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PRAISE FOR THE WINNER TAKES ALL SERIES

THE LIE AND THE LADY

“With a delightfully daring, tongue-in-cheek sense of both humor and romance, Noble continues where The Game and the Governess left off . . . heartwarming.”

—Publishers Weekly

“With her usual witty writing and exquisite flair for characterization, Noble offers readers the second splendid book in her Winner Takes All series. The effortless manner in which she wrote The Lie and the Lady as a separate love story while at the same time gracefully connecting it to The Game and the Governess (2014) and cleverly hinting at what is to come in the series is nothing less than brilliant.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“Noble charms and enchants with a lively farce of a romance. . . . There’s loads of fun, but also tenderness and compassion. Noble certainly understands that combining humor, passion, a lively pace and a bit of mystery captures her fans’ hearts.”

—RT Book Reviews

THE GAME AND THE GOVERNESS

“The subtle development of romance between the devil-may-care earl and the proper governess is the impetus behind this winning novel, complete with rich characters and a multidimensional plotline.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“A fun twist on the plot about trading places.”

—Two Classy Chics

“A clever, tremendously entertaining tale of truth and lies, love and friendship.”

—New York Times bestselling author Sarah MacLean for Washington Post Book World

“Buy for the tortured hero, stay for the heroine who makes him grow the hell up.”

—BookRiot

“An enjoyable and thought-provoking read. Recommended.”

—Historical Novels Review

“This delightful romp of a story should be devoured in one sitting, if at all possible. . . . A book to be savored and reread.”

—Romance at Random

“If you like romance that combines the light and the substantive, I highly recommend this book. I have added it to my list of the Best of 2014.”

—The Romance Dish

“Masterful pacing, outstanding storytelling and a deftly drawn cast of unforgettable characters sets The Game and the Governess apart from the bounty of this summer’s new releases. This magical novel is a stunning example of the transportable power of a remarkable historical.”

—The Lusty Literate

“An amazing book. . . . I can’t wait for more from Kate Noble.”

—Paranormal Librarian

“Kate Noble has woven a story that will grab the reader. I think you will fall in love with Ned and Phoebe.”

—Bookworm 2 Bookworm

“Go grab this book. You’ll really like it, I promise.”

—Little Miss Bookmark

“Marvelous.”

—Reading in Winter

More acclaim for KATE NOBLE and her popular novels

“Kate Noble brings the delicate elements of Regency England brilliantly alive with her prose.”

—USA Today

“An extraordinary and unique romance worth savoring.”

—Smart Bitches, Trashy Books on Let It Be Me

“The story’s prologue literally gave me goosebumps—goosebumps that never went away throughout the whole book. This is the kind of deep, touching read that romance fans search for. I have a new favorite author!”

—RT Book Reviews on Seal of Excellence pick Let It Be Me

“Despite being a delight and thoroughly winning, the book is 300 pages of confirmation to what I’d suspected and now know: The Regency belongs to Kate Noble, and it’s in very, very good hands.”

—All About Romance on If I Fall

“If Austen were alive and writing novels today, the result might be something exactly like Follow My Lead, a wickedly witty and superbly satisfying romance.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Believable and captivating . . . an outstanding and memorable tale.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review) on Follow My Lead

“Clever and graceful . . . simply sublime.”

—Booklist on Compromised
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For my brother-in-law Andy, who, much like Rhys, is weird.

And happy. And weirdly happy.

For my sister, a doctor who always has an answer when I ask, “Let’s say I want to grievously injure someone . . .”

And for my friend Margaret—when I borrowed your name for a secondary character, neither you nor I ever thought I would be writing love scenes using it. So . . . that happened. 



[image: Image] ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I am so grateful to everyone who helped me with this book. Thank you to my mother-in-law, Suzanne, for loving Margaret and Rhys so much she flat out convinced me they needed their own book. Thanks to my writing pals, the Shamers, who soothed and petted and caffeinated me through the long, hard process of writing the first draft. Annelise Robey is, as always, a fantastic career guide, and Abby Zidle is the most understanding editor I could hope for. And thanks go to my son, for providing daily inspiration. But the biggest thanks of all is, as always, reserved for my husband, who is endlessly supportive, even when this means he has to wait for me to finish typing before we can watch Game of Thrones.



[image: Image] 1

To Dr. Gray—

Thank you very much for the pamphlet you sent on the scrub bushes of the African wilds. I am spurred to adjust my experiments to see if any of our Lincolnshire plants could be pressed to grow their roots that long out of thirst. It must be quite solitary to be a shrubbery in the desert. Have you been to Africa and witnessed them for yourself?

I am afraid not much has shifted in my world since your visit ended a few weeks ago. My father’s gout is much better. Leticia—now Mrs. Turner—has settled into the mill house, and Mrs. Turner—or Helen, as I have been told to call her—is such a frequent guest at Bluestone Manor that Father has given her a room of her very own, for when she plays cribbage with him far too late.

Reading that back, I suppose a great deal has changed. Although it does not feel as if it has. It feels as if things are as they ever were, or ever were meant to be.

Oh, I nearly forgot! Something amazing has happened—the roses have gone to a third full flower this season! Lovely to have fresh blooms so late in the year. I think I have perfected the manure-to-lime ratio in my fertilizing formula.

Sincerely,

Miss Margaret Babcock
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To Miss Babcock—

I hate to disappoint you, but I have not been to Africa. The farthest south I have been is the middle of France, and as it was the middle of the war, I was happy to go no further. The pamphlet comes from another academic correspondent of mine who has been to Africa and wrote it to present to the Horticultural Society of London. I attended the lecture and thought you might find it interesting as well.

It is good to hear about your father’s gout—it was a particularly troublesome case and gave me a devil of a time—and that Leticia and Mr. Turner have settled in. John has long been a friend of mine and he deserves his happiness. But I understand what you mean about how while everything has changed, it feels as though nothing has. It is like when you theorize the outcome of an experiment, and you are proven correct. Such as when my brother comes to visit, I can easily theorize he will ask me for money. And I will be proven correct. Something has changed, but the result is exactly as you knew it would be. So really, everything is the same.

That is excellent to hear about the third flowering. The Horticultural Society of London has managed to shift the color of some blooms by what minerals they put into the soil. I wonder if you could do that with your roses.

Yours, etc.,

Dr. Rhys Gray
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Dear Dr. Gray—

I feel at times my inquiries are so numerous it is easier to address them in the form of a list.

1. I am not disappointed you have not been to Africa. Rather, I find myself relieved you came back from the war.

2. “Another” academic correspondent? Does that mean I am an academic correspondent too?

3. I was not aware you had a brother.

4. The flowers that you mention that changed color based on their soil could not, I think, have been roses. They sound like hydrangeas. Depending on what food is in the soil, they can be pink or blue or white or some mixture of the above. I have never successfully changed the color of roses.

In other news, I have taken initiative and begun the construction of a new greenhouse! This one an arid environment, as opposed to a damp one. (Yes, I was inspired by the African pamphlet.) I thought to ask Father about it, but then was advised by Leticia and Helen that, as my father tends to question expenditures, I should simply order the construction and tell him about it after.

He has yet to notice.

Sincerely,

Miss Margaret Babcock
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Dear Miss Margaret—

A list should be answered in kind.

1. Thank you most heartily. I too am glad I came back from war. It relieved me of my desire to travel, and I find myself happier and more at home in my laboratory than anywhere else.

2. Of course we are academic correspondents. You know more about plants than anyone else I know, and I like to know people who like to know things.

3. I have a brother. I actually have three. And three sisters. I’m the second of seven. But the brother in question is Daniel, and I am his elder by almost a decade. For some reason, he thinks that means I am a stodgy bore. I, in turn, think he is heedless and troublesome, but I am assured by my mother and general resemblance that we are indeed related.

Also, I have to admit to a little familial affection. A very little.

4. Yes, hydrangeas! I had completely forgotten the name. To my uneducated eye, they looked fluffy. I equate fluffy with roses. I’m sorry to hear rose color is not as mutable, but if anyone can do it, I imagine it would be you.

Mrs. Turner and Mrs. Turner both give excellent advice. I presume that your father will notice when you have African tumbleweeds growing on the east lawn?

Yours, etc.,

Rhys Gray
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Rhys—

Happy Christmas! Thank you for the gift you sent with your last letter—where on earth did you find an African shrub in England?

Your gift is this stray bit of gossip from Leticia that she and John might be coming to London for a few days in the New Year to sign some papers with the bank—John has the opportunity to buy another mill to add to his growing empire. I know how you hate surprises, so should he turn up in your lab in Greenwich mid-January with a furrowed brow and an intention to disrupt your work, you’ll be prepared.

Did I tell you that Miss Goodhue finally succeeded in talking me into going to the public ball in Claxby? She caught me in a sentimental mood, and she begged me to come along, saying that having a friend there would make her so much more comfortable.

So I went, and had a . . . not overly bad time. I danced with four separate gentlemen.

I was taller than all of them.

Is there a remedy for extremes in height? Slouching? Any shrinking formulas that you men of medicine have been devising?

Until such a time, I think it best if I continue spending my winter trying to graft roses. I make my own fun.

Yours, etc.—

Margaret
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Dear Margaret—

Here is the leading prescription for dealing with issues of height:

—shoulders back

—head high

—wear the tallest shoes you can find

—reach things on the top shelves for those poor souls who are not blessed with length

In other news, John wrote me himself and said he and Leticia would be down here in a few weeks. We’ll see if he actually tears himself away from his mills to make the journey. He spent so long in London, I wonder that he would ever want to come back. Although it does have its charms—in Greenwich I’m just far enough away to make me wistful for it, which is easily remedied with a few days’ visit.

Although if you were ever to venture south, I would make certain to become wistful for London over the exact dates you would be there. What powers would it take to remove you from your beloved greenhouse?

I admit, as winter has settled over the land, the quiet and the cold make me enjoy the coziness of my laboratory more and more. Holidays and their attendant obligations have passed. This is the time for work, for lectures and letters to write. People even seem to have left off injuring themselves or contracting rare illnesses, thus I have been given the freedom to putter. I too make my own fun.

You might be one of the only people of my acquaintance who knows what I mean.

Affectionately—

Rhys
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Dear Rhys—

It’s spring! It’s spring, it’s spring, it’s spring! Things have finally begun to bloom again, and my happiness abounds. Of course, I keep all that inside. It wouldn’t do for anyone to see me smiling—it would no doubt cause paroxysms of shock. But thank goodness the spring has finally come and my work can begin in earnest again.

In your last letter (or was it the one before?—I swear you are so prolific in your communication that I’m receiving two a week now. Not that I’m complaining) you mentioned that your most recent lecture at the maritime hospital was on the benefit of binding a wound in a braided pattern—and I admit, I tried it on the stem of a juniper bush that had sustained injury from overenthusiastic pruning. But the branch in question remained quite healthy! Perhaps next time you can extend your lectures to flora as well as fauna.

If I attempt to graft roses again, I will use your wrapping technique. Right now, however, I am far too excited about my experiments with rose hybridization to dabble in grafting. I hybridized my mother’s China rose with an English variety, and find myself in awe of the results—I’ve included a detailed breakdown of my hybridizing technique and my observed results, so you tell me: dare I hope the resulting shrubs will bloom all summer long?

In other news, it’s been very dull here since Miss Goodhue went to London—I hope you received the rhododendron I sent with her. It’s been dull here in general . . . which is not something I ever thought I would say. Usually, I enjoy the quiet. Plants don’t really thrive on loud noises and chaos, you know. But for some reason, I just feel a little anxious, as if I’ve been still for so long that I wonder if I can move when I need to. But I know that’s silly. I do things. Things outside of the greenhouse, even. I take tea with Leticia and I go into Helmsley on market days and I’ve been to three public balls this winter (I have yet to dance with a man taller than myself. I’m certain they exist, they just don’t care to dance), but I still feel this strange sense of “what if.”

Perhaps what I need is what you have—the ability to go visit excitement for a few days, and come home to work and silence, content.

I know this is a silly feeling that shall pass. I cannot imagine that I could ever be comfortable out of Helmsley and my greenhouse. But still . . . the strange notion exists.

I cannot tell you how delightful it is to have a friend who understands these things.

As always, yours—

Margaret
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My dear Margaret—

Of course. I’m always here to listen to silly notions and strange feelings. After all, what are friends for?

Rhys
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Dear Margaret—

Do you recall in my last letter I told you of a visiting lecturer coming to Greenwich? It was a Sir Kingsley, who spoke very eloquently on botany. I was so certain that you and he would be of like minds, I took the liberty of telling him about your latest experiment. He was so astounded by the progress you have made in hybridizing your rose that he said you should come to London and present it to them—did I mention Sir K—— is a member of the Horticultural Society of London?

Please don’t be angry with me or think I violated a confidence. I know you prefer your greenhouse in Lincolnshire. But if you are so inclined to come to London, Margaret . . . know I will do everything in my power to make the trip worthwhile.

At the age of twenty, Miss Margaret Babcock had discovered a few fundamental truths about herself.

She knew herself to be overly tall.

She knew she was most at home in her greenhouse.

She knew she was—as her mother had once termed it—a bit of a late bloomer.

When her mother had first said it, it made no sense to Margaret. She wasn’t a cherry tree that exploded in white and pink in the spring. She didn’t sprout or flower. She was a girl. A tall girl, true. She grew, would continue to do so until she stopped, and then would be an adult.

But then she started to notice something odd. Yes, she kept growing up, up, up . . . but the other girls in town were growing out. Becoming rounded like petals and their skin turning white and pink in patterns that seemed to force attention from the young men toward them. They would slide their gaze to the side like they knew something Margaret didn’t, laughing lightly at a joke Margaret couldn’t understand.

And Margaret just kept getting taller.

It was only when she was sixteen or so that the upward trend slowed. And she waited patiently for the outward trend to begin. And waited. And waited.

“Like I said, you’re just a late bloomer,” her mother had said as they repotted a ficus. “You’ll catch up.”

“But I’m already taller than everyone! Shouldn’t they be catching up to me?”

“Margaret,” her mother said, smiling. “You don’t have to be in such a rush. I like you very much just as you are.”

As impatient as Margaret was, she knew her mother was right. She tended to be. So she went back to humming and planting and wondering when her mind and body and everything would change, and she would be let in on the secret that all the other girls seemed to know.

And change did come. But not how anyone had pictured it. Because that winter, Margaret’s mother fell ill. And the chill just wouldn’t leave her.

They buried her mother in the spring, in the family plot in the back corner of the garden. Margaret planted roses beside her headstone. It was the only time she had ever seen her father cry. And suddenly, Margaret didn’t want anything to change anymore.

She stayed in her greenhouse. She worked with her plants. Making things grow was what she and her mother always did.

It was strange, but watching her fruit trees and violets and roses move through their seasons was a kind of consistency. It was a pattern that could be predicted. And controlled.

But even with her head down, she noticed that as much as she wanted things to stay the same, everything around her was changing. First, her father decided to remarry and brought Leticia Churzy into their lives. She was a countess, and beautiful, and she made Margaret realize that her old skirts had become too short and that just because she blushed when she thought of certain members of the opposite sex, it didn’t mean she was meant to marry them.

Just like Leticia was not meant to marry Margaret’s father, as it turned out.

And then Dr. Rhys Gray came to stay with the Babcocks at Bluestone Manor for a few weeks.

A friend of Mr. Turner’s, the local miller, he’d come for a visit and ended up tending to Margaret’s father’s gout-riddled foot.

And Margaret discovered what it was like to have a friend.

Oh, she’d become friends with Leticia—eventually—and Miss Goodhue, the schoolteacher in Helmsley, who for some unknown reason seemed happy for Margaret’s companionship. But with Rhys, Margaret learned what it was to build a friendship out of shared interests and mutual understanding.

Every time she received a letter from him, her heart leapt a little as she broke the wax G that sealed the pages, a thrill of “yes!” running through her veins.

So when the butler brought Rhys’s latest letter into the greenhouse, that same joy lifted the corners of her mouth as she used a relatively clean garden spade to break the seal.

She stared at the letter in her hands, reading it for the seventh time in as many minutes. Then she folded it up and tossed it onto her workbench.

Then snatched it up again and reread it once more, her eyes flitting to certain phrases automatically, confirming for the eighth time that they were indeed real.

 . . . your latest experiment . . .

 . . . Horticultural Society . . .

 . . . come to London, Margaret . . .

“Margaret, here you are, we’ve been waiting for you for—achoo!—for tea,” Leticia Churzy—now Leticia Turner—said as she poked her head around the greenhouse door.

Margaret hurriedly put the letter into the pocket of her apron.

“I’ll be there in a few minutes, Leticia,” she said, turning her attention back to little vines she had been potting in individual containers. “I just need to finish this.”

“Well, of course your . . . green peas? They simply cannot wait,” Leticia said with a slightly sardonic smile.

“No, they cannot,” Margaret retorted. Rare was the person who understood that while plants seemed unmoving and patient, in truth timing was everything. Leticia, for all her good qualities, was not one of those people. “I’m testing a new formula for my fertilizer—there’s a different amount of fish guts in the soil of each of these pots. If I plant them all at different times it adds another variable to the experiment and ruins everything.”

Leticia turned green around the gills at the mention of fish guts, but still came forward. “Well, you’re almost done. I can keep you company while you . . . fertilize.”

Margaret’s mouth tipped up at the corners. “And you can make sure I don’t lose track of time and make it in time for tea, correct?”

“I admit to having ulterior motives. It doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy your—achoo!—company.” She gulped again. “Oh heavens, that smells.”

“You must, if you’re willing to brave your sensitivity to flowers to be in here,” Margaret replied, smiling.

Margaret first met Leticia a year ago in this very greenhouse, and the encounter had been dramatically different. Margaret had been deeply angry to find anyone in her greenhouse, let alone someone professing to be her soon-to-be stepmother.

It was the first time she was forced to realize that the world had kept turning since her mother’s death. That it had continued to turn for her father, Sir Barty. She had been an angry, lost girl who lashed out with her tongue and her recalcitrant nature.

Over those weeks that Leticia had been engaged to Sir Barty, Margaret had been convinced that not only was Leticia changing everything at Bluestone, she was actively trying to change Margaret. Her too-short dresses were out-of-date—made for girls in their youth, not a young woman. That she should present herself for dinner with the family. That she should take tea with the ladies in the town. That she should be a part of things—and Margaret had hated it.

It wasn’t until Leticia had a pair of trousers made for Margaret to work in—the trousers she was currently wearing—that Margaret realized she wasn’t trying to change her. Not in fundamentals. Just that Leticia had been trying to find her way to being her friend.

Things got much better after that. Margaret could almost be sad that Leticia had not ended up her stepmother. Almost. But seeing how happy Leticia was as the wife of Mr. Turner, and that her father had found a happy companion in Helen, Mr. Turner’s widowed mother, Margaret felt everything was as it should be.

Except . . .

When the five of them sat down to meals—Leticia and Mr. Turner were often guests—it was cozy and happy, but Margaret couldn’t help feeling like there was still a chair empty, next to hers.

She wondered who was meant to fill it. For a time she thought it was her mother, but now . . . she wondered if it was something else.

Maybe it wasn’t that there was a chair empty, but instead that the table was too full. Maybe, she thought, there was somewhere else she was supposed to be.

Absentmindedly, she reached inside her pocket and felt for the paper—that didn’t seem to be there.

“What’s this?” Leticia asked, stooping to pick up the folded letter down by Margaret’s feet. Drat it all, in her rush to hide the letter, she must have missed her pocket.

“Nothing,” Margaret said quickly, reaching for it. Leticia, to her credit, handed it over immediately. “Just a letter. From Dr. Gray.”

Leticia’s look became concerned. “Is it your father’s gout again? Helen says she’s encouraged him to stay away from rich sauces, but Mrs. Dillon says Cook has caught him more than once in the larder.”

“No, it has nothing to do with Father,” Margaret answered. And seeing Leticia’s completely not-interested look of interest, she knew she had to explain. “We’ve been corresponding.”

“Corresponding?” Leticia’s eyebrow went up to the ceiling. “You’ve been corresponding with a man?”

“No . . . not like that. It’s an academic correspondence.” Oh blast, she was blushing. She once thought that if a man made her blush it meant they were meant to be together forever. But now she knew it to be an inconclusive theory, because almost any awkwardness made her blush. And explaining her letters with Rhys was definitely awkward.

“Academic?” Leticia repeated. “He asks about your work and such?”

“Yes,” she replied. “He sent me a pamphlet on African scrub bushes once that inspired me to have the arid greenhouse built. And . . .”

Leticia blinked, waiting. “And . . .”

“And . . . well, I don’t know what to do, because . . .” Margaret bit her lip, and then made a decision. “Read this, please.” She held out the letter.

Leticia gingerly took the paper from her. She unfolded it, and kept her expression stoically neutral as she read.

It was a short missive, from Rhys. Sometimes he could fill up both sides of the page with writing if he had a particularly interesting experiment he wished to explain. But Leticia was done reading before Margaret could so much as plant another pea pod.

“Well, this is something, isn’t it?” Leticia said, smiling. “What a marvelous opportunity.”

“What is?”

“To go to London, of course. And show the Horticultural Society your . . . flowers.”

“It’s not just flowers, Leticia,” Margaret replied impatiently. “They are hybridized reblooming roses! And there’s no way I can take them to London.”

She flung her hand out toward the small, meticulously cultivated rose plant that sat in its pot on the stand near the north-facing windows. Its blooms were delicate and white, and it was perhaps the most important plant in the entire greenhouse.

It was her mother’s China rose. She had been quite the rosarian, and when a cultivator brought seeds back from the Far East, her father had purchased them (at an alarming price, he was always sure to mention) for her mother’s birthday several years ago.

Only one of the seeds took, and grew into the potted shrubbery that sat on Margaret’s windowsill that day. The China rose was not hardy like the English and European varieties, but it bloomed continually through the summer and into the fall. It had begun to flower just last month—pretty little white things with wide petals. But Margaret knew all those blooms came at a cost, and if she took the plant outside, for even a day, she risked it withering into nothing.

But she had great hopes for the children of the China rose.

They were planted in the earth right outside the north windows, where—as Margaret liked to think—the China rose could keep an eye on them. They had sprouted into tangled stems and thorns, and now the newest set of flowers was beginning to bud. She’d mated the China rose to stockier English rose varieties. For the past three years, she’d tried—and failed—to produce a rose that would bloom and be able to live outside of a conservatory . . . but this year, she might have done it.

The light pink blossoms on the bramble didn’t look like much, not yet. But they had survived a late frost last month. And there were more and more buds sprouting every day.

A rose that bloomed all summer long. And could survive outside in the English climate.

She shouldn’t be surprised that the Horticultural Society was interested.

“Why can you not take them to London?” Leticia asked cautiously. “It seems Dr. Gray thinks it quite the accomplishment.”

“But . . . what if they don’t survive the journey? They would have to be uprooted and balled. Balled, Leticia! And what if they don’t have the right kind of soil or fertilizer in London? What if it’s—”

“Margaret,” Leticia said in that tone she’d used so often last year when she was trying to impress her stepmother wisdom on her. “There are flowers in London, so there is plenty of fertilizer and soil, I assume. And you out of anyone can keep a plant alive for a short trek south. Of all the things for you to worry about, I would not think your talent with plants would be one of them.” Leticia eyed her. “So I wonder what it is about London that really concerns you.”

“I . . . well, for heaven’s sake, can you imagine me in London?” Margaret said, her cheeks blazing hot as she tugged on the end of her long blond braid that fell over her shoulder. “It’s one thing to go to public balls in Claxby, but in London everything is so very fine, I would stick out like a . . . like a weed in a hothouse. What on earth would I do there?”

Leticia took a step forward and gently brought Margaret’s hand down from worrying her braid to shreds. “Goodness, is that all?” she said, a wry smile twisting the corner of her mouth.

Margaret shot her a look of disdain for the entire three seconds she could maintain it.

“First of all, of course I can imagine you in London. I don’t think you give yourself enough credit. You are a young lady of excellent family. You have been stepping out of your shell. And when you are not in your work clothes, you present yourself very well. Not like—”

Leticia stopped herself before finishing that sentence, but it was too late.

“Not like last year?” Margaret replied dryly.

As difficult as it might be to acknowledge, Margaret’s dress sense had shifted for the better in the past year. Though Leticia might have wanted to hold her down and force her into petticoats of the appropriate length immediately upon their meeting, it had happened much more gradually than that.

And it happened because of her mother.

Ever since Margaret had been made aware of her late-bloomer status, she found herself a little hesitant to try anything new. To even go out into Helmsley, lest she be marked as a curiosity. But her mother knew her better and knew the one thing that would coax Margaret into the world.

She would lean down and whisper three magic words into Margaret’s ear.

I dare you.

Margaret was not the kind of person to respond to something as childish as a dare. Normally she was the exact opposite. But there was something about the way her mother leaned over and met Margaret’s stare with a twinkle in her eye. Then she would nudge a hair further by asking, “What’s the worst that could happen?”

And Margaret knew there would be nothing to fear.

It had been years since she had heard those words. And with no one to whisper them to her, she had retreated into herself, into her greenhouse, where it was safe and everything was within her control.

But then, after Leticia’s wedding to Mr. Turner, and when Helen came to sit at their dining table with such frequency, Margaret had begun to wonder if there weren’t some things she had missed out on.

It started when she wandered by Mrs. Robertson’s dress shop. There was a gown in the window, in a violent shade of apricot. Something about it spoke to Margaret, and had her looking down at her old faded gown that she had let the hem out of three times. She was used to clinging to the safety of that old gown. But then she caught sight of something in the window—it looked like her mother. And the twinkle in her eyes said “I dare you.”

It took her a few seconds to realize that it was not her mother, but her own reflection. But the twinkle was still there. What’s the worst that could happen?

The worst that could happen was that the apricot shade of the gown would make her look strangely ill. And that was it. She didn’t buy the gown. But since she was in the store, Mrs. Robertson convinced her to look at a different material in a similar cut. And then another. And then Leticia showed up—no doubt alerted to the situation by Mrs. Robertson’s shopgirl—and helped her choose another few.

Then that Sunday, Miss Goodhue, the sister of the vicar’s wife, asked if she was considering going to the assembly that next week in a town over. And she caught a look at her reflection in the church window, and the twinkle in her eyes.

Then Molly, the little laundry maid who’d become Leticia’s lady’s maid, asked if she could practice putting up Margaret’s hair, seeing as she was going to apply as a lady’s maid for another local family, as it was not likely a miller’s wife could afford the luxury.

There was no way Margaret could say no.

And so her long hair—usually worn in a braid down her back—was pinned up. And she went to a dance. And she sometimes took tea in Helmsley with Miss Goodhue. And she spent every Sunday after church with Leticia and Mr. Turner at the mill. And her life began to open up by just a crack.

It was terrifying.

But it was also not terrifying. All the fear she had piled onto being pointed out as something freakish and unbloomed turned out to be nothing. And as she became more comfortable in the role, she became more confident in it.

But London was still an entirely different animal.

“And as for your second question,” Leticia continued, drawing Margaret’s thoughts back to the present, “what would you do in London?” She smiled in that feline way she had, as if she were four steps ahead of you in the dance. “I imagine you would do whatever you wanted.”

“Whatever I wanted?” Margaret asked.

“Of course. You would not be going to town for a season. Just to speak to these Horticultural Society gentlemen. So you would not need bear the social rigmarole, if you didn’t wish to. But you don’t need to be dancing across the ton to go to the opera or a play, if that was of interest. Or the gardens of Vauxhall.”

Margaret’s head popped up at that. The Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens certainly would be something interesting to do . . . if she had to go to London, that is.

“And if you did find that you wanted to attend a party or two, I’m certain we could introduce you to the right people, and you would be more than welcome at any social event.”

Well, that thought killed off a bit of Margaret’s enthusiasm . . . but not all of it.

“And of course, Dr. Gray will be there,” Leticia said nonchalantly. She glanced back down at the letter from Rhys she still held in her hand. “From the tone of this letter, he is quite eager to make your stay a memorable one.”

“Perhaps . . . perhaps a dance or two would not be so bad,” Margaret mused. After all, she had been to the balls in Claxby, and they were admittedly on the right side of enjoyable. And if she could dance with Rhys, someone she knew—and had verification he was at least her height, if not a half inch or so taller—she would not disgrace herself or her father.

“Yes, you might even enjoy yourself,” Leticia said, smiling. “And I imagine Rhys would enjoy himself too.”

“I hope so,” Margaret replied, her eyes falling to her pea pods again, so she did not notice the mischievous look in Leticia’s eyes for some moments.

But then she did see it.

“No, Leticia,” she said.

“No, what?” Leticia replied. “I said nothing.”

“You didn’t have to say anything. I can see it in your face.”

“What do you think you see?”

“I think I see someone trying to conjure up a romance between two people who are merely . . . academic correspondents!”

Leticia gave her a look of supreme skepticism. “Admittedly, my experience with academic correspondence is virtually nil, but this does not sound like writing to a dusty old chemist or astronomer. He’s writing to a vital young woman. Who harbored a bit of a crush on him at one point, no?”

Margaret felt her cheeks go hot. Yes, when she first met Rhys, he had caused her to blush. But ever since then, her thoughts of him were far more cerebral—or rather, far less girlish—so she decided it was just a passing fancy.

“That was a year ago; I was a full year younger. And it was of very short duration. He’s been in Greenwich and I here—and we are much better as friends than otherwise.”

“Friends?” Leticia’s eyebrow went up. “Not academic correspondents?”

“Friends and academic correspondents,” Margaret replied. “But here’s another problem we haven’t considered. If I go to London, what will I do about Father? He’ll crow and rail about the expense, and having to travel . . .”

“You leave your father to me—or rather to Helen and me—and I know she will be absolutely delighted that you have been invited to town by an eligible gentleman.”

“For the last time, Rhys—Dr. Gray—is my friend. That’s all.”

“Just friends?”

“Leticia . . .”

“All right, all right,” she replied, holding up her hands in a gesture of peace. When she did, the letter slipped out of her grasp and tumbled into one of the little pots for the peas—which was freshly filled with fertilizer.

“Oh hell!” Margaret cried as she dove for the note, fishing it out. “Please don’t let it be ruined.”

“You’re awfully worried about a letter from ‘just a friend,’ ” Leticia said wryly.

Margaret flushed again, but this time she kept her eyes down on the pots in front of her and managed to do something she never thought possible.

She told the littlest white lie.

“You assume I’m worried about the letter, when I could just as easily be worried about my pea pods.”
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Dear Rhys—

You once wondered what it would take to get me out of my greenhouse. Well, you hit upon it: I will be coming to London in a fortnight’s time.

I am as surprised as you. You have Leticia to thank for convincing me—and for convincing my father. Although he did not take as much persuasion as I expected. I had some odd notion of the entire affair throwing him into spasms—and it did, at first. But he was quickly reminded (by me) that I’m not going down to partake in the delights of the season, and he would not need to buy the full new wardrobe that comes with it. Then he was positively delighted to discover that Leticia had her husband write to his friend Lord Ashby—a friend of yours as well—and they happily agreed to host us while we are there. I am told the gardens at his London house are suitable for my needs.

And yes, I said “we.” Leticia and Mr. Turner will be escorting me, as Mr. Turner is finally going to speak with the banks about acquiring that new mill. Helen will be staying with my father—to assuage him in his loneliness, she explained.

Reading back the previous sentence made me realize you might think it contains sarcasm—and it might have, had not my father taken me aside after dinner tonight and asked me if I had everything I needed for the journey and was all right traveling so far. He said he would come down with me if I wanted.

I suppose that’s his way of saying he’ll miss me.

I know I will miss him as well, but I’ll be home before he really notices I’m gone—considering he still has yet to notice the second greenhouse.

So, barring any change of plans or large felled trees across the road, we will be on Lord Ashby’s doorstep on the ninth. I dare to hope to see you shortly thereafter. The nervous feeling in the pit of my stomach would calm upon seeing a friendly face, I’m sure.

Your friend—

Margaret

It was not an exaggeration to say that Dr. Rhys Gray was elated to receive Margaret Babcock’s latest letter. A letter from Lincolnshire always made him smile, but this time he knew its importance and rushed to open it—and as soon as he had, he hurried over to Ned’s house first thing and confirmed the good news.

“Yes, John wrote that he and Leticia are coming down,” Ned answered, blinking in surprise. “But what are you doing here? You never come to town without giving me warning.”

“Rhys, how lovely to see you!” The light voice floated down from the staircase, followed quickly by a gentle but firm, “No, don’t grab that! No touch.”

“Good afternoon, Phoebe. Good afternoon, little Rhys.” Rhys smiled at the six-month-old child wiggling in his mother’s arms.

“His name’s not Rhys,” Ned said sardonically. “It’s Edward.”

“It’s Edward John Rhys Granville, and I choose to ignore the first two names.” Rhys smiled as Phoebe snickered. “Besides, don’t you think he looks more like a Rhys than an Eddie?”

“Over my dead body,” Ned said darkly, but then laughed and kissed the top of his boy’s head. “But you still haven’t told me what you’re doing here—is it the royal duke again? Or the Earl of Liverpool this time?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, darling,” Phoebe said. “He’s here because of our impending guests.”

“Yes, John and Leticia,” Ned said. “I just told him. But—”

“Not John and Leticia,” Phoebe replied. “Miss Babcock.”

“Who’s Miss Babcock?” Ned said, turning to Rhys.

“Good lord, did we read the same letter?” Phoebe rolled her eyes. “Miss Babcock is the young lady they are bringing with them. She’s quite the horticulturalist, and she’s coming down to present a shrubbery of some kind to the Horticultural Society.”

“Oh yes!” Ned cried. “Now I remember. But what does that have to do with Rhys?”

“Because Rhys is the one who contacted the society on her behalf.”

“Rhys is also the one who is standing right here,” he interjected, rolling his eyes. “Miss Babcock and I have been corresponding since last year—”

“You have?” Phoebe’s eyebrow went up.

“On topics of academic interest, yes. I keep up a number of correspondences like that. Ned can confirm.”

Ned shrugged. “It’s true. If you want to know something random and obscure, chances are Rhys is in correspondence with someone who will have the answer.”

“Anyway,” Phoebe replied, “we are to host Miss Babcock as well as John and Leticia, and Rhys is here to . . . well, I’m not entirely certain why. Only that it has more to do with Miss Babcock than with John.”

“Yes, well . . . it has to do with them both, actually,” Rhys said, feeling oddly flustered. “I wanted to invite myself over to dinner when they arrived. Welcome them to town, as it were. Heaven knows it will be difficult, traveling from Greenwich every day, but—”

“Of course we’ll have your room ready for you, Rhys, don’t doubt it,” Ned said, his attention taken by the baby’s sudden fascination with pulling his father’s ear.

“Excellent,” Rhys said upon receiving the invitation he had been angling for. “I’m much obliged. And I should mention, Miss Babcock will need a place to work with her plants.”

“We have the conservatory off the garden; we never really go in there . . . it’s a bit of a mess, I hate to say,” Ned said. “Our old gardener had been here before even my uncle took on the earldom—when he retired a year ago, we never really replaced him. But as long as Miss Babcock doesn’t mind . . .”

“Ned, forget the conservatory. He can’t stay here!” Phoebe said. “Not if we are chaperoning Miss Babcock!”

“Wait—we’re chaperoning her now? I thought we were just hosting them—”

“That’s what hosting means, when it’s a young girl of marriageable age.”

“Er—not to quibble, but Miss Babcock and I have stayed under the same roof before,” Rhys offered, confused. “At her home in Lincolnshire I was a guest of her father—”

“That was in Lincolnshire,” Phoebe said with a kind of pity for the thick male mind. “This is London, which eats gossip and breathes scandal. And her father is not going to be here to protect her. It’s up to us.”

“Protecting her from Rhys?” Ned asked. “Why on earth would we need to protect her from Rhys?”

“My thoughts precisely,” Rhys added.

Phoebe sent her husband a pointed look. And as Ned remained his usual oblivious self, Rhys was the only one who caught it.

“I assure you, there is no need for such strict adherence to the rules,” Rhys said. “I have no such intentions toward Miss Babcock, nor she me.”

“Really?” Phoebe asked, her eyebrow skyward. “Have you asked her as much?”

“I don’t need to ask her—we’re friends, for heaven’s sake,” he replied.

“It sounds more like you are protecting Rhys from Miss Babcock than the reverse,” Ned replied dryly.

“I’m protecting everyone,” Phoebe said. “And you are invited to dinner and tea and even breakfast every single day our guests are here, but you shall have to put up elsewhere. On that score, my foot is down.”

“And a delightfully dainty foot it is,” Ned added, then turned to Rhys. “I apologize, my friend, but I must defer to the lady of the house.”

“You have become much wiser since you married.”

“It’s earned wisdom.” Ned nudged his wife’s side. She nudged him back, interrupting the baby from gumming his mother’s shoulder, causing a short wail.

“Come along my darling,” Phoebe said to the baby. “Let’s go find a nice toy to chew on, not mama’s pretty dress.”

Once Phoebe left, Ned turned to Rhys.

“I’m sorry about that, but I have a feeling she’ll be proved right,” he said, shaking his head.

“I understand. I think it ridiculous, but I understand,” Rhys acknowledged.

“But where will you put up? It’s the full swing of the season. I have to think the Carlyle is fully booked—”

“No matter,” Rhys replied. “I suppose I’ll have to put up at my house.”

“Of course there’s the British Hotel in Jermyn Street—wait, what do you mean, ‘your house’?”

“Well, my family’s house in town,” Rhys said, rubbing his chin. “Come to think of it, it’s just a few streets over—practically around the corner.”

“You’ve had a house in town this entire time?” Ned asked, incredulous. “I’ve been putting you up for years!”

“It’s been empty for ages,” Rhys replied. “My family doesn’t come to town anymore. And for me to open it up for just a day or two here and there is preposterous. Wasteful, even.”

“So I get to bear your expenses? Do you know how much you eat?”

Rhys just grinned at Ned and slapped him on the back. “No, but keep a tally when I come over for dinner tonight; I’m deeply curious.”

“You’re leaving?” Ned asked. “Where are you going now?”

“Your guests will be here in less than a week, by my calculations, and I have a house to open up. It’s a great deal of work. I imagine that come this evening I will be exceptionally famished.”

So it was that Rhys went two streets over into Berkeley Square and found himself on the front steps of the London residence of the family Gray. It was the first time he had been there in years. And for the first time in years, he was actually not ill at ease to be so.

No, what was making his stomach so unsettled was why Lady Ashby had felt the need to banish him here.

It was the most laughable thing—the idea that he and Margaret Babcock would be anything other than friends. Good friends, but friends still. When they first met, a year ago in Lincolnshire, Margaret had been such a shy thing, more than happy to hole up in the greenhouse and keep to herself. As Rhys also liked keeping to himself, they naturally gravitated toward each other. And they very happily kept to themselves side by side, working in Margaret’s greenhouse, or writing notes. The companionable silence was exactly that—companionable.

And while there might have been a moment or two when he’d suspected Margaret might have felt more than her demeanor let on, he’d never encouraged it. She was sweet and kind, and perhaps a time or two he had caught sight of her in a sunbeam, looking prettier than he suspected she knew . . .

But he had at least a decade on the girl! Such a notion was absurd. And obviously, any sentiment on her side must have passed, for her letters never hinted at any such feelings. Instead, they talked intensely of flowers and what he was lecturing on.

So the fact that Phoebe had put her foot down before she had even seen him and Margaret together was preposterous. And showed a distinct lack of trust, he thought, miffed.

But then again . . . Phoebe Granville was one of the most levelheaded people of his acquaintance—she’d have to be, to steady such a rocky ship as Ned. So if she said that society would frown upon them both staying with the Earl of Ashby, then that would almost certainly be the case.

And it would not be fair to Margaret for her first trip to London to be edged with gossip and whispers.

No, he thought as he knocked on the door of his family’s townhouse, that would not be fair at all.

He waited. And waited.

Someone should be there. The townhouse had a housekeeper and butler who stayed with the property, even though it had been unoccupied by the family for some time.

Gingerly he tested the doorknob. And felt his blood run cold when he discovered it was unlocked.

“Hello?” he called as he ducked his head in. He searched his memory for the name of the old family retainer who had been keeping the townhouse during its dormancy. “Mrs. . . . er, Watson?”

There was no answer from Mrs. Watson. And as Rhys made his way through the foyer, he began to worry that something terrible had occurred to the poor woman.

The entire house was in disarray. The furniture that hadn’t been touched in years had the covers thrown back, everything set at odd angles. One chair in the hall was overturned, a vase broken on the floor . . . a candlestick on the floor with red wax spilled across the black-and-white tiles—a grisly effect, even for a doctor used to carnage.

And as he peeked into the drawing room, he could see the remains of a fire smoking in the grate.

“Mrs. Watson?” he tried again as he picked up the candlestick. Good enough weight for a weapon, if necessary. “It’s Dr. Gray . . . and I have a weapon. And a number of friends just outside the door. Friends . . . from my army days.”

Hell, it could be true. Ned was only a few blocks away. And while he may not have been engaged in active combat, Rhys had been as close to the front lines as any solider and he knew how to fight.

A long, large couch had been pulled in front of the fire, the white cloth that had covered it for the past eight years askew, and as he leaned over the back and looked down, he saw it was covering something.

Or someone.

His entire body tensed. He held the candlestick aloft.

“Mrs. Watson?” Rhys said one last time before he whipped the cover back.

“Goddamn it to hell, why is there so much light?” came the pained cry from the young man curling into a ball on the sofa. A young man with sandy-colored hair and green eyes similar to his own.

“Daniel?” Rhys said. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Rhys?” his little brother croaked out, a bloodshot eye peeking through fingers. “Can you shut the curtains? I’ve a splitting head.”

“The curtains aren’t even open,” Rhys replied. “You’re sitting in a darkened room with a sheet over your head.”

“And you’re holding a candlestick and interrogating me like I’m an intruder!”

Rhys looked up and noticed that yes, he was still holding the candlestick aloft. He swiftly lowered it, placed it on the floor.

“You are practically an intruder. What on earth are you doing here?”

“This is my house,” Daniel said, shooting him a look as he forced himself to sit up. “Our house.”

“Yes, but you’re supposed to be at Cambridge.”

“Not at all—was sent down.”

“Bloody hell,” Rhys groaned, coming around the couch to face his brother. “What did you do now?”

“Nothing, and that was the problem,” Daniel replied, flashing him a grin . . . then cringing. “Most schools seem to expect effort and work from the matriculating.”

“So you came to London?” Rhys said as he pushed the couch into its proper place. “And what . . . decided to destroy the house?”

“What? No!” Daniel cried. He looked up, and for the first time seemed to notice the carnage that surrounded him. “Oh, that.”

“Yes, that.”

“I met up with a friend—you know Haverford? He’s down from Cambridge too, although for doing too much up there, not too little. Last night he introduced me to some of his mates, we went to a club, and then another place . . .” He patted his pockets, searching for something. “I remember playing faro. I remember losing at faro.”

“You’re lucky they dragged you home, else you would have lost the shirt off your back too.” Rhys patted Daniel on the shoulder. The movement might not have been an intelligent one, as the jostling caused Daniel to turn a rather green shade.

“Oh hell,” Rhys grumbled as he jumped to his feet, looking for the bell pull, and of course, not finding it. “You need some water. Mrs. Watson!”

“Don’t yell,” Daniel moaned. “Yelling makes it worse.”

“Where is Mrs. Watson?” Rhys said. “And . . . what’s the butler’s name? Darrow?”

Daniel, his pallor slowly returning to just pale instead of verdant, blinked a few times. “What day is it, Sunday? If it’s Sunday I imagine Mrs. Watson went to church and then has her half day off. If it’s not Sunday, then I’ve been drunk longer than I thought.”

“It’s Sunday.”

“Well, I suppose that’s a blessing, then.”

That at least would explain why the place had not yet been cleaned. Although if Rhys had Mrs. Watson’s command, he would force Daniel into scraping up his own spilled wax. That might make him appreciate the advantages of studying up at Cambridge.

But that was something his mother would never hear of. Not for one of her “darling” children.

Rhys had had the good fortune to never be darling.

The thought of his mother made him want to shove his head in his hands.

“I’ve going to have to drag you home to Somerset, aren’t I?” Rhys said. “Mother will be absolutely livid when she finds out you’ve been sent down.”

Daniel let out a scoff of laughter.

“She will,” Rhys replied, adamant. “And more to the point, she’ll be livid with me. Not you.”

“Rhys, don’t you know?” Daniel said through his laughter.

Bewildered, Rhys just shook his head.

“Why do you think I’m here? Mama said if I was to be down from Cambridge I might as well keep going down and open up the house for us.”

Something settled over Rhys’s body. Something cold, and something very, very sharp. Like the feeling he used to have when he stepped out of his medical tent on the battlefield.

“Us.”

“Yes. We’re all coming to town. Mama, Delilah, Jubilee, Benji . . . even Eloisa. She’s been visiting from Scotland for however long. Said she’d rather come to London than go back to McTiernan.” Daniel rolled his shoulders back, his color returning to his cheeks. It seemed that youth was the best weapon against the effects of drink, and he was feeling much more steady. “Darrow should be off at the hiring hall, getting a full new staff.”

“But Mother doesn’t come to town,” Rhys said, his jaw tight. “Not since Father.”

“According to Mama, that will soon be in the past.”

That cold sensation that had been running over Rhys’s body soon found its way to his chest, and held there. Waiting.

Waiting for what he knew was coming.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because Sylvia Morton is out of mourning,” Daniel said, a half-cocked grin on his face. “And she’s coming to London for the rest of the season.”

Rhys sank onto the couch. Suddenly he was the one feeling rather green.

“It’s time, Rhys,” his brother said, rising to his feet. “Time for you to do as you promised and finally get married.”
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I simply do not understand why we have to go so very slowly,” Leticia grumbled, for the fourth time in as many hours. “This carriage is very well sprung.”

“I’m sorry,” Margaret said, also for the fourth time in as many hours. “But the rose plants are at a very delicate stage. I simply cannot have them overly jostled.”

“Then let them be—achoo!—not overly jostled in the servants’ carriage. They can arrive after we do.”

“Leticia, the plants are the reason we are going. They come first.”

Leticia sniffled, but put up no further argument. To be fair to her traveling companion, it had been a very trying morning. They had left Helmsley early, for what should have been an easy two-day journey. But being cooped up in a carriage with four recently dug-up rose plants and Margaret’s mother’s potted China rose had not been kind to her nose and eyes, both of which were red and running. Margaret felt briefly guilty, but she was not about to let her hybrid roses and their parent out of her sight on the journey. She needed to be on hand if they started to look a little dry or fallen. She had to make certain they still received sunshine and nourishment. A sharp turn here or a rut on the road there, and the plants could fall over and do irreparable damage to themselves.
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