positive-minded, Henry. I like that about you.”

      Their eyes met. His shone bright blue in his tanned face.

      Lucy blushed and looked away.

      She pointed to the distance. Ashmore Hall appeared in front of them, a sprawling, Palladian structure crowning a hill, a tremendous lake in front, surrounded by Henry's beautiful gardens. “Just look at this—terrible glory!”

      “Why terrible?”

      “Because it looks terribly intimidating.” Lucy gazed at it in despair.

      Henry stopped the cart. “It is quite something to look at.”

      Lucy slumped in her seat. “I’m not doing Arabella a favour by visiting her. It isn't good for her to be seen in my company. They’ll say I’m a bad influence. They’ll say I’ll corrupt her. Yesterday, you said the worst thing that could happen to me is that my entire life becomes utterly ruined from being with you here. Well, it doesn’t matter in the slightest to someone who is already considered being on the very bottom of the social scale. So there.”

      “You are being very hard on yourself, my girl,” Henry tugged on one of her curls. His finger brushed her cheek, and Lucy wanted to turn her head and bury her face in his big, warm hand.

      “I don’t care for all the lofty lords and dandies that parade about there. I would like to marry a normal man. One who is kind and who likes me just for myself. Someone with a little house and a garden. A—a gardener would do nicely. I’m sure I would love to be married to a gardener! It sounds heavenly. I could help with the work and I’m certain I can bake great crumpets, you know? I mean, I haven’t actually baked crumpets before, but it can’t be that difficult. I’m sure they would turn out fantastic. And in the morning, I can help with the roses, and maybe there would be chickens that need to be fed ... ” Her voice petered away. Her face flushed. She'd as good as propositioned marriage to him. And he wasn't responding. He wasn't even looking at her. His eyes were fixed on Ashmore Hall.

      “Despite everything, you are a lady and belong to the Hall, Miss Lucy Bell. Your world is not mine.” He smiled sadly.

      “I know.” She choked.

      “It’s really better to just walk in there, and play along with all the parties, dances, teas and whatever it is you fine folk do, and pick up a dandy and marry him. It is the better life.”

      “I would so much rather marry a gardener.”

      As his eyes melted into hers, she saw something in them that tugged at her heartstrings. Lucy felt she could drown in them. His face was close, oh so close. She could count the fine hairs of his eyelashes.

      Her heart thudded.

      Lucy didn’t think. She reached up, pulled his face down towards her, and planted a kiss on his lips. They felt soft, warm, spicy. A feeling like warm honey oozed through her body, leaving a delicious tingling sensation that made her toes curl.

      Shocked by her own action, she let go.

      “I just kissed you,” she blurted out.

      “So you did.” He blinked.

      Her fingers wandered to her lips. “I’ve never kissed anyone before.” She looked at him with enormous eyes. “I don’t regret it. Not for a moment.”

      He reached out and brushed his rough thumb gently over her lips. She quivered. He looked at her for a while longer, a quiet smile lurking in the depths of his eyes.

      Something in her lap yipped and bit her thumb. Little Bartimaeus had woken up.

      Lucy laughed breathlessly. The spell was broken.

      Henry dropped his hands and picked up the reins. “Let us proceed to Ashmore Hall.”

      Lucy marvelled how it was possible that with a single kiss, her entire world had shifted.

      

      He helped her climb down from the cart about a mile before Ashmore Hall.

      “I think you better keep Bartimaeus. She’ll be happier romping around with you in the park.” She placed the panting bundle into Henry's arms.

      “Will I see you again?” She wrapped her arms around herself and fought the sadness welling up.

      “I work in the gardens. And you?”

      “I walk in the gardens.”

      “So maybe then, our paths will cross.”

      “Maybe they will cross. And when they do, you will not know me anymore.”

      Henry looked off into the distance. “Probably not. I will be too busy with my roses. Nor will you know me.”

      “Probably not. I will be too busy with the dandies.”

      “Off with you, then.” He swung his reins, and the horses trotted off before she could say more.

      She would have had so much more to say.

      Then again, maybe it was best he left before she had the chance to blurt out she'd fallen head over heels in love with him.
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      Dukes were ghastly creatures.

      Lucy stared across the sweeping lawn at the stately hall that proclaimed century-old dukely grandeur. This ostentatious looking hall was built to impress, impose, and intimidate. Just like their owner.

      She felt her stomach knot up into a stone-tight ball. She wanted nothing more than to pick up her skirts and run the other direction, screaming. Back to Henry, and ask him to—well what? He'd already as good as said they had no future together. They were from different worlds. Lucy blinked the tears away and swallowed the hard lump in her throat.

      There was no time to be sad. She had something of tremendous importance to accomplish here.

      Lucy chewed on her lip as she thought over her plan. It was painful, contradictory, and it went against every fibre in her nature. But it was the only way.

      She needed to impress Arabella's brother, the awful Duke of Ashmore. She needed to get him to be the patron of Miss Hilversham's school again.

      Lucy would make such a good impression on him that he'd forget everything that happened in the past, and when she finally asked him to write a flourishing letter of recommendation regarding her very excellent character, he’d retract his hastily spoken words in Miss Hilversham's office, in addition to reinstating his patronship of the institution, even doubling the amount. Then Miss Hilversham would take her back with open arms and she’d be able to return to the Seminary. Her old home.

      And everything would be well again.

      Lucy slumped.

      That was as likely to happen as a unicorn with fairy wings emerging from the forest on her right, but, if her name was Lucy Bell, she’d make it happen.

      She plopped down into the grass and pulled out a blade.

      Lucy hadn't always hated the Duke of Ashmore. In fact, she never admitted it to herself, but she'd been secretly jealous of Arabella that she had such an important big brother who looked out for her. Who scrawled lengthy, weekly letters and sent packages stuffed with black currant jelly, millefruit biscuits, cardamom comfits, leather-bound books and silken hair ribbons, which Arabella had distributed amongst her friends. Lucy couldn't imagine him picking the black currant jellies; surely that must have been the housekeeper. And the hair ribbons? Would a man as important as the duke go into a haberdashery to choose ribbons for his sister? Lucy doubted it, but a part of her was charmed at the possibility of the idea.

      If Lucy were honest with herself, she'd heroised Arabella’s brother a tiny bit. Very well, quite a bit. She didn’t dare to admit it, but she’d secretly hoped that some of that bountiful brotherly warmth spilled over on her. Just a tiny drop. Surely he'd look benignly upon Arabella's bosom friend? Well, that hadn't happened. Because of him, she’d lost the only home she’d ever known. She’d never forgive him for that.

      And now she had to charm him. Get him to open his purse for the school again. With her scatterbrained social graces, infernal chattermouth, and their mutual dislike of each other, that was not likely to happen. Lucy dug her fingernails into the earth.

      She had to convince him, somehow. The alternative was too grim to even think about. Where could she go, if not back to Miss Hilversham?

      Lucy got up and wandered across the sweeping parkland towards the massive mansion. Her steps faltered, and she gazed up at Arabella's imposing home. She stepped into its shadow and shivered.

      When she reached the pebbled drive leading up to a massive staircase in front of the colossal entryway, she was rudely confronted with reality. She could hardly knock on the main door, dressed as she was. She looked doubtfully down her rough linen dress and shawl. Would the toplofty butler even admit her? No. She'd have to find another way inside. Lucy looked for the servant's entrance, which was located in the wing around the corner. Finding the door locked, she pulled the bell, and waited.

      A harassed-looking housemaid opened the door. She skimmed Lucy from top to bottom. “Finally. We thought you'd never come. Mind your words, now, for Mrs Bates’s been in a temper the entire day.”

      Before Lucy could put in a word, she was ushered into a dark-looking corridor that smelled of shoe polish, beeswax and lamp oil.

      “Wait here.”

      The girl left.

      Lucy didn't think twice. As soon as the girl was out of sight, she hastened down the corridor, opening a door that she hoped would lead to the main rooms. It was the still room.

      Lucy closed the door again, turned, and ran smack into a severe-looking woman dressed in funereal black, who, no doubt, was the housekeeper, Mrs Bates.

      “And who do you think you are?” She inspected Lucy with a wrinkled nose. Before Lucy could answer “I am Miss Lucy Bell, a guest of Lady Arabella,” the housekeeper ranted on.

      “Do you know you are late? What impertinence! We've waited for you an entire day! I’d send you back if we were not desperate for more help.”

      “But—”

      “Hush! No excuse can make up for your tardiness. Off to the linen room and fetch yourself a clean apron and cap. Your dress is a disgrace. Show me your hands.”

      Lucy stretched out her hands. Mrs Bates inspected them through her spectacles, then slapped them. “For shame! There is earth under the fingernails. And the length! Meg!”

      The housemaid who'd opened the door, appeared. “Yes, Mrs Bates.”

      “Take her to the slop room. Have her scrub her hands and pare her fingernails. Make sure she rubs lemon in them. Give her a new dress, take one of the hand-me-downs that we keep for the parish on the shelf in the laundry room. Fetch a clean apron and a cap. Off you go.”

      Meg took Lucy's elbow. “Come with me.”

      Lucy was shown the scullery where she scrubbed her nails over the sink. It was curiosity, humour, and a perverted delight for mischief that prevented her from revealing her true identity. They thought she was a servant? Well, then. A servant she would be! She pulled on a faded, but clean pale blue dress and put on the scratchy cap over her curls and tied a starchy apron around her waist.

      “Arabella, here I come. Your very own housemaid.” She curtsied.

      “Annie! To the front parlour! And bring the brushes!” Mrs Bates’ sharp voice rang out.

      “She means you.” Meg popped her head into the room. “You better hurry.”

      It looked like she was given a new name. And what brushes did Mrs Bates mean? Where could she find them? The black bucket in the corner with—ah yes, they looked like brushes. Lucy picked up the bucket and went out into the hall.

      

      Together with Meg, she dusted and tidied two drawing rooms, the dining room, and the front parlour. She carried coals and linen, cleared, cleaned and polished and lit the grates. Her back hurt and her fingers blistered. She rubbed her aching shoulder. It had been a long day.

      Mrs Bates came to inspect their work. She slid a finger over the fireplace mantle to inspect it for dust. Since Lucy had just scrubbed the marble with quicklime and soap until her fingers cracked, she found nothing to complain.

      “We finished the rooms up here, ma’am,” Meg told her.

      “Good. Then start airing the red dining room and help with the napkins. Fast, fast.” Mrs Bates clapped her hands. “We’re running out of time. They’re returning within the hour.”

      Lucy repressed a groan. Meg pulled Lucy to another room, where another set of activities waited for them.

      Meg talked almost as much as Lucy. After only an hour, she knew all the servants’ names, ages, who they were, where they came from, along with some personal gossip. Meg also told that she had a sweetheart she hoped to marry but couldn’t, because she was tied down in service and needed to save money. That she was afraid of the duke, but even more so of his grandmother. That Lady Arabella was expected to get engaged soon and that they expected the duke's own engagement announcement any day as well.

      Arabella, engaged? This was news to Lucy.

      “A party of nearly twenty people. They’re to stay here for at least a fortnight,” Meg groaned. “It's going to be a double engagement, and that’s so much work. With so many people in the house, it’s difficult to stay out of their way. ‘Tis hard. Once, I almost ran into the duke. He never noticed me, but I was terrified. Lady Augusta, the Dowager Duchess, is so odd. She insists I come when she rings the bell in the drawing room to do things that only footmen should do. Me! A mere housemaid! When we’ve got so many footmen about. I’m scared to make a mistake.”

      Lucy sympathised. “You forget they’re just people too, Meg. Even the duke. Even the dowager.”

      Meg shook her head. “No, they’re not. She ain't no normal person, neither is the duke. They're like gods they are.”

      Funny, because a few hours ago Lucy had said the same thing to someone else. A hollow pain gnawed in her heart. Henry.

      “Do you know a gardener named Henry?” she asked as she stacked the napkins.

      “Henry? Never heard of him.”

      “He's head gardener? He is even called Gardener?”

      “Sorry, Annie. Haven't been out much in the gardens. Don't have time.” She set down the last folded napkin. “Right. We get to have tea now.”

      Lucy followed Meg down into the servants’ hall, where she was given a cup of strong tea and a piece of shortbread.

      So that was a servant's life. Toil, toil, and more toil.

      “Lady Arabella just arrived.” A footman rushed into the servant’s hall, setting it off in a frenzy of activity.

      Goodness! Lucy wondered whether Arabella even had an inkling of what impact her arrival had on the servants.

      “John, quick, take the tea tray to the blue salon. Her Grace and Lady Arabella are waiting there,” the housekeeper told a footman, who was still in the process of drinking his tea. He looked at his teacup regretfully, got up, and scrambled into his scarlet-gold livery coat. It would take a while until he’d buttoned up his waistcoat. Mrs Bates turned to issue orders to the maids.

      Lucy acted quickly. She grabbed the silver tray and left the room. In the general busyness of the hall, it would take a while until anyone realised that the tea tray was missing.
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      Dear me, it was heavy! Lucy stumbled and nearly dropped the silver tray in the narrow servant’s stairway leading up to the second floor. She’d worked with Meg in the blue salon previously, so she knew where to find it.

      “Ah. Finally. Tea. What took you so long? Bring it here, girl,” a rusty, masculine-sounding voice said, followed by a stomping of a cane on the floor. It belonged to an elderly woman with snow-white hair and an eagle nose. That must be the Dowager Duchess Augusta Ashmore, Arabella’s grandmother. She sat on a French chaise longue and looked up haughtily when Lucy entered. Across from her sat a blonde-headed girl, with a finely chiselled nose and high classical forehead that no doubt was a family heritage. Arabella. She looked pretty in a pink muslin dress. She never looked Lucy’s way but kept her head bent over her embroidery. “What are you loitering there for, girl? I said bring it here!”

      Lucy placed the tray on a side table, glad that she hadn’t toppled the heavy pot with the water. Now she understood why Meg was so terrified of meeting a member of the household. The dowager was intimidating. Her icy grey eyes were sharp and her tongue even sharper.

      Another stomp of the cane on the floor.

      “What do we have here?” The woman bent forward to inspect the tray.

      “Meringues, cucumber sandwiches, and almond tarts,” Lucy said after she curtsied.

      “Bah. Nothing but sweets and bland vegetables.”

      “You could add pepper to the cucumber sandwiches,” Lucy replied. “Although I daresay a pinch of chilli might be better.”

      “Chilli! Are you trying to poison me?”

      “You could also try some paprika. Not as spicy as chilli, I daresay,” Lucy insisted.

      Lady Augusta appeared stunned at the audacity of the housemaid. “What? Are you trying to lecture me on what spices I might enjoy?”

      “Not at all, ma’am. I was just thinking if you don’t like sugar and the only other alternative appears to be bland cucumber sandwiches, one might as well add some spices which you no doubt grow in your beautiful garden, tended by a gardener.”

      Arabella emitted an unladylike shriek, causing the dowager to drop her cane. Lucy picked it up and talked on. “Next to ginger, pepper, chilli and paprika, one might also try oregano or⁠—”

      “Lucy!” Lucy found herself hugged, squeezed and whirled around. “Lucy, Lucy, Lucy! It is you! I thought I was dreaming of hearing your voice in this room! What are you doing here! Oh my goodness, and look at you in this outfit! Is this one of your tricks again?” Arabella squeezed her again.

      “What? How? Tricks? And who is this Lucy you keep screeching about?” The dowager groped for her quizzing glass.

      “Oh, what joy, my Lucy is finally here in Ashmore Hall, and you never even told me you were coming! It’s been so long! You naughty girl, I worried myself sick over you. You never replied to any of my letters. I’ve so much to tell you.” She dragged Lucy to the sofa and pulled her down next to her.

      Lucy was laughing and crying simultaneously.

      The dowager looked at the pair as if she didn’t understand the world anymore. “I just want some tea with a small treat that does not contain sugar, and my granddaughter goes off in hysterics over the maid. What’s this world coming to?” she complained.

      “Grandmama, this is my best friend, Lucy Bell, with whom I went to the Seminary in Bath. We shared rooms. I told you about her!”

      Lucy untangled herself from Arabella’s embrace and curtsied.

      The dowager stared at her through her quizzing glass. “Why the devil are you parading about in servants’ garb, Lucy Bell?”

      Arabella giggled. “It’s one of her pranks—she does this all the time, Grandmama.”

      The dowager sniffed. “Does she, now? Somehow this fails to impress me.”

      “You won’t believe what we did back in Bath. Once she dressed up as one of our instructresses, complete with grey wig and spectacles, and led an entire class in front of the headmistress, who never noticed until half an hour passed.”

      “But only because I made a silly but colossal mistake. I placed Balochistan in China when sketching out the map, which was entirely wrong. The headmistress noticed and fired me on the spot. Until she realised who I was.”

      “And where, pray, would you place Balochistan now?” The old woman looked unamused at her antics.

      “Why, in Persia, of course.”

      “It says a lot about this headmistress’ intelligence if it took her half an hour to uncover your identity, even though she knew the more precise location of Balochistan. That school in Bath can’t have been any good. None of this accounts for your unorthodox garb. Explain!”

      She told the story of the broken coach, lost luggage and skipped the part of meeting Henry.

      “This was not meant to be a schoolgirl’s trick at all, Your Grace. I apologise for my appearance. It was a misunderstanding. My travel dress wasn’t—let’s say, it’s not presentable. I daresay Mrs Bates  mistook me for a servant, and she assigned me some tasks to do about the house.”

      “And it never occurred to you to reveal your identity as a guest.”

      “Er, no. I admit I was rather curious about discovering all about the life of a servant below stairs.”

      “And? Was it amusing? To clear out chamber pots?” There was a gleam of interest in the matron’s slate-grey eyes.

      “Thank heaven I didn’t have to do that. I cleared out some fireplaces, though. I had no idea they harbour so much soot!”

      Arabella looked disconcerted. “Clear out fireplaces! How can that be possible! I am terribly ashamed our housekeeper is incapable of distinguishing servants from guests. To treat my dearest friend so! Mistake her for a
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