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To enhance your reading pleasure, let me provide the correct pronunciation for the names of some of the Irish characters in this story.

Aislinn, the main character, is pronounced ASH-lin. 

Niall, a secondary character, is pronounced NEE-al (similar to the English name Neil). 

Treise, Aislinn’s best friend’s name is pronounced TREE-se.

For even more fun, imagine the Irish characters speaking with a strong brogue and the English characters speaking with distinct British accents.

Aislinn lives in the county town Tralee of County Kerry. 

Based on information from Amy Pollick: “Carding wool by hand takes practice. The carder takes two carding combs, which have upstanding teeth, and loads one with wool fibers. Using a back-and-forth motion, they place one carder on top and comb it through the wool on the lower carder. When all the wool has been transferred from the bottom carder to the top, the carding combs are flipped over, and the process is reversed. When the wool is light, airy, and its fibers separate and free from tangles, the mass is formed into a rolag, or roll of fiber, for use on a spinning wheel.”

In my story, the mention of a gig refers to a light, two-wheeled carriage drawn by one horse.

Also, “Irish people use me instead of ‘my’ in some contexts because of the way the words sound in their dialect of English. The pronunciation of ‘me’ and ‘my’ are very similar in many Irish dialects, and in some cases, they are even identical. This can lead to people using ‘me’ in place of ‘my’ when they are speaking quickly or informally.” (Internet search result)
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CHAPTER one
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Wind whisked Aislinn’s long, strawberry blond hair in her face. She swiped it away with her free hand, whilst holding a staff to prod another ewe toward the barn where her father was busy shearing their sheep. He’d been at it since after breakfast. This would bring the tally to twelve. Shearing a single sheep took him at least twenty minutes and up to forty to cut through their thick wool, which fetched a good amount of British Sterling, far more than what she made selling eggs to Niall in Tralee at Scully’s Market. 

She’d known Niall most of her life, and over the last few months whenever she was in town, he acted flirtatious but hadn’t yet even asked her to lunch. Not that she wanted him to. Especially after he’d broken her friend Treise’s heart. Treise said the short time they were together he flirted mercilessly with other eligible young women. It’s the reason she broke up with him. 

It didn’t surprise Aislinn. She had witnessed Niall’s flirtatious behavior with young ladies many times while in town to sell eggs. I’ve got to find a better way to help Da than selling eggs to Niall. Why should he make money re-selling our eggs when I could get as much or more selling them directly to our wealthy neighbors once they move in?

At least a month had passed since Aislinn crossed the bridge over the River Lee and trekked up the road to the site where they were building the large manor. She first hiked up the hill the day she turned twelve, and thereafter, made the journey as often as time allowed, always walking to the far reaches of the property from which she could see the ocean. More recently, she took the hike to check on the manor’s construction. When they started building it, her Mam and Da forbade her to go alone. They didn’t want her getting in the way of the workmen. The last time she saw the place the structure appeared near completion. 

No longer did men haul heavy loads of limestone or lumber along the road beside the low rock wall bordering their farm. She wondered what all the lumber was for. Some was most likely for framing or paneling the inside walls. Other than the limestone stairs, bordered by two large pillars, that lead to a wide entry with a peaked roof, the red brick manor didn’t look as fancy as she thought it might. It was simply a large three-story square structure with a basement and what looked to be an attic. Its base as well as its decorative corners were made of limestone along with a decorative course between the third story and the presumed attic.

How she’d love to wander its corridors. 

Last month, hearing horses snorting and the clomping of hooves, she stepped out from the barn to see who was passing by. Seeing two men perched on the bench at the front of a long wagon, she ran out to the front gate and waited until they turned the corner before calling out a greeting. The wagon looked heavy laden with boxes of supplies and trunks. “Afternoon. Are ya headed to the manor atop the hill?” 

One of the men, a bit older than the other, gave a nod and pulled back on the reigns. Maybe she could finally learn details about the place. “Could ya tell me how many rooms the manor has?” 

“Depends on what rooms you’re talking about,” the handsome blond haired, blue eyed young man said. “If it’s bedrooms you’re wanting to know about, it has ten, not including the servants’ quarters.”

“Ten bedrooms? Me, they must have a lot o’ children.”

Grinning, he cocked his head. “Some rooms may be for guests.”

“Thanks for the information,” she said, beaming.

“I’m Adam. And who might you be?”

“Aislinn.”

He tipped his cap, and the two men continued up the lane. The older of the two chuckled and nudged Adam as if they shared a secret. Why didn’t I think to ask his last name? If she saw him again, she’d make sure to find out. The only thing she knew about the family was their last name—Ainsworth. 

During one of his visits to the O’Clery Pub, her father had learned a little about the family. They were from London and had to be of high standing and significance to own such a grand place.

Two months passed since she had last seen either of the men who’d ridden past their sheep farm. 

Hearing her father calling, she turned from her musings and headed toward their cottage. Upon entering, the scent of mutton stew awakened her hunger pains. Her private space and sleeping quarters were in the loft of the one-room, white-stucco cottage of her birth. Preparing meals had fallen to her. She did all she could to help her father and had started the stew early that morning for their afternoon meal. The tough meat took hours to become tender. 

Her father was heading in for a nap before dinner. Shearing their sixty sheep took a good amount of time. She hoped he’d finish by the day’s end tomorrow. 

After using the boot-scraper Da had installed near their front door, she stomped the remaining filth from her high-topped boots. Then kicked them off and hurried inside, flinging the tan shawl her mam had made for her on a peg by the door, and then propping her shepherd’s staff beside the doorframe. The staff came in handy in warding off anyone who might try to steal from them or do them harm. 

Just last spring after her father had gone into town, she caught a young poacher running off with one of their lambs. She ran after the lad and beat his head with the staff until he let loose of the poor little thing. Then carried the lamb back to its dam. 

“It’s time ya added the potatoes, carrots, and onion to the pot, isn’t it?” her father asked, shrugging out of his coat and laying it on the back of a chair.

“Sure. But let me wash me hands first.”

“Once ya get the vegetables added to the stew, put yer feet up for a bit. Ya’ve been busy all morning herdin’ sheep for me.” 

Aislinn stuck her hands in the water-filled metal basin, thankful the water was still warm. Taking the towel from the wooden knob on the side of the wood counter, she dried her hands, humming a nameless tune, and donned her apron. Chopping onions made her eyes water terribly. She pulled the bottom of her apron up and wiped them. Once she had added everything to the pot, she walked to the side of the fireplace, sat in her mam’s old rocking chair, and picked up her knitting. 

Her father stirred the coals, inhaling the scent of their mutton stew from the steam rising around the edges of the lid, and then sat opposite her beside the fire to rest from his work. “Watcha’ workin’ on, daughter?”

“This,” she said, holding up her work in progress, “is a shawl. I’m using the blue yarn leftover from the sweater I made ya for Christmas.” Her father a man of few words, simply gave a nod of approval. 

After a while, she got up and laid her knitting on the rocker, and then checked to see if the potatoes had become tender. Taking a cloth from the counter and folding it, she reached over and lifted the lid from the iron kettle that hung from a hook over the fire and set it aside. Then she took the long two-pronged fork hanging from the left side of the mantle and stuck it into a chunk of potato. “Only a few minutes more, and I can dish it up.” 

“How ‘bout ya slice a couple o’ large pieces o’ that bread leftover from what ya made yesterday?” 

Doing as he bid, she sliced two large pieces, placed them on a pewter plate, and set the plate on the hearth beside the fire to warm. Taking two bowls from the cupboard, she set them on the counter. From a basket by the wash basin, she grabbed two pewter spoons and set them on the table.

After testing the potatoes, she said, “Stew’s ready, Da.” Taking the pronged fork from her, he handed her a bowl and the ladle. The first bowl nearly full, she handed it to him, and he set it at his place at the head of the table. A moment later he gave her the other bowl, which she filled about halfway.

He lifted the heavy iron pot off the hook and set it on the wood counter to cool, and then hung a pot of water over the fire to heat for cleaning their dishes.

“Sit Da, and I’ll get the bread.”

“I poured us both a mug of milk.”

“Thank you. We have a grand cow. It’s been a long while since breakfast, and I’m famished.” She sat beside him, folded her hands and placed them on the table, and then prayed. “Dear Lord, we thank ya for the bounty set before us, for our sheep and the money we’ll get for their wool, and for the gift o’ life from the sheep that gives us this mutton stew. In Jesus’ name, amen.”

Da muttered, “Amen.” 

Since Mam’s death nigh two years ago, he’d stopped praying. At least out loud. She suspected he blamed God for not healing his beloved. But Aislinn could not, would not blame God. For she believed that in Christ we all live and move and have our being, as their minister had taught them. Sadly, some died younger than others, seemingly before their time. Knowing her Mam was in heaven gave her peace, especially knowing that one day they would meet again. 

There must be some reason God took Mam so soon. Then again, God’s Word says our days are numbered before one of them came to be. O, how she missed Mam’s sweet, loving spirit. Whenever her father said she reminded him of her mam, it brought joy to her heart. For she wanted more than anything to become a woman like her. Still, seeing her father’s sad face, day after day, made her heart ache. She doubted he’d ever marry again. 

For how could he ever find another woman as special as her dear mam?

Once they finished eating, Aislinn cleaned their dishes. While doing so, she remembered that their wood supply was dwindling and thought it was time to trek into the woods and gather a good basketful of firewood. It might be early summer, but she still needed to get more wood before it rotted in the damp air. Ireland, noted for its inclement weather, was especially damp. And living on the outskirts of Tralee, they had more than their fair share of rainfall with damp, dreary days, which served as much to tighten her wavey hair into curls as to make the land green.

“Da, if ya’d like, I could go into the woods tomorrow in search of broken limbs from Ash, Oak, Beech, or Arbutus trees. I’m sure plenty of branches fell from the trees during the winter.”

“That’d be right fine, Aislinn.”

“At first light, I’ll head out.”

“Not till after ya fill yer belly ya won’t.” 

♥♥♥
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The next morning after Aislinn had her fill of porridge, she herded the last of the sheep needing shearing into a pen near to the barn. Then she set out with a wide, deep basket that she slung on her back with its leather strap. She strode up the road and crossed over the rock bridge at the River Lee, where she enjoyed the rippling sound of water. At the end of the bridge, she turned left. And headed for the wide swath of land that leveled out from the base of the hill upon which the manor had been built and on down to the river. The area not only had an abundance of various trees to choose from but was far better than settling for traveling to areas where the trees were sparse.

She hoped to find downed branches from Arbutus trees for they burned long and hot. Hopefully, she’d find enough branches to choose from as well as kindling. Come autumn, the fruit of the Arbutus trees would be ripe and ready for picking, which meant many hours preparing jam, a job she didn’t relish. But the berries did provide them with enough jam to use throughout the year as well as income from what she sold to Niall at Scully’s Market.

Seeing a dead branch from an Arbutus tree on the ground a short distance ahead, she walked over and set the basket down. After breaking off the smaller limbs she stacked them. Taking the small end of the branch in hand, she put her left foot on the middle and pulled up until it snapped in two. Once she had a good-sized bundle of larger pieces of wood, she filled in spaces with those that would make good kindling. In no time, the basket was full to the brim. She hefted the strap over her shoulder in preparation for the trek home. 

Having turned to head back the way she’d come, Aislinn heard the snorting of a horse behind her. She spun around. Surprised to see Adam, the handsome young man from the manor, sitting upon a beautiful black steed with a perfect white star on its forehead, she called out to him. “Hello! I remember ya. Adam, right?”

“Indeed. You have a good memory, Aislinn,” he said as he rode up to her.

She smiled. “And ya. I’ve been wondering. Have the Ainsworths moved into the manor yet?”

He laughed. “But of course. The boxes and trunks on the cart when we met were the last of the belongings that arrived by ship from London. The following week everything was moved in, and everything’s nearly set. Although a few special pieces have yet to arrive.”

“O, I should love to meet them one day. We have plenty of extra eggs which I usually take to town and sell to Niall at Scully’s Market. He resells them at a much higher rate, and I’d prefer to sell them to our new neighbors. And if they’d like, I’d be happy to hike up the knoll and hand deliver them, saving them a trip to the market in Tralee. Maybe ya could ask them for me.”

“That’s wise of you. I’ll inquire this very day and get back to you in a day or two.”

“O, thank you so much. If they’re interested, tell them I could have as many as three dozen eggs every two weeks.”

He smiled and gave a tip of his hat before riding past her. Suddenly, he turned back. “Say, that load of wood looks a bit much for you to carry back to your place.”

Indeed, it was. She was bent from the weight of it. “What do ya suggest?”

Adam dismounted, stepped to her side, took the basket from her, and hung it over his shoulder. “I’ll walk you home. You’re too young and beautiful to start walking bent like an old woman.”

She tittered at his remark, but his use of the word beautiful brought heat to her cheeks. “Really? Ya find me...beautiful?”

He nudged her shoulder with his arm. “Indeed, I do. I didn’t expect to see you in the woods collecting firewood, but the fact is I was hoping to see you working at your farm when I next came upon it so that I could speak with you.”

“O? And what did ya plan on talkin’ to me ‘bout?” she asked as they walked.

It seemed she had embarrassed him for he tucked his head. 

“Nothing in particular, but I was hoping to learn more about you.”

“Such as?”

“Well, I was wondering if you had anyone special in your life.”

“Just one.”

“Oh...it appears I’m too late.”

Aislinn laughed outright.

“What’s so funny?”

“The only special person in me life is me da.” Adam sighed in apparent relief.

“Well, now. That settles my heart. Would he be keen on my getting to know you? —Allow me to spend time with you?”

“Where would we go? It’s a long way into town, and he depends on me to cook, help care for the sheep, make butter, feed our chickens, and wash our clothes. I have little free time.”

“But surely, he knows you need a break now and then.” 

Aislinn looked away. 

“Doesn’t your mum help?”

“It’s just Da and me. It’s been nigh two years since me mam passed.”

“I’m so sorry. It must be difficult for a young woman like yourself to carry such a heavy load. Do you mind if I ask your age?”

Aislinn smiled. “Not at all. I’ll be sixteen next month.”

“Hmm, and no one has stolen your heart.”

“Not yet, although I think Niall’d like to. And may I ask how old ya are?”

“Eighteen and ready to settle down, which would make my parents happy. It’s what they have been pushing me toward.”

“Don’t they want ya to find the right woman first? Someone who’s captured yer heart? A woman ya love?”

He cleared his throat. “It appears not. They have big plans for me, but we’ll talk about that another time. That is if I’m able to start courting you. Would that be acceptable to you? May I ask your da when we get to your place?”

She nodded, and they walked in silence across the bridge towards her home for she was deep in thought. What might this mean for her future, she wondered. It hadn’t occurred to her that such a fine young man would want to court her. Had she not been so interested in learning about the manor and run out to their gate that day, they might not have ever met. She wondered what kind of work he did.
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CHAPTER two
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Walking up to the gate at her home with Adam, Aislinn’s heart picked up pace. Will Da let Adam court me and give me time off to spend with him? She hadn’t thought much about being courted until she set eyes on him. Ever since, he often came to mind, usually when she lay on her bed at night. She couldn’t forget the intensity of his gaze the day they met. He was handsome beyond her imagination, what with those warm blue eyes, long straight nose, and strong jaw. 

She thought he looked princely.

Adam opened the gate, allowing her to pass. She scanned their property for her father. Looking toward their barn, she saw him shearing a sheep. “Wait here. I’ll get me da.”

♥♥♥
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Adam carried the large basket of wood to the front of their cottage and set it against the wall beside the front door. Wringing his hands, he watched them talk, wondering what her father’s reaction would be. He prayed he’d be kind and allow him to court Aislinn. As they approached, Adam didn’t know whether to look serious or break into a smile. 

Instead, he took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to appear relaxed. Pleasant.

“Go inside while we talk, daughter.” 

Her sullen look worried Adam. 

“Tell me. What’re your intentions toward me daughter.”

“Let me introduce myself. My name’s Adam, and I’d love to spend time getting acquainted with Aislinn. If you’ll allow me to court her, I’ll take utmost care of her heart and always treat her with respect.”

Aislinn’s father took him in from head to toe, and then looked him in the eye. “Do ya have a job, Adam?”

“I, ah, I work at the manor. It’s also where I live.”

“Do ya make a good livin’?” 

“I make enough to provide Aislinn with a very handsome home. She would be free to be a keeper at home, unless she wished otherwise.”

Aislinn’s father looked down to settle his thoughts, then back at him “Ya have me permission. But if I learn ya’ve harmed me daughter in any way, I’ll come after ya, son.”

“Understood.”

“Aislinn, ya can come on out now.” The door flew open, and she threw herself into her father’s arms.

“O, Da! Thank ya.” With a whisp of a smile, he turned and walked back toward the barn.

Adam beamed. “Well, that went better than I thought it might. How about going on our first outing tomorrow? We could go on a picnic at the river. I know the perfect spot. I’ll even provide our lunch.” 

“That sounds wonderful. Does that mean ya like to cook?”

Adam laughed. “No, but not to worry. I know someone who loves to cook and fill bellies with tasty food. I’ll come by before noon.”

“I’d like to be ready before ya get here. Could ya be more precise about the time that I can expect ya?”

“As near to 11:30 as possible, then.”

After he left, she realized she hadn’t asked him for his surname. She wanted to hear the sound of her name with his last name. She already liked the way Adam and Aislinn sounded together.
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Aislinn spent Friday evening trying to settle on what to wear on her outing with Adam. Realizing she didn’t have much to choose from, she frowned but decided on her best brown dress, a simple frock, the only one that didn’t have any holes in it. The next morning after finishing her chores, she set herself to getting ready for their picnic. After brushing her long wavey hair until it shone, she tied a blue ribbon round it at the nap of her neck to keep it from blowing into her face. The blue shawl she recently knit would keep her shoulders warm, for the day was chilly.

Once ready, she sat beside the fire to await Adam’s knock. After a few minutes, she hurried to the window and looked out hoping to see him approaching. She craned her neck, but he wasn’t anywhere in sight. To pass the time, she picked up the sweater she started knitting. Her father always set aside a good portion of the shearing for their personal use. First, it had to be thoroughly cleaned in cold water and rinsed, a process that needed to be repeated before the wool was ready for use. 

It took days to completely dry. Then she carded the wool, spun it into yarn, and dyed it, if desired. Throughout the year she had plenty of wool to use for sweaters, shawls, or hats. They also sold large bags of wool to Niall at Scully’s Market. 

Perhaps one day, she’d be able to sell some of her knitted pieces. Hearing a knock at the door, she jumped up, set her knitting on the rocker, and hurried to the door. 

Adam’s hands were behind his back. “Sorry I’m late, but I picked these for you on the way.” He presented her with a small bouquet, the first she’d received from a young man.

“O, they’re beautiful! I love yellow buttercups and red campions. They look so pretty. Thank ya, Adam.” Without thinking she leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Um, I’d better put these in water before we leave.” 

He looked shocked.

Why did I do that? 

When she turned back to him, he had a broad smile on his handsome face. “I thought I’d be the first to kiss you, but that was sweet.”

“I don’t want cha to think I go round kissin’ boys. It’s not my habit, but yer kindness brought it on,” she said, breaking into a grin.

“Shall we go?” he said, picking up the picnic basket he’d left at the door.

“Yes, just let me tell Da we’re leavin’.” She started toward their barn when he walked out.

“Have a good time.”

“Thanks, Da. See ya later.”

Adam lifted a hand in greeting. “Aislinn, I just realized I never asked what your last name is.”

She laughed. “Nor I yers. I kept forgetting to ask and planned on asking ya today. Me last name’s Brannan and yers?”

Stopping at their gate, Adam cleared his throat. “Aislinn, please know. I didn’t mean to be deceitful, but...but I’m Adam Ainsworth. My father is Earl Paul Ainsworth. The manor is our summer home.”

Aislinn’s eyes widened. Her smile flattened. She faced him and blinked. 

“Please forgive me. I was afraid you wouldn’t want to be with me if you knew who I was. But you captured me with those wide green eyes and your beautiful hair when I laid eyes on you. I just had to know you.”

“But your family. They’d never approve of ya bein’ with a sheep farmer’s daughter.”

“Maybe so, but I have no desire for the women they’ve tried to set me up with. You, Aislinn, are the only one I’m interested in. You are the darlin’ young lady who captured my heart. Must I live a miserable life being married to a woman I have no interest in? One I don’t love? One who bores me? 

“Come, let’s have our picnic, and we can talk more.”

Aislinn didn’t know what to say. Her heart was in turmoil. They walked in silence until he led her to a small accessible area by the river. He set their picnic basket upon a large flat rock that would serve as their picnic site, and then laid out a green wool blanket. She sat upon it, listening to the rippling water.

He sat facing her and tipped her chin up to look into her eyes. “Aislinn, I don’t care about the difference in our backgrounds. In my eyes, you’re a princess. You’re the most beautiful young woman I’ve ever laid eyes on or had the privilege of meeting. Besides that, I love your spunk, your curious nature, and your sweet spirit.”

“Did ya tell me da yer lineage?”

Adam shook his head. “I didn’t. Does it matter?”

“I think so. Don’t you? He may be offended that ya kept it from him. The longer ya delay the more likely so.”

“You’re right. When I walk you home, I’ll tell him straight away. I’m sorry, Aislinn. Really, I am.”

She gave a nod, hoping there was a way for them to court without either of their families forbidding it. “I s’pose this means ya haven’t said anythin’ to yer family bout me.”

He hung his head. “No, but that doesn’t mean I’m ashamed of you, Aislinn.”

She didn’t agree. If he truly had affection for her and wanted to spend a lifetime with her in marriage, wouldn’t he share it with someone in his family?

“Wait, there is someone. In fact, he knew before I said a word. Remember the man who was with me the day we met?” She nodded. “Andrew is my uncle, my mum’s brother. The first thing he said after we passed you the day we met, ‘That’s a mighty fine lass, Adam. You might want to get to know her.’”

“He said that?”

“He did, and I wholeheartedly agreed.”

“I should’ve known ya come from an upstanding family.”

“Why is that?”

“Your English accent and refined speech. And ya should know I’ve been wantin’ to do more to help me da. Thinkin’ ya worked for the Ainsworths, I was hopin’ to see if the owners could use a scullery maid.”

“Absolutely not! I don’t want you doing menial work. You already do more work than any one woman should. —I noticed your knitting work on a chair when you opened the door.

“It looks like your father sheers his own sheep.” 

“He does. What we keep, he washes, and I card, spin, and dye. The rest of the wool we sell at market.”

“If you want to earn wages at the manor, the only job I would approve for you is knitting for the family, making hats or clothing. It looks like something at which you are adept. Oh, and I almost forgot to mention. We would be happy to purchase your eggs.”

“O! That’s wonderful.”

“But you shan’t carry them up the hill. If not me, someone else from the manor will come by every other Saturday to fetch them. Will that work for you?”

“Perfectly. Thank ya, Adam. I’ll let Da know when we get back.”

“Whatever the other fellow has been paying you, we’ll double.”

“That’s most generous. Thank ya.”

His wide smile and endearing look warmed her heart. He unpacked their lunch, and they ate while enjoying each other’s company, watching and listening to the rippling of the river’s flow and bird songs.
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As Adam walked Aislinn through the gate at her home, she prayed her father would forgive him for not revealing his family name. She also prayed he’d allow her to work for the Ainsworths. Adam put his hand on the small of her back in an effort to give her and himself reassurance. 

“Aw, ya’re back,” her father said when she opened the door and they walked in.

“Yes, and I must beg your forgiveness, Mr. Brannan.”

Her da’s bushy brows shot up. “And why is that?”

“I failed to mention my family name when I introduced myself. I’m the son of Earl Paul Ainsworth.”

“Well, I’ll be. Me daughter’s bein’ courted by the son of an Earl. I heard ‘bout yer family at O’Clery’s Pub. Talk in town is the Ainsworths are a good family, so if Aislinn don’t mind, neither do I. —But I gotta ask. Does ya’re family know who yer courtin’?”

Adam sighed. “Not yet. But I promise I’ll tell them.”

“Da, I’ve been thinkin’. What if I got a job workin’ for the Ainsworths? Would ya mind if I got hired to work at the manor?” She also told him about his family’s interest in purchasing their eggs.

“But don’t cha already have enough work to do here?”

“More than enough, but they’d pay me, Da.”

He rubbed his chin. “True ‘nuff.” He looked her in the eyes. “Is this somethin’ ya’re wantin’ to do?”

“I’ve been thinkin’ on it awhile now.” 

Her father gave her a cockeyed smile. “It would also give ya more opportunity to see Adam, hmm?”

“I would hope so,” Adam said, “but most of our staff, other than those who prepare and serve our food or our butler, are rarely seen. They never go through the main house but use a tunnel to enter and leave and have a separate stairway to access the various floors. I plan on asking Mum if she could use a capable young woman who does exceptional knitting to make our knit clothing. If she agrees, I hope to have a special room set up in the manor where Aislinn could work as she would need easy access to take our measurements. Be assured, we will pay her handily for her work.”

“O, Da, are ya sure ya could manage without me?”

He gave a slow nod. “I’d miss ya for sure, but there’s a young lad in town been askin’ ‘bout anyone needin’ a workhand on their farm. If he’s still available, I’ll hire him.”

“I’ll speak to my parents tonight. As soon as I get an answer, I’ll come by and let you know.” Adam kissed her cheek, walked out, and closed the door behind him.
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CHAPTER three
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That night, excitement disrupted Aislinn’s sleep. Never did she imagine working for the family of an earl, especially one with a handsome son. Nor having him as a suitor. Would he come by tomorrow and let her know if she was hired? Would they let her live inside the manor or would she have to sleep in staff quarters? She had no way of knowing until Adam showed up at their door.

For now, she needed to try to get some sleep. 

Morning came all too soon for Aislinn barely slept. When she did sleep her dreams were of Adam. But the dream disturbed her. Another woman was vying for his attentions and her thoughts toward the woman were not at all Christ-like. Was it a forewarning she shouldn’t take the job?

During breakfast, she told her father about her dream and asked what he thought she should do.

Steepling his fingers, he looked up deep in thought, then said, “Yer mam always prayed before a decision. Make sure ya have peace in yer heart before decidin’. Ya have me blessin’ whatever ya choose.”

“Thank ya, Da. Think I’ll go up to me loft and seek guidance from the Lord.” 

After cleaning their breakfast dishes, she climbed the ladder, knelt by her bedside, and prayed. But she remained unclear regarding what to make of her dream. Only to trust the Lord. Did that mean she could continue seeing Adam? 

“Aislinn,” Da called, “I’m ridin’ into town to Patrick’s Tea Shop and Scully’s Market. See if I can learn of any news and pick up some items we’re short on.”

The Tralee Printing Press, adjacent to the tea shop, made for a great gathering place for anyone seeking to catch up on news or chat with their neighbors. During their last New Year’s celebration, January 1, 1800, her father came home with news of the passing of the Acts of Union affecting Great Britain, Scotland, and Ireland, establishing the United Kingdom of Great Britain. He said there had been a commotion in town, for many of the Roman Catholics were still sore about Great Britain having overtaken much of their land. Since the 1500’s there had been an attempt to abolish Catholicism. Her father knew to be quiet for they were Protestants. As such, nearly one hundred years ago, her great grandfather was permitted to purchase the land they now lived on for the farm. 

What tidbit of news will Da come home with today?

♥♥♥
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Adam’s heart ached that he couldn’t go and give Aislinn the news she awaited. His parents appeared disinterested when he brought up hiring Aislinn to meet their needs for knit clothing and allowing her to move into the manor. Perhaps I should pay her to knit me a sweater. They’d see how excellent her work is. Surely, they’d hire her then. He missed her and wanted to see her. 

Unfortunately, last night his father spoiled any notion he had of seeing her anytime soon. When he walked in the door, his father hotly said, “You need to stop wasting time and meet with our landscape architect. It’s high time you and Crandall started making plans so work can begin.” Once work started, he’d be working non-stop until it was well underway.

Still, he might get away with seeing Aislinn next week on his way to Tralee. He had to meet with their banker about the funds needed for the landscaping project. He hoped he’d find Aislinn home when he rode by their farm. But he certainly didn’t expect her to be waiting for him.

How he wished that he hadn’t offered to oversee the project. He groaned when he realized he’d forgotten to mention he had begun courting the young lass that he suggested they hire. But how could he tell them when they were less than enthusiastic about hiring her, much less the idea of her having a comfortable room within the manor to work? 

He didn’t want Aislinn to think he was ashamed of her, but timing was everything when it came to his parents.

♥♥♥

[image: ]


[image: image]

Tired of waiting for Adam, Aislinn strolled outside with a basket to gather eggs from their hen house, a job she usually did first thing each morning. Reaching under a hen, she grabbed the warm egg, set it in the basket and ran her hand down the hen’s back. When finished, she had a dozen large eggs. Their hens were laying well now that the weather was warmer. Next week, they would easily have three dozen eggs for the Ainsworths. 

She walked into the barn, set the basket of eggs on a table, and took down the larger basket she used for those she sold. After adding half the eggs to those previously collected and already in the basket, she placed it back on the shelf for safe keeping until someone from the manor came to pick them up. The remaining eggs she took inside for their personal use. Aislinn sighed. If she’d known Adam wouldn’t be by to see her, she would’ve asked to go into town with her father. 

But as it was, she needed to make enough brown bread to last till the weekend.

Before starting on the bread, she decided to make a strong cuppa tea with plenty of milk and sugar. 

We barely have any tea left. I best not use much. She chuckled to herself knowing that many thought money spent on tea wasteful. But considering they weren’t tenant farmers, being one of the few families blessed to own their own land, were able to afford the luxury. She huffed at the idea that women who drank tea were being irresponsible. But seeing as her father had never been tipsy from the brew, she had taken not only to drinking it but thoroughly enjoying the treat. 

Thankfully, her father didn’t oppose. 

Nevertheless, she couldn’t help wondering if their Reverand would approve. It felt quite nice having something other than spring water and buttermilk to quench her thirst. After putting a few tea leaves into the ceramic strainer atop her mug, she poured boiling water over the leaves. Then added sugar and poured in a good dose of milk into her mug and stirred. 

With her cuppa tea ready, she took the flour down from a shelf and measured out what she needed for the bread, allowing her tea to cool enough to take occasional sips while working. 

Would Adam mind her drinking tea, she wondered. Perhaps she should ask how he felt about women drinking tea before disclosing her pleasure in it.

Prior to making the dough, she made sure the fire had enough heat to cook the bread in the iron skillet. After adding wood, she blended the flour and salt, added sour milk, and mixed it all together until the dough was nice and soft. With the bread mixture ready, she placed it in the skillet and pressed it evenly around the pan, and then set a lid on top.

Once she set it on a rack over the fire, she cleaned the kitchen counter, and then sat in her rocker to work on her father’s sweater. She’d have to remember to keep watch on the bread lest it burn. Suddenly, she realized she hadn’t yet planned for their main meal, usually eaten late in the afternoon. Aislinn could get by with a glass of milk and a large slice of bread, but what about her father? She hoped he’d eat in town. And hopefully he'd remember to buy tea leaves.

♥♥♥
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Adam looked over the plans that he and Crandall had sketched out. Although pleased with their progress, knowing they needed his father’s approval before moving forward, he frowned. Father never approves of my efforts. Thus, he decided to show him the early sketches before completing the plans only to have them discarded when his father disapproved.

He went in search of his father and found him in his office, a room much larger than the room he worked in, writing a letter. “Father, I’d like you to come and take a look at an early draft of the landscape designs Crandall and I sketched out today and see what you think.”

His father raised his brows, leaning back in his high-backed chair. “So soon? It doesn’t seem you put much effort into the plans.”

“As I said, it’s an early draft. I thought why waste time completing something only to have you throw it out?” Adam didn’t complete his thoughts. Rarely did his father accept anything he attempted, first try.

“Fine,” he said, pushing back his chair.

Adam let him lead the way.

Once in his office, Adam spread the sheets across his desk. 

“Hmm. Hmm...what is this?”

“Oh, sorry, I forgot to write fountain." We thought it would be a good focal point both from the house and for those approaching it.”

“House?” his father questioned. “You mean manor, don’t you? Don’t minimize what we have, son, which you are to inherit, by the way.” 

“But of course, Father.

“Um, will I not inherit the manor until you pass?”

“—I believe it could come to you once you marry.”

“Really? That would be grand.”

“Yes, but as of yet, you oppose marrying any of the woman your mother and I suggest.”

“There’s a reason for that, Father. I haven’t cared for any of the women you’ve tried to set me up with. They were all boring, presumptuous, or absent any common interests. Do you expect me to marry a woman I have no love for?”

“We are only seeking a good match for you, son.”

“Yes, of course. But what if I happen to meet someone on my own who captures my heart. Someone I find beautiful, sweet, and kind. A woman who is hard working. Who doesn’t want to marry me for our money?”

His father laughed outright. “With your title or mine, what does it matter?”

“It matters to me.”

“Well, if you meet such a woman, she will have to pass our evaluation. See that she meets certain criteria.”

“And what criteria would that be? If I may ask.”

“First and foremost, she must be a Protestant. She mustn’t be given to hard liquor. She must be someone who dresses appropriately, who is kind, well behaved, loving, and fair-minded. Someone who never speaks ill of our family, and...well, that about covers it, I should think.”

Adam smiled. He felt Aislinn fit all his father’s qualifications. Though he didn’t know if Aislinn was a Protestant. He’d find out the next time they were together. If so, there was no reason his parents could not approve of her as his bride, try as they might. 
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CHAPTER four



[image: ]




Her father came home later than Aislinn expected. Thankfully, he ate supper before leaving Tralee. “Did ya hear any excitin’ news while in town?”

“I did. The young man I spoke o’ was still lookin’ for a job. His name’s Finnin MacAuley, and he starts Monday mornin’.”

Aislinn gasped. “But Da, I don’t know if I got the job working for the Ainsworths yet.”

“Not to worry, daughter. I been workin’ ya too hard and was already thinkin’ on hirin’ someone before ya brought up workin’ at the manor.”

“Ya never mentioned it....”

“I didn’t want to say nothin’ till I knew I could find a hard worker, and Finnin comes with good recommendations. He used to work for O’Leary till he up and died.”

“O, I didn’t know he passed. Bless his dear soul.”

“And I picked up a few things while in town.” He handed her a good-sized bundle tied with string.

“What’s this?” He gave a nod, and she opened it, gasped, and held the blue material to her heart. “O, Da! I love it. Thank ya for thinkin’ o’ me.”

“Felt ya might need a new dress to wear for when ya see Adam.”

“I’ll start workin’ on it right away. It’ll take me a bit o’ time to finish it though.”

“O, and I bought another bag o’ tea. Noticed we were gettin’ low. And another bag o’ flour. Wasn’t sure whether we needed it or not.”

“I’m glad you remembered the tea. And we can always use more flour.

“By the way, where’s Finnin goin’ to sleep?”

“In the hay loft. Said he won’t mind. That he’s used to it.”

“Don’t think I’ve ever met him.”

“No, ya wouldn’t. He come down from Northern Ireland, then went to work straight away for O’Leary. He’s a few years older than ya.

“Did Adam stop by while I was gone?”

“No, he must be busy, and I thought ya said it was a young lad lookin’ for work.”

“That’s what I thought, but me friend was mistaken.”

“Think I might go into town in a few days,” Aislinn said.

“Why’s that?”

“I need to let Niall know I won’t be sellin’ our excess eggs to him anymore. While there, I’d also like to visit Treise.” 

♥♥♥
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Two days later, Aislinn waited until late morning to go into town just in case Adam dropped by, and when he didn’t, she headed into town. After her father hitched Bandy to the gig, he kissed Aislinn’s forehead. “Have a good time, but don’t stay too late.”

“I’ll try to return by sundown.” She gave the reigns a shake, clicked her tongue, and Bandy started slowly and worked up to a good trot. Aislinn never got tired of the scenery. She enjoyed it immensely. The mantle of rolling green hills, fragmented in places by ancient, low rock walls, a smattering of wildflowers, and ruins decimated by inclement weather. The sky with nary a cloud in sight, she hoped it stayed that way. She’d hate to be caught in a downpour, but it wouldn’t be the first time.

When the tops of buildings came into sight and houses closer together, she knew she was near Tralee. It was a long ride for a day trip, but it felt good to get away from their farm. The change in scenery refreshed her soul. She’d make her first stop at Scully’s Market and speak to Niall.

Seeing an opening at a hitching post, she brought Bandy to a stop. “Hey, boy. I’m sure you’re glad for a rest, and I’m ready to get off me backside.” She jumped down, tied the reigns to the post, and gave his head a good rub before stepping up onto the boardwalk. The market being just up ahead on her right, she walked with purpose, excited to give Niall her news.

Once inside the busy market, she had difficulty finding him until she saw him carrying goods for a woman out to her cart. She positioned herself near the front, so he would see her when he came back inside. When he returned, upon seeing her, a wide grin spread across his face. “Aislinn, it’s been a while. Have ya brought eggs for me?”

“I haven’t. I have a new buyer.”

“What?” he said. “Who is it that’s taken me business?”

“It’s doubtful ya’ve met them. I met the son of the family that moved into the manor on the hill that lay up the road from us and offered to sell them our eggs. They agreed, and not only that, they’ll be paying me far more than ya ever have, and...not require delivery but will come pick them up every other week.”

“All ya had to do is ask if ya wanted more money.”

Aislinn lifted her brows. “All ya had to do is offer. But ya never did, nor have ya ever bartered with us on anything.”

He gave her a cockeyed smile. “Okay, okay. —Listen I’ve been meanin’ to ask if ya’d like to have lunch with me. I’m off in a few minutes if ya can wait.”

She sucked in her lips to stifle a laugh. Some gall he has, thinkin’ I’d get together with him after the way he treated me best friend. “Sorry, Niall, but I’m not inclined to go out with ya. Sides, I planned on finding Treise and spending time with her while I’m in town.”

Niall’s eyes narrowed at the mention of Treise. “Is she the reason ya won’t go out with me?”

Aislinn turned without giving him an answer. Suddenly, he spun her around. She gasped.

“Well, is she? I’d like an answer, Aislinn.”

“And what makes ya think ya deserve one?” She looked down at his hand still gripping her arm, and he released her. “Do ya think I’m not aware of your flirtatious ways, Niall? Sides, I’ve already got me a beau.” 

“Sure, ya do... Do ya think I wouldn’t know if ya were seein’ someone? We know all the same people. And ya’re always busy workin’ on that sheep farm o’ yers. You don’t have time for anyone.”

“Well, it’s me business and none o’ yers.” I’m not about to waste me time explaining it to Niall. He needn’t know bout me meetin’ the son of an earl or that he’s courtin’ me. She strode up the street to Treise’s mam’s shop, Knit’s and Notions, and walked inside.

Treise looked up as Aislinn sidled up to the table where she stood helping her mam measure a length of fabric. “Hi, Aislinn. I didn’t expect to see ya so soon after your da stopped in and bought that bolt of beautiful blue fabric for ya.”

“I’m sure. It was very kind of him. I have news that can’t wait. Can ya get away for a bit.”

She looked at her mam, who gave a nod, and then greeted Aislinn. “Sure, take lunch, but don’t be gone too long.”

“I won’t. Thanks, Mam.” She grabbed Aislinn’s arm and led her out of the shop and up the street to Peter’s Café where they could sit and talk. “So, what’s the news?”

Aislinn giggled. “Ya won’t believe who just asked if I’d have lunch with him.”

“Bet I can guess. —Niall.”

She nodded.

“No! Really? And him knowin’ we’re best o’ friends. Well, since ya’re here with me, I s’pose ya turned him down.”

“Indeed, he wasn’t happy bout it. He asked if it was cuz of somethin’ ya said, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowin’. What really threw him was me tellin’ him I already had a beau....”

“Wait, what? What do ya mean ya have a beau? When did this happen? And who’s the lucky fella?”

Aislinn leaned across the table and spoke in hushed tones. “Ya’ll never believe it, and ya have to keep it under yer hat. —Remember the handsome fella I told ya bout meetin’ as he rode up the hill to that manor?”

She nodded, eyes wide.

“His name is Adam, and his father is Earl Paul Ainsworth, the head of the family that owns the manor.”

Treise squealed joyously. “Me best friend’s seein’ someone in the upper class. I can’t believe it. Have ya been alone with him?”

Aislinn nodded. “He brought me flowers and took me on a picnic. O, and the food was delicious. I assume their cook prepared it. But there’s a problem.”

“No. What?”

“I don’t know if he’s told his parents’ bout us. I cannot imagine them approving of him courtin’ a commoner.”

Their food arrived. And Treise reached across the table and took her hand. “It’ll be all right. I’ll pray they move past any issues related to class and come to love and accept ya, Aislinn.”

She smiled, unable to speak. Choked with emotion, tears rose unexpectedly in her eyes.

Aislinn, remembering her father hired a young man to help with some of the farm work, shared the news. Before they parted, she added that she might be leaving home to work for the Ainsworths.

“Really? That’ll give ya and Adam more time together.”

“Yes, but I’ve been waitin’ for days without seeing him or hearing from him. O, and I’m no longer sellin’ eggs to Niall. Adam’s family is purchasing our excess eggs. And they’ll pay me far more than Niall ever did.”

“Did ya tell him?”

“I did and he wasn’t happy.”

“My, aren’t you gettin’ savvy,” Treise said, grinning.

“I just realized somethin’. The manor is the Ainsworths summer home, which means Adam won’t be around all year.”

“Don’t worry yourself over that. If it’s meant to be, it’ll work out.”

Aislinn knew her friend was right, but knowing there could be long periods of separation between them troubled her heart. If Adam didn’t come by soon, she didn’t know what she’d do. There must be a reason for his delay. I wonder if he told his parents bout us courtin’, and they told him he wasn’t to see me anymore. Wouldn’t he at least come by to pick up the eggs and explain why he hadn’t come as expected?



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER five
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Three days later while vigorously milking their cow, Aislinn was beside herself. Why hadn’t Adam come? The cow mooed and stomped her back hoof, the closest to Aislinn. “Sorry, girl,” she said and stopped pulling so hard on her teats. 
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