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LONDON, MARCH 1816

Swinging an oddly shaped bag, a tall woman, shoulders covered in a warm wrap and whose gown had seen better days, strode briskly along a wet street. Doing her best to avoid the muddy water splashed up by passing carriages, she exchanged cheerful greetings with several people, smiled and nodded to others. Finally, the sun was peeking through, a welcome change after days of chilly rain, one which prompted her to whistle as she marched along. 

Lucy Truscott was on her way home from work. The bag she was carrying was full of books, the titles therein covering a variety of topics from fiction to folklore, history to politics. Lucy seized every opportunity to broaden her mind, to educate herself as much as she was able, given she had never been to school. 

Born in a dingy room to an unwed mother, Lucy’s start to life was humble and, had it not been for her loving parent, things might have turned out quite differently. Cecilia Truscott was determined her daughter would not be dragged into the seedier occupations of those living in their neighbourhood. Cecilia had once worked for nobility and, even though such positions were difficult to come by, a good education meant Lucy should be able to find decent employment in a shop or one of the museums, or even in a merchant’s household as a maid. 

Cecilia taught Lucy to read and write, and helped her understand basic arithmetic, as well as manners and deportment, sewing and cooking. To be fair, Lucy chafed at some of her lessons; she preferred to run wild through the parks or gardens, to find a good tree, up which she could climb, and from where she could watch the world go by. Almost by accident, Lucy began to mimic those she observed from her hidden perch; the graceful bearing of ladies when they walked, the way they spoke, and how they treated others. Lucy was fascinated by the difference in behaviour across the elite of society; some aloof and condescending, while others were friendly and kind. 

Lucy studied everyone and everything, deciding the majority of the nobility were a rather rude and mean-spirited bunch. She knew how hard those of her class worked, so these people could live a life of luxury and, while she accepted it was a matter of luck whether you were born into riches or poverty, she did not think that gave those with, the right to deride those without. 

“You must understand, most have no idea how we live,” her mother had once tried to justify the attitude of some countess or other who was unconscionably rude to Lucy one afternoon when she had been walking with her mother through Hyde Park. 

“That is no excuse, Mama. They should be setting the example, and she had no call to speak to me thus,” Lucy groused, her expression mulish. “I apologised for stepping in front of her, I even curtsied, that should have been it. Instead she whacked me with her parasol and called me a ragamuffin.” Lucy looked down at her clothes, which although faded and unfashionable were of reasonable quality and suited the wearer. “I don’t think I look like a ragamuffin.” Her mouth drooped and her pretty face morphed from vexed to doleful. 

“No, that you don’t, my pet. Some ladies are spoilt and impolite. They should be pitied, for have probably never known love or compassion, becoming cold and empty. Remember Lucy, always be polite, do not give them reason to belittle you, and retain your empathy, for without it you are nothing but a hollow shell.” 

Lucy, with all the righteous indignation of being ten and five, scowled and ignored her mother’s words, still seething from the countess’ unkind attitude. Later when she was lying in her narrow bed, the incident replayed itself over and over again, and Lucy conceded her mother was correct, they were to be pitied. How sad their lives were so restricted, they could not sing in the street, shout for joy or jump in puddles, activities Lucy continued to indulge in whenever possible — to her mother’s chagrin. 

She never forgot her mother’s plea, however, and tried her best to treat everyone she met with the same courtesy regardless of their station. This is not to say she always succeeded, and if someone behaved in a dubious manner, they would feel the lash of her tongue. Growing up on the periphery of the rookeries, Lucy had amassed an impressive collection of expletives, which inevitably shocked the recipient of her ire because her usual demeanour was respectful and polite. For her mother’s sake, Lucy made a concerted effort to curb the more volatile aspects of her nature, but her vibrant personality meant she would never curtail it entirely. 

Her exuberance did win over Mr Abbot, the proprietor of The Wise Owl Bookstore in Old Compton Street, who found himself engaging her as an assistant despite being absolutely certain he had no need of help at all. Since then, she had proved her worth time and time again, and the store was flourishing. Lucy was a voracious reader and as such was always able to suggest a book to even the most discerning buyer. Moreover, she had the knack of knowing how to make the shop look inviting. A table neatly placed in each of the bay windows overlooking the busy street, scattered with a cleverly chosen selection of books, along with a plate of fresh jam tartlets or small slices of fruit cake, was bound to attract attention. 

Not content with that, Lucy suggested the paper they used to wrap a purchase ought to be discreetly stamped in one corner with an owl, then between them, they came up with the idea of placing a slim bookmark inside each tome, imprinted with the same image, no words, just the image. Anyone reading had a way of marking the page they were at, and the owl would remind them where they bought the book. It was not long after this that a shingle with an owl perched on branch, a book in its claws, appeared over the doorway. 

Mr Abbot had to admit Lucy was shrewd; business was booming and, although situated a little way from the usual haunts of the elite, his shop graced customers from every walk of life.

That was six years ago, and The Wise Owl had gone from strength to strength; Mr Abbot eventually expanding into the adjacent building. He was astonished Lucy still worked for him. She had never shown any desire to follow the example of her friends who had married, declaring she was not about to give up what little independence she had gained. At two and twenty, Lucy had grown into a strikingly attractive young woman, yet was wholly unaware of it, or the hordes of bachelors who frequented the shop, purely on the off-chance she might notice them. 

Cecilia Truscott had died three years previously, and although Lucy was devastated, she refused to let her grief swamp her, knowing her mother would not want her to be unhappy.

“Go on, live your life for yourself, enjoy every minute and do not waste a single one worrying about me. I have no regrets, and although not everything happened in the manner I expected, the choices I made gave me you, and for that, I am thankful every day,” Cecilia informed her daughter hoarsely, when in the last throes of the fever, which shortly thereafter carried her to her grave. It was a conversation Lucy often revisited, for her mother was surely referring to the lingering shadow of her father. A man whose identity Cecilia never revealed. 

For the most part, Lucy did not care. If he had no interest in his daughter, his daughter definitely had no interest in him. Occasionally, at night when she couldn’t sleep, she found herself thinking about him. She believed she must take after him, for she did not resemble her mother. Cecilia Truscott was a petite woman, with brown eyes and straight, chestnut-coloured hair. Lucy’s curly dark-blonde hair, scattered with sun-kissed streaks was almost untameable, her eyes were an arresting shade of bluish-grey, and, unless you were subject to her ire, her lips were nearly always curved into a bright smile. Lucy presumed these traits came from her father and in quiet moments when she pondered his existence — if indeed he was still alive — she wondered whether he was someone who lived in the neighbourhood, or much further afield. Her mother did not discuss him, he was taboo. Periodically, Lucy dared pose a question, but her mother refused to be drawn, and these were the only times Lucy could recall Cecilia ever becoming angry.

Today, her parents were the last thing on her mind, she was looking forward to getting home, enjoying a hot meal, and putting her feet up. The shop had been busy all day causing her to miss luncheon. She managed to gobble down a slice of cake mid-afternoon, but her stomach thought her throat had been cut, so hungry did she feel. As she walked, her unusual height, dignified bearing, and distinctive features, drew many an interested gaze but Lucy did not notice. Her head was full of the last book she read, what she might have for dinner, and whether she could afford a new gown. 
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Approaching one of the crossroads along Shaftesbury Avenue — the road, which acted almost as a delineation between the more salubrious neighbourhoods and the outskirts of the slums — Lucy paused to make sure there were no carriages approaching. About to step out into the road, her attention was drawn to a heated debate happening alongside her. Four people — three men and a young lady, all fashionably attired, seemed in dispute about whether to walk and in which direction, or hail a hackney. 

Lucy frowned, this was not the safest area for those unfamiliar with its... idiosyncrasies, to be taking a constitutional, why on earth were they in this locale in the first place. Surely, they were conversant with the hazards taking the wrong street could present? Shaking it off, it was not her concern, Lucy peered along the street and noticed a four-horse carriage careening towards them far more quickly than would be deemed prudent given the wet conditions. Judiciously, taking three steps backwards away from the spray of mud and water being kicked up, she turned to alert those arguing to the imminent likelihood of being thoroughly splattered. 

When she thought about it later, Lucy could not put her finger on what prompted her to move closer, but as she did so, there was a sharp cry, and the young woman seemed to sort of trip over backwards — although on what Lucy was never certain. In slow motion and with arms flailing, she tumbled into the path of the oncoming carriage. The three men did nothing to prevent it, just stood there, mouths agape. Without stopping to think, Lucy dashed forward and, grabbing the woman around the waist, dragged her out of harm’s way, the pair of them landing hard on the pavement in an ungainly tangle of limbs.

Winded, Lucy couldn’t speak, but the three men suddenly found their voices and, while lifting the woman off the ground, berated Lucy for assaulting their companion. Ignoring, or maybe uncaring of the fact Lucy was now caked in mud, her dress ruined, and her skin scuffed from the unforgiving flagstones, they fussed over the other girl. 

“Rodney, do hush,” a clear treble begged, “she did not push me, she pulled me, out of the way. It was actually...” the woman stopped abruptly, turned to Lucy and put out a hand to help her up. “My dear, thank you for your quick action. I do believe I would be dead under the wheels if not for you.” 

Grudgingly, Lucy allowed herself to be righted and as she came face-to-face with the person behind the voice, her mouth fell open in shock. Except for a slight variation in height, hair, and eye colour, and acknowledging she was probably a couple of years older than the woman holding her hand, to Lucy it was like looking at her own reflection.

The young lady mirrored Lucy’s expression, while the three men questioned whether they had lost their senses. While clearly from opposite walks of life, the two women were so alike they could have been sisters 

“I-I... h-how... w-who...” Lucy clamped her mouth shut and inhaled a deep breath. Dropping a neat curtsy, she tried again. “It was my pleasure, my lady. I do hope you were not hurt by my incautious behaviour, but to let you fall was unconscionable.”

The other woman wriggled her body, stretched her arms, and flexed her hands. “I am uninjured, just a trifle muddy.” She grinned suddenly, and so infectious was it, Lucy found herself grinning back. 

“I am glad. Might I be so bold as to suggest you do not tarry in this neighbourhood. Not everyone has benign intentions.” Lucy curtsied a second time and turned to leave.

“Please, wait a moment. I should like to know your name if you have no objection.”

“Why?” Lucy asked bluntly.

“Well, for one thing, you saved my life. That will not go unrewarded. Furthermore, you look just like me, and I do not believe in coincidence. We were fated to meet on what you claim is a disreputable corner, and even though the reason why eludes me, I have no mind to overlook it. No...” she waved aside panicked splutters from the man she addressed as Rodney, “...do not be such an old fusspot. What makes you think I would abandon someone to struggle home after so selfless an act? The lady is dirty and wet, through no fault of her own.” Bringing her penetrating gaze back to Lucy, she concluded with, “Might I ask your your name?”

“Lucy Truscott.”

There was a hiss from one of the three men, immediately stifled, and Lucy stared at them, brow knitted. All looked politely indifferent, yet all studied her intently and, although she sensed undercurrents, presumed they were simply vexed at their companion’s determined attitude, and dismissed the sound as fancy. 

“I am Elspeth Gillingham, and please say you will come home with me. We can get your gown cleaned and enjoy some refreshments. Moreover, it is not every day you meet your double, and I should like very much to learn more about you.”

Lucy glanced down at her grubby dress, then spied her books lying in a puddle after spilling from her bag which she dropped in her haste to reach the woman before she was crushed by the carriage. She closed her eyes, oh no, Mr Abbot would be so upset. Elspeth followed her gaze and gathered up the maltreated tomes, shaking off the water. 

“Do not fret, I am sure these will be salvageable.” She read the titles as she handed each book to one of her companions. “Shakespeare, Austin, Radcliffe, Greek Myths...” her voice died away as she registered the last two books were non-fiction. One bore the rather rambling title of The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire: Volume III, and the other appeared to relate to politics. “You have rather an eclectic choice of reading matter... politics?” her tone quizzical.

“I believe it is important to understand why parliament does what it does, as for Gibbons... well I love history.” Lucy felt impelled to elaborate, blushing a little, as she reached out to retrieve the books from the impassive gentleman currently holding them.

“Mr Garrick will hold onto your books until ’tis time for you to return home. Now please do come with me. You will catch a chill standing around in those garments.”

“Lady Elspeth.” Everything about this young lady screamed nobility and Lucy erred on the side of caution in her term of address. “I live not far from here, you do not need to interrupt your afternoon any more than it has so far been. Thank you, sir.” She turned to address Mr Garrick. “Might I take those from you?”

“Please, Miss Truscott, Lucy.”

Something in Elspeth’s tone made Lucy hesitate and she scanned the younger woman’s features. Her lovely face was shadowed, and Lucy was beset by the oddest notion something worried her. Unsure what, if anything she could do to alleviate her apprehension, Lucy realised she wanted to try. Nodding her head slowly, she opened her palms in a gesture of acquiescence. 

“As you wish.” Taking the formality from her words with a friendly smile. Her agreement rewarded by Elspeth’s beam of happiness. “Would you like me to hail a cab? I expect I shall have more success than you in this neighbourhood,” Lucy offered wryly, as she scanned the streets. Putting her thumb and middle finger in her mouth, Lucy blew, her piercing whistle making the other four flinch. 

A hackney came into view from around the corner, rumbling to a halt alongside the group. The driver hopped down and unfolded the step whereupon the aforementioned Mr Garrick, assisted the two ladies inside. Rodney — Lucy had no idea whether he was a Mr or a Lord — and the other gentleman, whom Elspeth introduced as Mr Lindsay, joined them, while Mr Garrick climbed up to sit alongside the driver. 

Twenty minutes later they arrived in a quiet square, Elspeth pointing out all manner of interesting sights on the way. Many, Lucy had already seen; she was an inveterate explorer and walked for miles on her infrequent free days but, unwilling to quash her new acquaintance’s enthusiasm, held her tongue.

“Welcome to Rycote House,” Elspeth said as they walked up the steps to the front door, which opened as if by magic when they reached it. A smartly liveried butler admitted them, taking in her ladyship’s state of dishevelment and an unknown woman similarly bedraggled, without so much as the blink of an eye. 

“Lady Elspeth, madam.” His welcome including Lucy, who was beginning to feel this whole thing was a mistake. “Do come into the parlour where it is warm.” He took Elspeth’s cloak and would have taken Lucy’s wrap, but she shook her head, unwilling to let anyone see how threadbare her gown was. 

“Thank you, Harris.” Elspeth smiled at the butler, before taking Lucy’s hand, and leading her across the immaculate hall to a charmingly apportioned parlour decorated in soft lemon and cream. Despite the sunshine, the day was cool, and a fire crackled merrily in the vast hearth. “You must allow me to have your clothes cleaned, Lucy.” Elspeth entreated again. “We are almost the same size, doubtless one of my gowns will fit you.” 

Lucy swallowed a snort of laughter and shook her head. Elspeth was of slight build and at least half a head shorter than herself. “I do not think so, my lady, although I admire your optimism. If you permit me, I shall stand by the fire for a minute or so, and then be on my way.”

Elspeth tutted in exasperation. Walking over to a dark-red bell-rope hanging in the corner, she gave it a tug. Less than a minute later a young girl appeared and, after dropping a curtsy, listened to Elspeth’s list of instructions. 

“Please arrange for two hot baths, one for me and one for Miss Truscott... the one in Hyacinth, I think.” Tapping her chin. “While our guest is bathing, see to the cleaning of her dress, and find something suitable for her to wear. One of my gowns, or maybe one of Mama’s...” ignoring Lucy who was desperately trying to intercede, “...and please ask Alice to assist. Thank you, Penny.” Elspeth grinned at the young maid who responded in kind, bobbed another curtsy, and hurried off to do her mistress’ bidding. 

Elspeth sat Lucy in one of the huge wing-backed chairs circling the roaring fire and engaged her in light conversation. A pleasant half hour passed, then Penny returned to advise both baths were ready. Tucking Lucy’s hand under hers, Elspeth escorted her up the stairs, handing her off to another maid when they came to a room which had a flower painted on the door. Ahhh, thought Lucy, Hyacinth, now I understand, feeling gauche at not realising. 

Allowing herself to be ushered into the room, she spent the next little while being bathed, and having her hair washed. Alice, Lucy presumed this was she, would have towelled her dry and smoothed in some lightly scented cream had Lucy permitted, but the latter was used to looking after herself, and was uncomfortable with such pampering. Gently, she extricated herself from Alice’s ministrations, affirming she was quite capable of getting dry and dressed without help. 
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Chapter Three



[image: ]




To Lucy’s chagrin, Alice had removed all her clothes, including her chemise, so she wrapped herself in one of the towels while she rubbed her hair dry with another, and took the time to study the room she was in. Decorated in delicate hues of blue and cream, with an enormous bed, dressing table, two ornate wardrobes, and a chest of drawers, not to mention a couple of chairs hugging the neat fireplace, it was quite the most magnificent bedchamber Lucy had ever seen, and she was awestruck. 

It was the height of rudeness to gawk in such a manner, but she was alone, and anyway, was helpless to prevent her jaw dropping. Oh, to be rich. She let her mind wander to her dream. The one where she was rescued by a knight in shining armour and whisked off to a fairy tale castle. All her worries about how to pay the landlord, or whether she could afford a pair of boots or a winter cloak, forgotten. 

For a moment Lucy pretended it was her bedchamber, so different from the tiny attic in which she lived; a single room, which served as both bedroom and kitchen. Besides her narrow bed, the only other furniture was a small table and three rickety chairs. No fireplace, no bath. Lucy’s face flamed as she compared the two, imagining Elspeth’s reaction if ever she saw it. She would be horrified. 

Forcing her mortification aside, Lucy concentrated on the unexpected encounter. Elspeth’s lovely face drifted through her mind. How alike they looked. A connection seemed undeniable yet, at the same time, impossible. Maybe they were very distant cousins? She discounted that immediately. If they were legitimate cousins, it was unlikely she would be living in a hovel. A disquieting thought began to nudge at Lucy’s consciousness. Was she the result of an illicit affair? Had her mother chosen to indulge in, or been an unwilling partner, in a liaison with a member of the ton? Someone in Elspeth’s family, perchance? 

Lucy wanted to leave. It would not be fair to humiliate Elspeth or her family by her presence in this elegant house. Muffling an oath, Lucy paced the floor willing Alice to return with some clothes. No, she needed her own back, that way she would not be required to return anything she had borrowed. Yanking her damp hair into a loose plait, she tried to calm her nerves. The ormolu clock on the mantlepiece ticked sonorously, and it seemed forever before Alice bustled in, her arms full of material.

“Here we are, miss. I have found some dresses which might fit. I think Lady Elspeth’s will be too short, but one of these should do.”

“Might it not be easier for me to just have my own clothes? I can change when I get home.” Lucy pleaded, quietly. Alice saw the uncertainty on Lucy’s face and sought to reassure.

“Your dress and chemise are wet and dirty, miss. You might catch a chill, and her ladyship would be that upset.”

“Yes, but if I might still have them, and then maybe you could show me the back door and tell Lady Elspeth I left without you realising. I do not want to get you into trouble, but you must see I am not one who should wear such quality.” Lucy’s tones were desperate even as her fingers stroked the material. It felt sublime. Dark lashes swept hot cheeks as she imagined herself in one of these fine gowns. 

Alice, years younger than Lucy, patted her arm in a maternal manner. “Come now, miss. Don’t talk like that. Whatever your station, I hear you saved her ladyship’s life today. That makes you a queen amongst us staff. She is a treasure that girl and we would be heartbroken if anything happened to her. Been a frequency of accidents lately, a bit concerning if you ask me, but it’s not my place...” Alice let that thought trail off as she turned her attention to the dresses. Lifting this one and that, she decided on a simple day gown in a pale grey hue that on anyone else, would have looked drab, but on Lucy, it complemented her lightly tanned skin and enhanced her intriguing eyes. 

Fastening the last button, Alice stepped back and studied Lucy, twitching the fabric a little, making sure it sat properly. Satisfied, she nodded, then untied the plait, and brushed the fair curls until they shone. Twisting and pinning, the maid fashioned a neat bun, a few tendrils left loose to frame Lucy’s thin face. 

“There you go, miss. You look lovely and no mistake.” 

“You are a miracle worker, Alice.” Lucy stared at her reflection, astonished at what the maid had achieved with so little. 

“Go on, miss.” Alice blushed at the compliment and shooed Lucy down the stairs to the parlour where Elspeth was chatting to the three men who had accompanied them back to Rycote House.

As Lucy entered the room, all four turned and stared. The silence lengthened, and Lucy found herself shifting awkwardly from foot to foot, once again possessed with the urge to hitch her new skirts and run as though the devil himself was after her. 

“Have I missed some mud?” Lucy ventured, rubbing her face self-consciously, feeling heat steal up her cheeks at their continued scrutiny. 

“Beg pardon,” Rodney spoke first. “’Tis only...” he couldn’t formulate what he wanted to say, recalling rumours of a bygone romance, hushed up and forgotten. Prior to this moment, he and the other two men had almost persuaded themselves, Lucy’s likeness to Elspeth was a coincidence, but no longer. Her height, her colouring, her features, were replicated in a painting which hung in the library. She was the dead set double of Elspeth’s grandmother. 

“Lucy, come with me.” Elspeth found her tongue and grasped Lucy’s hand. Bewildered, Lucy allowed herself to be dragged through the house, the three men on their heels, their presence perplexing Lucy who was curious as to why Elspeth had no chaperone. Opening the third door along a cool hallway, Elspeth came to a halt and, with a flourish, flung her arm towards the portrait over the fireplace.

Lucy sucked in a shocked breath. It was like looking at herself, more so than when she first saw Elspeth. Seated on an ornate chair, a regally elegant woman — dressed in an exquisite gown of dove-grey silk, a dark red cloak draped carelessly over the arm of the chair acting as the perfect counterfoil — pinned the viewer with a perceptive gaze. Her lips curved ever so slightly, her countenance suggesting she was amused by something. Her hair and eye colour — identical to Lucy’s.

“My grandmother,” Elspeth said by way of explanation, while they admired the picture.

“I-I...” Lucy was unable to form a coherent sentence. The traitorous theory whispered at the periphery of her mind and would not be ignored. Who was she? 

“Lucy, you and I must be related,” Elspeth’s words cut into her confusion. “I will speak to Papa.”

“No!” Lucy spoke more sharply than she intended. “Mama, she... I cannot... your family...” 

“Whatever happened, it was decades ago. You are not responsible for what your parents did. Moreover, if you had not been born you could not have saved me today.” Elspeth’s convoluted reasoning warmed Lucy’s heart, which seemed to be cracking. Everything she knew, everything she believed was being eroded as she gazed at the painting of the woman before her. She bent her head as she blinked back pesky tears. No! Weeping was for children. 

“Thank you, Elspeth. Your generous nature is a balm, but most are not as understanding or forgiving as you. I doubt any in your family wish to reawaken memories of a transgression which occurred so long ago. ’Tis cruel to remind them, they may not even know it happened. You have been kindness itself this afternoon. Now, it is best I slip away, forgotten before I reach the street. I will arrange for this gorgeous gown to be returned forthwith and none need to know of this business.” Lucy held the eyes of each in the room. The three men smiled, rather sadly she thought, but Elspeth was not to be thwarted.

“’Tis clear you and I are related. How, is yet to be determined, but I do not want to lose you. If you go, that will be it. You will disappear as though we never met, and I shall not see you again. This is not something I am prepared to contemplate. Your parentage may surprise me, it may cause discomfort, even anger, but none of that is your fault. You exist, you cannot be denied. Oh, that you may be my cousin or better still, my half-sister, a boon I have long desired.”

Lucy gaped at this self-possessed creature who blithely implied her family would, with open arms, welcome an interloper, one whom no one even knew existed until this day. Half of her felt a tingle of excitement at the possibility of knowing her heritage, even though it was clearly on the wrong side of the sheets, the other half was terrified of the repercussions such revelations would engender. 

She raised her hands in defeat. She had no defence against Elspeth’s determination, but she tried one more time to stop this madness. “Lady Elspeth, a word of warning. I appreciate your need to discover the truth, but it could cause more harm than good. Mayhap ’tis better to leave secrets where they are buried. When I walk out of your home today, my life will continue as before, as though we did not collide on a wet street. Your family remain none the wiser that one member behaved unwisely decades ago. No one is hurt, no one is called to account. My mother is dead, I have no idea whether my father lives for I do not even know his name. Mama refused to divulge any information about him even on her death bed. My only certainty is that she loved him and continued to do so until she drew her last breath.” 

The old hurt reared its ugly head. Her mother did her best but knowing her life had been altered out of all recognition because she bore a child, tore at Lucy. If she was honest, she wanted to know whether the man ever knew about her mother’s pregnancy. Was he married? Was it a lengthy affair or a brief dalliance? Did she leave of her own volition or did he throw her out, reject her? Did he force himself on Cecilia? No — that could not be right; her mother always spoke of him with warmth, her voice gentling in remembrance. Whatever happened, their relationship had been so special, Cecilia protected his name to her own detriment. 

Lucy recalled the name-calling, the slurs and the innuendo. Her mother did what she could to shield her daughter, but the people among whom they lived were inherently judgemental. A single mother — the story her husband died at the beginning of the French Revolutionary Wars, regarded with scepticism, although none could refute it — meant Cecilia was treated with suspicion. Her neighbours seemed to believe she wanted a husband to support her, and felt her a threat to their own marriages, even though she never showed one iota of interest in another man. Lucy sighed heavily unaware the four in the room were watching her intently. 
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“Miss Truscott?” Rodney’s voice brought Lucy back to the present.

“I beg your pardon, sir... or is it my lord? Did I miss something?”

“I asked whether you would mind providing your mother’s name?” Ignoring her first question.

Lucy blinked. “I do not think so, not yet. You may know more than I, and I am not sure I can deal with your censure,” she replied in undertones. “No, not yet...” she repeated, her words dwindling. Her head was beginning to ache. This was too much. Glancing out of the window, she realised evening was drawing in, the day was over, and she had to get home. Her dinner wouldn’t cook itself, meagre though it was. “Lady Elspeth, whatever you decide, I must return home. I have a meal to prepare, and an early start on the morrow. Mayhap we will meet again. I shall leave you my address and you can take the time to reflect on the implications of staying in contact with me.”

“No, Lucy, you ought to stay for...” 

“No, I ought not. My dear, if what you are beginning to suspect is true, you need time to process it. By all means talk to your family, with these three gentlemen, at least one of whom seems aware of some dark secret.” She arched a brow at Rodney who had the grace to blush. “Do not rush into something you cannot extricate yourself from, because once that which was hidden is exposed, nothing will be the same. Thank you for lending me this gown. With your permission I shall leave through the domestic entrance and arrange its return with Alice.”

Lucy faced the three men and dipped a perfect curtsy, turning to repeat the gesture to Elspeth. Then, she said goodbye and in a shimmer of grey satin was gone.

The hush that fell over the room upon Lucy’s departure was palpable. None could find a way to describe adequately what had unfolded during the preceding hours. Elspeth, as though released from a spell, rushed after Lucy, only to find she had departed — without leaving her address. One of the footmen was dispatched to track her footsteps, but upon his return reported no sign of her. Back in the library, Elspeth rang for drinks and sank onto one of the chairs, indicating the other three should do likewise. Once refreshments had been served and all were comfortable, they began to talk. 

*****
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A LITTLE UNDER AN HOUR after she stepped out into the gloom, Lucy was climbing the stairs to her lodgings. Locking the door behind her she lit the few candles, which made her humble abode seem cosy instead of miserable. Her appetite gone, she sat at the table, her mind whirling with the events of the day. Night fell, stars blinked into existence, and still, she sat. 

It was only when the candles began to dim that Lucy dragged her thoughts back to the mundane and remembered the books last seen in the possession of Mr Garrick. Dammit all, that was inconvenient. Bringing her to the peculiar dynamic of why a young lady of the ton was apparently being chaperoned by three men with nary a woman in sight, and out of the blue recalled Alice’s comment. A chapter of unexplained accidents! Who would want to hurt Elspeth? Rycote House... was that named after the title holder? Maybe Mr Abbot would know. He was well versed in the rules of Society. She would ask him. 

Yawning, Lucy pushed all else aside, there was naught she could do this night. After getting undressed, she made sure the lovely gown was hung properly, and slipped into her nightdress. As she snuggled under the blankets, images raced through her head; Elspeth, the parlour, the library, and the possibility of a maybe teased at her. It was very late before a fitful slumber claimed her. 

*****
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THREE DAYS LATER, LUCY was stacking a new delivery of books on one of the many shelves while chatting with Mrs Wrightson, a regular customer, about the availability of a recently published version of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, when she heard mention of her name. Concluding her discussion, she headed over to the desk where Mr Abbot was deep in conversation with a familiar figure.

“Your lordship,” she greeted the sombre gentleman with a curtsy and a title, still uncertain as to his status.

“Miss Truscott, I am here to beg your attendance at Rycote House.”

“Why?” she demanded, but without heat. “I cannot see how my presence will be beneficial to any at the residence.”

“There has been a... development,” diplomatically stated. “I do believe you are the only person in a position to... err... smooth the ruffles.”

“This is not my home. How did you find me?” Lucy quizzed, a little truculently. Rodney gestured to the books he was holding. They were the ones she inadvertently left at Elspeth’s. 

“The address of the shop is stamped inside. I took a chance.” Shrugging carelessly.

“You will have to wait ’til day’s end. I cannot abandon Mr Abbot at the whim of the nobility.”

Her employer interposed. “Go on with you, Lucy, I can manage. ’Tis quiet today and you have baked enough cakes and tartlets to feed a small army.” He flipped his hand at her, waving her off to the rear of the shop where her reticule and warm woollen wrap were tucked into a drawer. Acquiescing, Lucy did as she was bid, and in less than a minute was stepping out into the spring afternoon with her taciturn companion.

“Please will you tell me whether I ought to address you as sir or Lord Something-or-other.” She asked, politely as they crossed the path to the waiting carriage.

“I am Rodney Tyndall, Viscount Westbrook.” He supplied, with a trace of a smile.

“Thank you,” she said with a sigh of relief. “Now, what has everyone in such a bother, you need me?” she continued, once they were in the carriage and trundling through the streets.

“Wait and see.” Was all she could get out of him, and with that, she had to be content. Thus, she ignored him and enjoyed the ride.

Arriving at Rycote House, Rodney helped Lucy down and offered her his arm, smiling when she hesitated. Suddenly, without knowing why, she trusted him. Smiling in return, she hooked her arm through his, her slim fingers resting on the fine wool of his coat and let him lead her into her destiny.

Walking into the parlour, Lucy was sorely tempted to turn tail and run. Instead of the three she was expecting to see, she was confronted by an extremely tall and hawk-like man wearing an expensive suit; his expression bleak. It was only the reassuring pressure of her escort’s hand over hers that gave her the courage to advance further into the room. 

“Miss Truscott, I presume?” the gravelly voice demanded attention. For the second time in under an hour, Lucy dropped a curtsy. 

“My lord.”

“Do you know why I have summoned you?”

“Apparently I am the only one who can solve your problem.” She raised clear blue-grey eyes to his and heard a sharply inhaled breath. 

“Cecilia...” It was murmured with such pain but so quietly, Lucy wasn’t sure she had actually heard it. Her brow creased, she did not resemble her mother at all, or so she thought.

“I am Lucy. Cecilia was my mother.”

“Was?”

“She died.” Baldly. The man bent his head and Lucy saw a tremor run through him. “My lord, are you quite well?” Her solicitous tones brought his gaze back to hers, and the agony reflected therein made Lucy gasp. She turned to Rodney who was leaning on a window ledge seemingly at ease in this house. He inclined his head towards the figure in the chair. Lucy vacillated for less than a minute, then took two steps forward, and sank onto her knees in front of the man whom her news had clearly shattered.

“My lord, I am sorry to bring you such sad tidings. Mama died three years ago during the fever epidemic. In truth, I think she was tired. She had been alone for so long, since before I was born, and I believe she simply lost the will to fight.” Lucy felt tears threatening and made a determined effort to swallow them. “She never married.” She heard a groan; a hand lifted and then fell back. “She loved him, the man who was my father, and there was never anyone else for her. She did not impart his name, or how they met, or any details relating to him at all. I confess to feeling as though part of my life is missing, but I respected her reasons for concealing his identity. I presume it was to preserve his name or that of his family. Then by happenstance, yesterday I... errr... met Lady Elspeth, about which I suppose you were informed. I imagine that is why I am here.” 

Lucy reached out and touched her hand to his, currently resting on his knee. “My lord...” she took a breath and prayed for courage, “... my lord, might I be so bold as to suggest that you summoned me here to see whether the Lucy Truscott who helped Lady Elspeth yesterday, and who is reminiscent of her grandmother, is really the daughter of Cecilia Truscott whom I believe, perhaps, once upon a time you loved.” 

She was trembling. Despite her desire to know everything about her father, now it seemed within her grasp, Lucy could feel her nerve seeping away like the rain through the cobblestones. Of course, her sentiment might be erroneous. He could just be a member of the family who knew Cecilia, but his pale countenance and rigid demeanour spoke volumes. Whoever this man was, he definitely cared about her mother. She rocked back onto her heels and studied him. 

He exuded power and charisma, from his impeccable clothes to his angular features. Iron grey hair, receding at the temples, enhanced rather than detracted from the prominent brow, and high cheekbones. His aristocratic nose, thin lips, and hooded eyes were at first glance, forbidding, yet Lucy saw laughter lines at the corner of his eyes and a mouth that seemed predisposed to smiling. 

Sadness, his face was wreathed by sadness, his body language defeated. Lucy wanted him to smile, his visage was making her heart ache.

“My lord...”

He raised his eyes, they were the same hue as her own and mirrored those of the woman in the portrait. Lucy risked a tentative smile. 

“Mayhap I should leave you to your thoughts. Again, I am sorry to be the bearer of such news. Doubtless, ’tis rather a shock.” Lucy stood and shook out her skirts, smoothing non-existent fluff from the thin material. She really must get a new gown, which reminded her of the one she had borrowed and needed to return. “Good day to you, my lord.” She dipped a curtsy then, rather at a loss, glanced at Rodney for guidance. The viscount was standing as though carved from stone, his face inscrutable. Shaking her head, Lucy turned and walked towards the door. 

She was halfway across the room, when the older man spoke.

“Miss Truscott.” 

She spun around and, meeting his gaze, waited.  

“I would recognise you anywhere. You may be different in feature, but you are undeniably Cecilia’s daughter. She is...” he paused, his throat working, “... was... also very beautiful. I must talk with you, learn what happened since she... since I... since she left, but I find myself struggling to digest what you have told me.”

“Which is why I should go. If you wish to meet again, Lord Westbrook here seems well versed in tracking people down. He knows where I work, and I presume has already ascertained my home address.” Lucy shot a wicked grin over her shoulder, startling Rodney into a grin of his own, the gesture lighting his face. 

“Please, do not leave. Take a walk in the garden, I just need a little time to organise my thoughts then we will talk if you are agreeable.” The man rose from his chair, looming over her from his imposing height.

Lucy angled her head to look up at him, and for an interminable moment, there was absolute silence. Then, she nodded and, seeing relief flood his face, was glad of her decision. In truth, she too needed to talk about this. Lucy was under no illusions about becoming the long-lost daughter, being welcomed with open arms; she was a side-slip, and nothing could change that, but she just wanted to know.

​
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Chapter Five
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Alice was summoned to escort Lucy to the garden. Once outside, Alice led Lucy along a path coming to a halt by a wrought iron gate which, she explained, delineated the formal gardens, from those accessible only by the Rycote family and their invited guests. 

“Just wander as you will, miss. There’s a summerhouse and, on so lovely an afternoon, it will be a pleasant place to sit. I will fetch you when his lordship requests your presence, but if you get cold, come back here and I’ll take you to the library.”

Thanking the helpful maid, Lucy sauntered through the garden. Neatly trimmed hedges were starting to sprout new, bright green leaves; here and there late snowdrops clung to sheltered spots, and bright crocuses circled the bases of a variety of trees still bare from the long winter. 

Her head a jumble of chaotic thoughts, Lucy walked aimlessly, vaguely aware of, but not really seeing, the verdant new growth and promise of spring. This part of the garden was not enclosed, and without realising, she strayed into the adjacent park. Hugging her wrap, of which no-one had thought to relieve her, Lucy wandered, eventually coming upon a large area strewn with an abundance of flowers. Most she did not recognise, but they were so pretty and cheerful, their little heads bobbing in the breeze, she could not help but drop to the grass the better to admire them.

Had she known it, Lucy was gazing onto a profusion of primroses, celandine, and violet, among yet more snowdrops and crocuses. Subtle perfumes wafted around her, calming and soothing. This was a garden she could enjoy forever. Scrambling to her feet, her gown damp from the wet ground, she pottered around the numerous beds, bending occasionally to stroke a flower, or sniff a bloom. To one side, under a cluster of dormant trees which Lucy hazarded might possibly be wild cherry, a patch of earth was randomly scattered with long, slender shoots. Intrigued, Lucy made her way over and crouched to study them. The sunny corner had stimulated faster growth and several of the plants sported a broad green stalk topped with a bud. 

Leaning closer and about touch the delicate floret, her hand was stayed by a barked order from somewhere over her left shoulder. Surprised, she had not seen anyone else — although being preoccupied, acknowledged this wasn’t necessarily unexpected — Lucy rose to her full height and surveyed her surrounds. 

A figure was stalking towards her, his attire leading her to presume he was probably a gardener. His demeanour was forbidding, irate even, and for a split-second Lucy felt a trickle of fear. Then she shook it off. She was used to the mean back streets of London; a gardener was no threat. As he approached, she noticed the hood of his cloak was sliding back to reveal a prominent and angry scar deforming the right side of his face. To her admittedly limited knowledge, she thought it might be a burn and, his daunting attitude notwithstanding, had the most peculiar desire to stroke the tortured skin, as though a mere caress would heal the ravaged flesh. 

Banishing the sentiment as preposterous, Lucy folded her arms and watched him approach, somewhat confused by his behaviour. He reached her side, broad-shouldered and exceedingly tall — he was the second man that day to tower over her, which given her own height was most unusual — but she refused to be cowed. 

“What gives you the right to come into my garden? Worse, touch my flowers?” he demanded, his mouth twisted derisively. He scanned her gown, and it was all Lucy could do not to cover the threadbare garment with her wrap. “Are you so bored, Lady Elspeth, you have taken to playing at serving wenches with your giddy friends?”

Lucy contemplated him with cool eyes. “My goodness me, what a delightful greeting. That you think I am Lady Elspeth is flattering, but we really look nothing alike.” Her imperious tone making him pause to study her properly. 

“’Pon my word, neither you are.” The man raked his eyes over her tall, willowy figure, his expression nothing short of insolent, yet Lucy thought she discerned an inkling of something, something at any other time she would describe as vulnerable, flicker in their blue depths. “Who the hell are you, trespassing in Lord Blackthorne’s grounds?”

“None of your business,” she retorted with heat. 

“You are in his garden, that makes it my business,” he growled.

Lucy inhaled a calming breath; she was being impolite, and it was not like her. Modulating her tones, she explained. “I beg your pardon, sir. I did not realise I had strayed onto another’s land. I was captivated by this splendid garden.” She swung her arm around. “If ’tis your handiwork, you are to be congratulated.”
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