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"Please, Miss Laura, do not do this
thing. Nothing good will come of it; I feel it in my
bones."

The warning seemed to hang in the air,
a wisp of words tinted by pleading tones. Laura shook her head, as
if dismissing the memory of her nurse's parting entreaty. Jane
could not possibly understand.

There was no other choice.

Laura slapped old Gretchen on the
rump, knowing that the pony would soon amble home in search of oats
and a rest. She savored the respite herself for a moment before
crossing the bridge that spanned the Wye. Although the house was
splendid seen from all sides, the most beautiful view of Heddon
Hall was from the river. She had deliberately taken the pony cart
the long way around, perhaps for the view, perhaps for additional
time to consider the ramifications of her plan.

It must work.

An ancient square dove house sat near
the road, its narrow ledges filled with cooing birds—the first sign
of welcome from Heddon Hall. Waving gaily to them, she topped the
rise of the bridge, glancing down into the clear, sparkling waters
of the Wye.

On the other side of the humped bridge
the massive towers of the Hall were visible above the treetops,
harmonizing so well with the countryside that it was possible to
believe the imposing house was as old as the knurled oaks and
rolling hills that encircled it. There had always been a Heddon
Hall. The bricks, mellowed over the centuries to a silvery gray,
merged with the seasons—warm and welcoming in summer, taking on a
greenish tint in winter, as though covered with moss, thereby
adding a touch of color to the bare white landscape. In spring, as
now, the stonework seemed imbued with gentle shadows, a muted
backdrop for the verdant fields and glorious flowers surrounding
Heddon Hall.

A steep grass-carpeted incline rose to
a great oaken doorway that opened to the first court. The door was
never locked, and she pushed it open with no feelings of trespass.
She had spent almost as many hours here as in her own home,
Blakemore.

She strolled through the garden,
savoring the fact that although she had not visited Heddon Hall in
four long years, there were few changes. The garden was as
immutable as time itself. Topiary animals—boars and peacocks and a
unicorn—acted as sentinels in the corners; the yew hedges were the
same height, their perfume filling the air. The roses massed along
the inner wall dropped their petals in pink profusion. There were
only pink roses at Heddon, never red or white.

As she reached the wicketed gate that
marked the second courtyard, or Winter Garden, she looked above her
head for the statues. They were still there: three grotesquely
carved gargoyles perched on a ledge circling the tallest
tower.

She smiled as she opened the last
barrier to the inner courtyard. By force of habit she strode
through the archway, but stopped herself from entering the house by
way of the steep granite steps. Turning left, instead, she crossed
the grass path to the kitchen gardens. A hastily muttered prayer
was the only prelude to her quick knock on the kitchen
door.

 He watched her stroll
through the Winter Garden with the insouciance of a lady of the
manor and not a peasant girl seeking work. He stood at the arched
windows of the Eagle Tower and continued to observe her as she
looked left and right, studying his world as if she had a perfect
right to stroll upon the carefully manicured grass and through the
famous gardens of Heddon Hall.

In amazement, he watched as she
discarded the ugly straw bonnet and loosened that silly-looking
cap. Her hair gleamed in the sun, a beacon of red tinged with gold.
Her dress was too short, showing her ankles when she walked, but
she seemed oblivious to her swirling skirts with the same
unconscious grace that she swung the cloth bag in one
hand.

When she stopped and smiled up at the
wall of gargoyles he abruptly stepped back so that she would not
catch a glimpse of him. He rarely wore his mask when he was alone,
knew full well a fleeting glance at his face would be enough to
make her abandon her carefree air and run screaming from the
courtyard.

He was, strangely enough, loath to
frighten her.

Finally when she entered the second
courtyard and disappeared from sight, he reluctantly returned to
his desk.

He massaged his left hand absently,
the constant cramp from injured muscles and torn tendons almost
second nature now, like the shadow pain felt from an amputated
limb. It was only one of many reminders of his mortality. The other
lay inches from his good hand.

It was a Birchett breech-loading
flintlock pistol, one of a pair. The barrel of this constant friend
was eight inches long, and etched into the butt of the grip was a
silver medallion embossed with the Cardiff heraldic
emblem.

One day, perhaps, the loneliness would
become too much of a burden to bear. One day, perhaps, the horror
of his solitary existence would be too much to endure.

He had learned, in this past year,
that he was capable of many things. Capable, for one, of the
staunchest courage when viewing himself in the mirror. His left eye
was gone, a shattered bit of white scar tissue that left him
gasping in breathless horror when he had first viewed himself. That
was not the worst of it, however. If it had been, he could have
donned an eye patch and pretended piracy. But a genial freebooter
would never be his masquerade. No, Fate had grimly rewarded his
survival with a mocking foretaste of his future—generously
presented to him every day in the sight of his burned flesh—knitted
and knotted into a lumpy and twisted caricature of his face and
chest.

The hideous face, nearly blinded eyes,
and the claw that had become his left hand doomed him to remain
just outside of humanity, a tortured, twisted hunk of flesh that
frightened the man he had been.

And terrified anyone else.

His mask was a charity to them
all.

His servants, however fearful, were
careful to hide their aversion to him. As long as he paid their
inflated salaries, he was entitled to their lowered eyes and
carefully deflected faces.

His stepmother was the only one who
did not mask her antipathy to him; not once did she deign to
conceal her repugnance whenever she looked upon his leather-clad
face or mask her thinly disguised shudders when their paths could
not help but cross.

Despite Elaine's contention that he
was trying to beggar her, he had sent her on her way with enough
money to maintain a luxurious lifestyle in London. She had not
bothered to act the hypocrite, departing his home enraged at his
insistence that she not only manage to live on the amount he'd
advanced but that she remain in London rather than intrude upon his
privacy at Heddon Hall.

It was a cloistered existence, this, a
monastic life that pulled at him with razor-sharp talons, as if his
flesh were half-healed.

He was proficient in coping with his
half-blindness, groping infirmity, and daily pain, stifling his
anguish beneath a thin-lipped silence. Yet, he did not know how
much longer he would be capable of living alone, of listening to
the echo of solitude, the awful emptiness of his own
existence.

It had only been a year since the
cannon's explosion, yet he was near to screaming with
it.

Dying might be preferable to
this.

It would not be self-pity that thrust
him toward self-destruction. He had long since challenged that god
of ego and won. He did not anguish over his circumstances, nor
bemoan his fate. He was cursed with too much self-knowledge; a
brightly polished internal mirror by which he resolutely examined
himself. He was sometimes autocratic, but command had come easily
to him, both at sea and in his new guise as earl. He was
self-sufficient, a trait distilled from leadership and a solitary
childhood; his older brother separated by more than years, his
father disinterested in the fate of a younger son, his mother dead
two years after his birth. He was stubborn, but his pride and his
occasional dogmatism were the only things to hold on to in a world
suddenly skewed and unfamiliar.

It was his stubbornness that demanded
that he alter, in small, decisive steps, his helplessness. He
refused to believe that he could not make his undamaged eye focus
on the words swimming on the document before him. He had gradually,
over the last year, begun to see with that eye, despite the
warnings from the Navy surgeons and the caution of his own
physician. It had begun as a sense of color and light. Then the
blurry outlines had become clear, and he had regained his vision of
far objects.

As his sight slowly cleared, he set
himself another task: that of reading again. He detested having to
depend upon his secretary for assistance in the most basic of
chores. It chafed at him, this sense of reliance. He hated
wondering if the letter was written exactly as his secretary read
it, or if the expense was as high as had been represented to him,
or the report of crop damage as onerous as Hartley reported. He
loathed being forced into a child's role. Ironically, his
self-imposed mission of trying to read once again began with a
child's hornbook, the engraved drawings becoming discernible only
with patience and the presence of bright light.

Now, sunlight streamed through the
arched windows and a branched candlestick stood beside him with
other candles resting near his arm. Yet, despite the sunlight and
the artificial light, he was no closer to being able to
differentiate the written word than he had been yesterday or the
day before.

He threw down the quill with an oath
and glanced at the gun on the table before him. No, it would not be
self-pity that coaxed him to destruction; it would be an act of
sheer, puling desperation that finally impelled him to squeeze the
trigger.

He could bequeath his title to a
distant cousin and seek anonymity someplace where the demands of
his rank would not be so onerous. Yet, the same reason he was
reluctant to do so was the same reason the gun lay unused on the
table.

Hope: somewhere it still existed.
Battered, as bruised as his ego, but sewn together with pieces of
his past and distant, fleeting glimpses of a brighter
future.

It was unique, this feeling of being
part of mankind, yet so supremely set apart. Dear God, all that he
wanted was to be treated as a man. Not as a monster. A man who
dreamed, who still lusted, who even now ached for those things he
had taken for granted before—friendship, the ability to laugh, the
tenderness of gifted love, the hope of tomorrow, the softness of
female flesh pressed against his in ravenous need, the sounds of
pleasure, music shared, bawdy jokes, wine sipped and savored in
company before a fire, a future bright and promising.

He was as unlikely to be granted those
favors as he was the ability to read again.

His sigh was heavy and leaden in the
silent room. He bent to his task, determined, stubborn, grim. He
spent the next hour ignoring the faint sounds from the courtyard,
the bustle of maids, the gurgling of the reservoir mounted on the
roof behind the Eagle Tower.

He could not, however, ignore the
female screams that tore through the kitchen garden.

The first part of her plan had gone
quite well, Laura thought, until an unexpected complication. She'd
had no trouble obtaining a position, quite frankly lying about her
references, giving Blakemore as her last employer. When asked her
name she calmly stated that it was Jane Palling, with mental
apologies to her nurse.

Yes, the first part of her plan had
gone well, until she had learned that the new earl had strange
notions about cleanliness. She was escorted, none too gently, to
the kitchen garden by the heavyset butler, Simons, and divested of
her meager cloth sack, her cloak, and her straw hat.

She had stood calmly, if not a little
confused, until Simons had motioned to two of the footmen. If she
had known the fate in store for her, she most certainly would not
have remained meekly in place. Nor would she have screamed each and
every oath she had surreptitiously learned from the stable-boys at
Blakemore if they had just warned her that she was to be doused
from head to toe with gallons of vinegar!

She sputtered, coughed, and could
hardly breathe for the stench.

"M'lord will not tolerate fleas or
lice," Simons starchily intoned as he motioned to the footmen
again.

"No more!" She slicked back her wet
hair from her forehead with one trembling hand, glared at Simons
and his willing henchmen, and wondered if they weren't deriving too
much pleasure from their task.

She was drenched. Her gray dress was
almost black and clung to every curve. Her muslin tucker lay on the
muddy ground beneath her feet, and her hair had come loose from the
careful bun at her neck. Even the cheap hose and leather shoes she
had purchased from one of her maids were sodden. Her eyes stung,
and she tasted the briny vinegar on her lips.

She also smelled. No self-respecting
louse or flea would dare invade her person.

"Enough!" she yelled after the second
dose, but her command did not seem to dissuade them. She clenched
her teeth and squinched her eyes shut in preparation for the next
drenching.



It did not come.

Instead, an eerie silence drifted over
the three. She slitted open one eye, glancing at the suddenly
subdued Simons. Neither of the footmen raised their eyes from the
muddy ground.

She blinked furiously and looked
up.

Behind Simons was a tall,
broad-shouldered figure.

He stood, legs braced apart, one hand
behind his back, surveying the scene like an iron statue. His
leather mask hid his expression and his face from her view. Only a
slit appeared where his nose would be and another for his mouth.
One eye was completely shielded by the black leather; the other
seemed disembodied, as though it were floating apart from his face,
watching her with an expression she could not read.

Alex.

 


 


 



Chapter Two
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The rumors were true then.

He was dressed in black, as if to
complement his mask. His trousers were severely tailored down to
thigh-high boots, their jet surface gleaming in the bright morning
sun. His waistcoat was embroidered ornately, black upon black, as
was the shirt whose stock ended in flowing ebony lace and whose
sleeves were fastened neatly at the cuff by large onyx stones.
Everything about him spoke of dispassionate elegance, effortlessly
and apathetically obtained. Such refinement did not, however,
detract from the sight of the black leather that shielded his face
from prying eyes.

The awful rumors were true. Even Jane
could not refrain from repeating what she'd heard—that the new earl
had been maimed during the war. That the reason he'd shuttered and
closed himself off from everyone was not due solely to grief at the
loss of his father and older brother.

She didn't care what the reason was.
Laura only knew that for almost a year her letters had been
returned, those notes inscribed in such a careful hand that her
fingers had trembled as she addressed each envelope and then dotted
it with her own scent. For almost a year he had returned each one
with no explanation, no message, no hope. Nor, according to
neighbors, would he accept visits from old friends.

Which is why she had decided to don a
maid's garments, scandalize her nurse, and do something so absurd
as apply for work at Heddon Hall. He might bar her from his door,
but the great house still required servants.

She had succeeded in the second part
of her plan—to see him, to coax him from his refuge, and yet she
had not envisioned their reunion taking place under such bizarre
circumstances. Her imagination had conjured up a more fitting
scene, perhaps against the backdrop of the Winter Garden. Certainly
she had never seen herself standing before him drenched in vinegar
and smelling as pungent as a vat of pickles.

Nor had she considered that he would
not recognize her.

For despite his scrutiny of her, there
was no glimmer of recognition in that obsidian eye. She was no
longer the tempestuous child, the fourteen-year-old girl who had
clutched at his sleeve and wept over his new uniform. That fixed
gaze swept down her figure as if she was a stranger.

It had been four years since she had
last seen him, but the memory of their parting was as clear to her
as if it had occurred only yesterday. How like a young god he had
always appeared, her Alex, but never more so than on that day so
long ago. His mouth could turn up with wit or thin with anger or,
as then, show the slightest trace of impatience to be about his
future. His raven hair had shone blue-black in the morning sun. His
mysterious black eyes that could flash with humor or soften with
contentment had been filled with barely veiled
irritation.

Even then she had loved him. Nor had
the intervening years altered that emotion. She took a step toward
him, suddenly uncaring of her sodden appearance or his altered one.
That small step seemed to shock him. His head jerked and he stepped
back.

Simons turned to face his lord, but
his eyes never quite reached the leather mask or that single
peering eye that had not swerved from Laura.

She watched him, wide-eyed. It was not
fear that prompted her soft gasp or the sweet smile that curved her
lips. Her eyes scanned the leather mask, the ties that were knotted
be-hind his head. His hair was still raven-colored, but there were
streaks of soft white at his temples. He stood as tall as he had on
that day when he had bid her farewell four years ago, his shoulders
erect, his stance enhanced by a newfound military
bearing.

Her Alex. Changed, true, but still
hers.

When her parents had died it had been
Alex who had come to console her. Alex, whose words of kindness had
been her only comfort. It had been Alex's arms that held her in a
tight embrace, rocking her back and forth as if he had assumed the
role of parent, brother, friend.

It had always been Alex.

She stared at him, entranced, and
remembered when he had ridden to Blakemore when she was eleven to
present her with the best of Sally's litter of puppies. The little
springer spaniel had been her best friend, partly because the puppy
was a gift from Alex, partly because she had just lost her parents
and desperately needed something upon which to shower affection,
something to love her back.

When she had wanted to play Queen Anne
he had joined in her game, a kind companion to a lonely little
girl, singing the verse along with her own high-pitched
voice:

 

Come smell my lily, come
smell my rose,

Which of my maidens do you
choose?

I choose you one, and I
choose you all,

And I pray Miss Blake
yield up the ball.

 

She had laughed and giggled, and
although Alex was ten years older, he had forgotten his stature and
his consequence, ignored the fact that he was at Cambridge, and had
played like her equal.

It was Alex who sat at her bedside
when she was ill, regaling her with stories of school and teasing
her spotted face.

Her Alex.

Four years ago he had held her tight
when she had cried over his new uniform, and blotted her tears with
impatient tenderness.

She met his gaze and did not lower her
own, remembering that day a year before when she had learned of his
being wounded, when she had desperately wanted to go to him, to
comfort him, to put her arms around him and hold him close. Only
her uncles, and distance itself, had stopped her then.

There was nothing to stop her
now.

She had no inkling that he was stunned
by her eager perusal of him. He fixed his eye upon her, but she
only met his look and smiled brightly. She did not turn her gaze
from him, embarrassed, nor did she flush and look away.

She did not realize that her single
hesitant step was the first time a human being had willingly come
toward him since that horrible day more than a year
before.

Even the young maids assigned to fetch
him his meals or tea were filled with fear as they approached the
State Bedroom and the great oaken double doors that led to his
kingdom. He suspected they were greatly relieved to be spared the
trip to the Eagle Tower, which he had claimed as his own refuge. He
could not blame them; he would have escaped himself if he could.
Which is why he could not refrain from staring at the young girl in
front of him, at her wide and sparkling eyes and the look that
shocked him to the core. It was open and trusting and totally
devoid of fear or revulsion.

"What is the meaning of this, Simons?"
he asked, his voice emerging as a raspy whisper from behind the
black leather mask.

Simons looked from one to the other,
confused and uncertain as to whether or not he should explain. Was
he not, after all, acceding to the earl's own wishes? "Fleas and
lice, m'lord," he said hastily in the silence, thinking that it was
a blessing that the earl had fixed his evil eye upon the new girl
and not him.

"Have you finished?" the earl asked
calmly, still watching the girl. He doubted, frankly, that this new
servant needed to be doused for vermin. She was dressed poorly,
true, but she looked clean enough.

He noted the fact that the contours of
both pert breasts and their hardened tips were readily apparent
beneath the clinging cloth of her sodden dress. He also noted, with
not as much detachment as he would have wished, that she was
lovely, even though she was drenched with vinegar, her hair
plastered around her flushed face and her thick lashes blinking
furiously over glade-green eyes. Her lips were parted, and, is he
watched, an eager tongue darted out and licked them :lean. He felt
himself tighten at the simple gesture and then almost smile at the
look of distaste that flickered over her face at the tang of
vinegar.

"Yes, m'lord," Simons said, motioning
to the footmen to replace the bucket. They obeyed with relief and
almost ran from the courtyard.

"I believe she is de-loused," he said
brusquely.

His voice had changed; it no longer
bore the melodious tones she remembered. Yet this voice seemed to
fit the man who stood before her now, as though everything about
him had been altered to conform to his tailored mask. His shoulders
were broader than she remembered, and although the Alex of four
years ago had had a lean, whipcord grace, this man radiated a more
substantial presence. His chest seemed broader, his arms more
muscular beneath the silken shirt, his legs empowered by ropes of
muscle that could not be hidden by the taut material of his
trousers.

She inspected him for other changes
with a connoisseur's eye as he stared at her in bafflement and
something like dismay. Despite himself he felt a flush emanate from
his toes, racing upwards on his rigid body, accompanied by her
sweeping and somewhat less than maidenly scrutiny.

Something stretched between them then,
in the long space of moments in which they stared at each other.
Something that shimmered in the air with a heaviness of its own.
She, bemused by the sight of him after so long, was not surprised
at it. He, with stunned incredulity at her wide-eyed wonder, was
more than shocked.

Laura took another step toward the
masked figure, but he moved back again, his gloved hand coming
forward and resting on his hip, as if to push her away if she came
too close. His legs were braced apart, one knee slightly bent, as
though standing on the deck of a ship.

"Go about your duties, Simons," he
said finally, pulling his gaze from the lovely young servant and
fixing his stare upon the butler.

Simons gulped and bobbed his head as
the earl turned. In one movement he had vanished from the
doorway.

She stared after him.

Simons thought she was truly daft:
first, to stare at the earl as though unafraid of his demonic
appearance and now to stand in the kitchen garden with a faraway
look in her eyes and a small smile tilting her lips.

Laura ignored the sharp, assessing
gaze of the butler.

What had she expected? To see him and
have him fall into her willing and waiting arms? To announce to her
that he loved her as she had loved him all her life? He had not
even recognized her. She suspected that this new, reclusive Alex
would be as little receptive to her womanly emotions as the
stalwart and handsome one had been to her childish
feelings.

Which put her at a distinct
disadvantage that was softened by only one thing: She was no longer
a child, and she certainly would not be dismissed as one. He might
shun the others, but he was not immune to her appearance. She had
not missed his quick glance at her drenched bosom. Nor had she
missed his sudden stiffness as he had watched her tongue lick her
lips.

Her own response to his sharp gaze had
been instantaneous and without thought. Her body felt flushed, as
if internally heated; her blood acquired a feverish beat, a
rhythmic pulse that grew louder and faster the longer he'd stared
at her. Even her breasts seemed to swell as he watched, her nipples
lengthening beneath his look.

Jane was right; her plan was absurd,
but only because she had not thought it through. He was the Alex
she remembered and yet he was not. There was an almost palpable
feeling of isolation that emanated from him, as if he had created a
moat around himself. She doubted, frankly, if any entreaty would
sway this man. She also had the distinct impression that if he was
annoyed, even the tiniest bit, by her presence, he would not
hesitate to dismiss her on the spot.

She would need to be more brazen.
Something more would have to be done. She grinned
broadly.

Simons looked at her, rolled his eyes
to the heavens, and wondered how long the loon would
last.

 


 


 



Chapter Three


[image: tmp_ea5344aa317d30245df4d5a6cca12f13_0YqdU3_html_44e27ac8.gif][image: tmp_ea5344aa317d30245df4d5a6cca12f13_0YqdU3_html_44e27ac8.gif][image: tmp_ea5344aa317d30245df4d5a6cca12f13_0YqdU3_html_m188f0960.gif]

 


"Mrs. Wolcraft's Academy has a lot to
answer for," Laura muttered to herself as she scraped ashes from
the kitchen fireplace.

She had frankly detested school, but
not because of a mind dull and incapable of learning. If she
loathed Mrs. Wolcraft's Academy for Young Ladies, it was for
another reason. Since the age of ten she had been tutored by the
uncles in classical Greek and Latin. Uncle Percival had schooled
her in botany and horticulture, and she had learned animal
husbandry and farm management from Uncle Bevil. Instead of bedtime
stories she had spent her evenings sitting beside both of them in
the withdrawing room and listening to their rousing arguments on
the fate of the Empire. She had discussed the rights of man before
she was twelve and learned geography from an old globe taken
laboriously from the attic. She studied mathematics beside a
candle-strewn table in the dining room.

Uncle Bevil, who was the more
practical of her two uncles, had stenoriously announced that she
had a great deal to learn, since she was an heiress.

She could quote per capita consumption
of the beer that was manufactured in her father's brewery just
outside London, could calculate the annual profits from the
forestry industry, the iron forges, and each square mile of land
that was ably managed for her under the uncles'
stewardship.

She had thought that her education had
prepared her for the world. It had not prepared her for Mrs.
Wolcraft's Academy for Young Ladies.

Books were used not for study but to
balance upon the head, thereby guaranteeing the victim a graceful,
willowy walk. She practiced sitting, backing up like a recalcitrant
carriage horse until she felt the chair seat nudging against the
backs of her knees and then collapsing gracefully upon the chair, a
delicate flurry of hoops and lace. Endless hours were devoted to
managing her limbs, to walking with a pigeon-toed saunter so that
her skirts swayed gracefully and to tucking her elbows tightly to
her chest so that she would have the marionette look of her peers.
She learned how to converse agreeably on a variety of acceptable
topics, only to be taught that it was gauche and ill-mannered to
speak of anything more tantalizing than the weather.

Sewing samplers with silly
expressions on them was not her idea of learning. The sentiments
carefully embroidered upon the limp and slightly soiled linen
squares did not seem worth the effort. Patience is a virtue, Virtue is a grace, Both, out together,
Make a very pretty face.

Nor did the sentiments copied in her
handwriting book, such as "Knowledge procures general esteem," or
"Misfortunes are a kind of discipline," seem adequate for the world
outside Mrs. Wolcraft's Academy.

She did not sing well, but she sang
loudly. After a few sessions even Mrs. Wolcraft decided that her
forte was not the musical arts. She was also excused from spinet
lessons when several of the girls complained that the instrument
always needed tuning after Laura finished practicing.

Mrs. Wolcraft's students were expected
to cultivate taste in decoration and furnishing, to the extent that
Laura could now identify a Chippendale chair from one with more
history. The rites seemed interesting until she discovered that
Mrs. Wolcraft's perception of them included sewing, lace-making,
and in occasional pallid watercolor of bowls filled with
fruit.

Yes, Mrs. Wolcraft's Academy for Young
Ladies had a great deal to answer for!

It was one thing to learn how to
supervise a domestic staff and quite another to know what they
actually did. None of her training had given her an insight into
the workings of a great kitchen the likes of Heddon
Hall's.

She was, in fact, beyond
irritation.

For the first time in her life she
felt inept, and she did not enjoy the sensation. None of her
uncles' long nightly speeches on philosophy or religion had
prepared her to scrub heavy iron pots. None of Mrs. Wolcraft's
lectures on decorum or proper elocution had prepared her for the
simplest of practical duties.

During the first two days she was
desperately afraid she was going to lose her job.

As a child Laura had scurried to
Blakemore's warm kitchen in winter and sat at Cook's knee, savoring
her treat of cooling gingerbread topped with clotted cream. It was
doubtful, however, that anyone had ever sought comfort in the
kitchens of Heddon Hall. The dimensions of the room were as
commodious as the rest of the hall. The ceiling itself was over
thirty feet high, with an open cupola on top. Near it was the
larder, the brewhouse, the laundry, and a storeroom for fruit, with
rooms over them for servants, including the tiny one she had been
assigned. She had been informed in a supercilious snort by the
housekeeper, Mrs. Seddon, that the upper sort of servants were
lodged in the older wing. On top of the servants' quarters sat a
leaden cistern holding a thousand gallons of water, to supply all
of the water needs of the great house plus the fountains in the
courts and gardens.
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