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A young woman, desperate  to  have one last  love ly  Chris tmas,  br ings the spir i t  o f  the 
season to the Harrington household. 
 
Grace Ashman has lost everything: her mother five years ago, and now her father and 
her home just a week before Christmas. She lives on the streets until one kind man 
invites her inside for a meal before the holiday. What she couldn’t know is that his 
kindness will change her life forever. 
 
Joshua Dibbs has been the butler at the Earl of Harrington’s London town home 
since 1809. If there is one thing Dibbs is known for, it is doing things properly. At 
least until now. Alas, when the earl arrives unexpectedly, the butler is reliant on help 
from a homeless woman to keep the household running until the staff returns! 
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To everyone who is trying to find the spirit of Christmas again. Don’t worry, we all lose it sometimes.  



Introdu c t i on  
If this is the first story you are reading in my little slice of Regency England, then 

welcome to the world of the Haberdashers! This story isn't about the Haberdashers per se, 
but rather about some of the employees in the Harrington household. The story takes place 
the Christmas before the first official book of the Haberdashers, Trials of Artemis, and gives 
us a glimpse of what Gideon was like before Jacqueline met him. You'll see that it's quite 
possible that Grace made it easier for Jack and Gideon to find an accord. And if you've 
already read Trials of Artemis you'll find here your suspicion confirmed that Gideon does care 
quite a lot about his people. 

Also of note: while the Haberdashers books are hot (explicit), the Haberdashers 
Tales are sweet (just kissing). Would hate to have anyone going between the two and 
surprised that they were so different. 
  



Chap t e r  One  
December 1814, London 

The townhouse was quiet. Sometimes this was how Dibbs liked it best, with no one 
in residence. Since the earl had retired to Kellington for the holidays as usual, Dibbs had sent 
most of the staff back to their families as well. Now he was in the warm and toasty kitchen 
polishing the silver. When he had been a boy, it was quiet times like this that his father had 
taught him everything about being a proper English butler. His father reigned supreme over 
Kellington, the earl's seat south of London. Sometimes at the holidays Dibbs missed being 
with his family. But his first duty was to this household and his father had taught him too 
well for him to shirk his responsibility now. 

Further, as he was now coming upon five and thirty it was past time that he consider 
taking a wife and having a son of his own to teach. He had almost married once. His 
polishing rag slowed as he considered how things might have turned out differently. What 
would that be like, he wondered, being tucked away here in London with a family of his own 
for the holidays? It would certainly lessen how much he missed being at Kellington for 
Christmas. 

Lost in his own thoughts, he almost didn't hear the knock at the back door. He 
tucked the last spoon back into the silver chest and closed it before going to attend to his 
visitor. As it was the back door he could be relatively certain it wasn't anyone of 
consequence. If it were a beggar he would need to send them on their way because doling 
out handouts made them gather worse than cats. He opened the door to find a figure 
huddled on the step, covered in a thin cloak against the sleet that had started earlier in the 
day. The light outside had gone to a silvery grayness that denied the ability to tell what time it 
was, although Dibbs knew it had to be getting late in the afternoon. He was about to issue 
the order for the beggar to move along when the figure looked up at him, the movement 
causing the hood to slide back from her hair. He saw lovely yet sorrowful deep brown eyes 
and light chestnut hair in a simple plait coiled on top of her head. She struggled with one 
hand to reassert the hood as a covering to keep the sleet from her, while her other arm 
clutched something to her bosom. It took him a moment to push away the unexpected pang 
of pity he felt. 

"Please, sir," she said softly. "Any food or shelter you could offer would be a 
blessing." 

Dibbs felt a sinking in his chest. The bundle she held so protectively was most likely 
a babe. He would either hate himself for turning her away or hate himself for not doing so. 
If it were his own home he would never hesitate to offer aid to a young mother in such a 
state. But it was not his home. It was the earl's home. As such it was not in his purview to 
offer the hospitality of his lord to every beggar who came calling. His moment of silent 
indecision seemed to be enough answer for her, as she silently nodded and backed down a 
step, pulling the hood further over her face. 

He found that he couldn't leave it like that. "Missus?" 
Her gaze returned to his, filled with hope. "Miss Ashman, sir." 
The child had no father. He wasn't sure if that increased or decreased his sympathy, 

but the young woman's eyes continued to plead. "Is the babe…?" He wasn't sure what he 
wanted to ask but her confused expression stopped him from forming a full sentence. After 
a moment, comprehension dawned on her face. 

"Oh! Oh, no sir." She pulled the cloak back from where she clutched it so closely, 



revealing a scrawny and quite miserable looking black kitten that meowed loudly in protest at 
the sleet. He saw her expression change again as she realized that perhaps pretending to have 
a child might have gained her more in the way of food or other provisions. 

But to Dibbs, inherent honesty was far more valuable. Hoping he wouldn’t regret the 
decision, he stood to the side and held the door wider. "Come in." 

As she tentatively mounted the steps and crossed the threshold, she reminded him of 
the does that wandered the Kellington meadows. Shy, easily spooked, and ready to run at the 
slightest hint of danger. 

 
* * * 

 
Grace couldn't believe her luck. After a week of living off scraps, being turned from 

doorways of what she had formerly thought of as friends, being chased and harassed, she 
might finally be warm again. Eat again. Although at what price she still wasn't sure. The man 
seemed nice enough, but things weren't always as they seemed. When he had first opened 
the door her heart had risen in hope, as so many of the homes hadn't even answered her 
knock. Hope was a thing that couldn't really be killed, it seemed. But then seeing him she 
had become unsure of his welcome. Tall, austere. In just his shirtsleeves and blue waistcoat 
he managed to look better dressed than many men of her acquaintance. His hair was dark, 
pulled back in a tidy queue. And his eyes. Sweet heavens, his eyes were the color of a 
cloudless summer day. 

"May I take your cloak to dry it by the fire?" His voice was deep, smooth. She 
imagined he had asked that question countless times. She nodded and released her grip on 
the garment, planning to shrug out of it to hand to him, but he swiftly removed it and set to 
spreading it out on a chair near the fireplace. She hadn't even felt him touch her. She 
doubted that a pickpocket could have removed it with as deft a skill. He indicated a chair at 
the table but near the fireplace. "Sit, please." 

She sat, holding the kitten close and running her fingers through its fur as it purred. 
Perhaps they were safe. Perhaps. 

 
* * * 

 
Dibbs set to making a tray. Sandwiches, biscuits, and a strongly brewed tea. The 

young woman looked soaked to the skin and was still shivering, even sitting close to the fire. 
It would be a wonder if she hadn't caught her death. He hadn't foreseen that by removing 
her cloak he revealed how much her wet dress clung to her. A finely made and fetching 
gown, in fact. Whatever her circumstances, she wasn’t a street beggar. Or at least wasn’t yet. 
As the wet cloth was distracting to him and undoubtedly uncomfortable for her, he would 
need to find something clean and dry for her to change into. He was now regretting sending 
absolutely every one of his maids, as well as the housekeeper, away for the remainder of the 
season. Yesterday it had felt magnanimous sending off the very last maid four days before 
Christmas so that she could see her parents. Now it felt dangerous. There should be another 
female in residence to make this young woman more comfortable. But it wasn't as though he 
could turn her back out into the sleet simply because of a sense of propriety and he wasn't 
comfortable entertaining her alone. He set the table for the two of them, focusing on the 
quiet efficiency of a duty he had been practicing since before he could remember. He poured 
her tea and set the tray of food on the table. 

"Eat, Miss" he said simply. 



Her soft voice ventured, "Thank you, Mister…?" 
"Dibbs." 
"Thank you, Mr. Dibbs." 
"Just Dibbs." 
He took a bit of roast and chopped it into small pieces that he placed on a saucer. 

When he knelt to set the saucer near her feet he heard her sharp intake of breath, making 
him think that she didn't like him being so close. "For the kitten," he clarified. 

As he backed away she nodded and set the cat down near the dish. The feline set to 
devouring the meat with a loud, rusty purr. He noted that Miss Ashman had placed some 
tidbits on her plate but hadn't eaten yet, opting instead to sip at her tea. 

"Please eat," he encouraged. "I'll be back very shortly." With that he scooped up the 
silver chest to secure it before setting out to find her some dry clothing. 
  



Chap t e r  Two  
Grace was surprised the rather serious, even humorless, Dibbs left her alone. She 

had expected a small meal and encouragement for a quick exit. Waiting to eat her food was 
partially because he had made place settings for both of them and it would be rude to eat 
without him, but also because any delay in finishing her meal would mean a longer stay in 
the house. But instead of rushing her out, he had set a veritable feast in front of her and 
taken himself off she knew not where, while she remained in the warm, spacious kitchen 
listening to the crackle of the fire and Bitsie's throaty purr.  

She’d had a moment of panic when he had come near. The past week had left her 
jumpy and frightened, especially of men. It had been difficult avoiding the rougher streets. 
She had learned quickly that staying too close to home left her open to harassment from 
random men that she hadn’t expected. She had drifted further and further into the more 
upscale parts of London and that had led to harassment of a different sort, patrolmen who 
had inquired as to what she was doing. It had taken a good deal of confidence and charm to 
talk her way past them. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could sweet talk the night 
watch and sleep in deserted courtyards. Surely her luck would run out soon. 

Having finished her first cup of tea she poured a second. When he still hadn't 
returned after a few minutes she decided that eating one of the finger sandwiches might keep 
her stomach from rumbling. She was glad then that she started eating while he was away. 
The simple pleasure of having decent food again almost made her groan. It was difficult not 
to start stuffing her face with the food like a street urchin. That thought made her lips twist 
into a wry smile. She supposed she was a street urchin now, if a bit old for the part. 

She was still chilly and wondered whether her cloak might have dried enough to 
wrap up in when she heard a noise in the hallway. She went on alert, as she didn't know who 
else might be in the house, but shortly Mr. Dibbs entered again, his arms laden with linens. 
He set aside what appeared to be clothes and shook out a blanket that he wrapped around 
her shoulders. 

"Thank you," she said, pulling the blanket tightly around her. 
He finally took his seat and nodded. "You still seemed chilled. I can only offer you a 

maid's uniform to change into until your clothing is dry." 
She could stay long enough for her clothes to dry? She could change? After the week 

she had been through that seemed like almost impossible luxury. "Thank you. I don't know 
what to say." 

"You haven't eaten yet," he said in a mildly chiding tone. "Is there something else 
you would prefer?" 

"No, this is lovely. Thank you very much for preparing it." She began to nibble on 
another sandwich while Dibbs filled his own plate. 

"You don't sound like a typical beggar so I assume you have suffered a misfortune?" 
"Yes. My father passed on last week and my brother, my half brother who inherited, 

decided that he didn't want the extra mouth to feed." 
Dibbs frowned. "I'm sorry for your loss. But your own brother turned you out in the 

street?" 
Grace felt a lump in her throat that she knew could easily turn to tears and simply 

nodded rather than try to reply. 
"I can't even imagine treating a family member in such a way." 
More certain she had her emotions under control, she spoke again. "I couldn't either 



until last week." 
"You have no friends or other family you could stay with?" 
Grace sighed and picked at the food on her plate. "Family, no. I thought perhaps I 

had friends. But for the past ten years I've mostly been home, first nursing my mother 
through her illness and then my father. Before Papa became ill I would still work in the store 
sometimes. Most of the women I thought of as friends I knew through the store. But it turns 
out we were not really friends." 

"What sort of store?" 
"An apothecary." 
"All those drugs at his disposal, yet your brother couldn't find one to save himself 

from cloddish behavior?" 
Dibbs seemed earnest in his outrage but the comment struck her as funny. With the 

warmth and safety she found in this room Grace had relaxed enough to smile. "Some 
ailments," she confided, "have no cure." 

Dibbs blinked at her but then slowly smiled in return. His smile did something funny 
to her insides. Perhaps it was having a real meal after all this time. Her belly squeezed and 
her chest felt like a cage full of butterflies. She only had a moment to consider why that 
might be before the back door was flung open and a boy raced inside. 

"Dibbs! Dibbs! The earl is here!" 
Dibbs was on his feet immediately and shrugging into a jacket. Within a moment he 

was gone. 
The boy, no more than ten, crossed his arms and looked at her shrewdly. "Who are 

you?" 
She held out a hand for him to shake but that just made him cock his head to the 

side. "I'm Grace," she said. "Miss Ashman." 
The boy looked at the door that Dibbs had disappeared through and then back at 

her. He nodded as though he approved of something, then took off his cap to tug on his 
forelock. "I'm Joey, miss. Pleased to meet you." 

He trotted back out the way he had come, leaving Grace once again alone in the 
kitchen. 

 
* * * 

 
Dibbs was cursing himself for being a million times a fool. He had been butler here 

for five years, and every year he had pared down to a more limited staff over the holidays 
because it was clear that the earl would always spend the season at Kellington. Always until 
this year. Now it was three days to Christmas and Dibbs had no cook, no housekeeper, no 
maids, no footmen. It was an impossible situation. Absolutely impossible. He might be 
turned off without a reference. He wasn't sure if an Earl of Harrington had ever fired a 
family retainer, but this might lead to just such an instance. Bloody, bloody, bloody hell. 

Of course, as he opened the door he simply bowed and said, "We are pleased to see 
you again, my lord." 

"Dibbs," the earl said, nodding absently in return. Dibbs gathered his lord's 
greatcoat, gloves, and hat. 

"Have you supped, my lord?" 
"It's early yet. I'll be in my study. Bring me a tray later, will you?" 
"Of course, my lord." Dibbs had held out a vain hope that the earl would say he was 

going to his club for dinner. But alas, no. Bloody, bloody, bloody hell. 



 
* * * 

 
Grace heard footsteps in the hall again. Dibbs rushed into the kitchen, looking quite 

pale and distracted. He searched the shelves and then stepped into what she supposed was 
the pantry. When he came back out to search the shelves again she stood up. 

"Can I help?" she asked. 
He paused. "I have no idea. Can you cook?" 
She nodded. "Yes." 
"You can?" 
His surprise almost made her laugh. "Yes." 
"From what is here?" 
"It's a large and well-stocked kitchen, I'm sure I can find something. Is there 

anything in particular I should make or avoid?" 
"We are at your mercy, Miss Ashman." 
"How many will be dining?" 
"Just the earl, Miss. A simple meal for a tray, so we do not need multiple courses." 
She nodded again. "Very well. Any particular time?" 
"In three hours would be sufficient, Miss." 
"Well, then I suppose I'd best get started." 
"I will return in a bit to see if you need anything." 
Dibbs withdrew and Grace began reviewing the same shelves and pantry he had 

looked through. Slowly a menu came to mind for her and she began chopping vegetables. 
"Well," she said to Bitsie. "It looks like we have found employment." 

The cat, settled on the warm hearthstones, merely continued purring. 
  



Chap t e r  Thre e  
Dibbs wasn't sure if he was reassured or terrified that Miss Ashman had offered to 

take on the task of cooking the earl's dinner. On the one hand, it saved him from trying to 
do three jobs at once. That path had undoubtedly been doomed for failure. On the other 
hand, his reputation was now completely reliant on a woman he had found on his doorstep 
less than an hour ago. Thinking about that too much would probably lead him back to a 
state of panic. 

He had to admit that as she had stood there so quietly asking him if she could help, 
she had radiated a competency that calmed him. He would have to put his faith in that and 
focus on ensuring that the earl was comfortably settled here at the townhouse. 

 
* * * 

 
It had been some time since Grace had done what she called fancy cooking. After 

her mother had passed she had taken on the role of hostess for her father. Unlike the upper 
classes, in her home she’d done the cooking herself as well as led the entertainment. But 
cooking had been one of her favorite duties when she had time to do it. Before Papa had 
become ill. Although this kitchen had been woefully short on some staples, it was a 
playground for her culinary imagination. Perhaps her cooking wouldn't be fancy compared 
to what an earl was used to, but she would do her best. 

 
* * * 

 
Dibbs had hoped to get back to check on Miss Ashman much earlier. If she had 

foundered in her attempt then he had less than an hour to recover from it. As he walked into 
the kitchen he encountered a savory steam that raised his hopes. She stood at a counter 
whipping something in a bowl. 

"Miss Ashman?" he ventured. 
"Yes, Dibbs?" 
"Is everything is going well?" 
She finally looked up, granting him a delighted smile. "Well enough, I think. Once I 

have this finished it will all be ready to serve." She took a small pot from the stove and 
poured a dab of a dark, thick liquid into the bowl before she began beating the mixture 
again. She alternated pouring and beating. 

"Is there anything I can do to help?" Dibbs asked, drawing closer. 
"Not at the moment." She stopped whipping whatever she had created in the bowl 

and spooned out a small amount. "Here," she said. "You can help me by tasting this." 
She stepped close to him and held the spoon up to his lips. Her dark eyes, which had 

been so despairing earlier, shone with enthusiasm. He opened his mouth and she fed him the 
dollop. Rich, creamy, sweet. Chocolate. It was possibly the most decadent dessert he had 
ever tasted. If the rest of the meal was even half as good as this, he was no longer concerned 
about how to feed the earl. 

"Do you think he'll like it?" She looked concerned. Adorably concerned. He saw that 
she had a smear of flour on her jaw and was tempted to wipe it away. Her question hung on 
the air as they stared at one another, the moment stretching into a tension that bordered on 
awkward. 



Dibbs finally cleared his throat. "I'm sure anyone would love it." 
A voice from the doorway asked, "Anyone would love what?" 
Dibbs knew that voice. The man sauntered in, his attention focused on Miss 

Ashman as he said, "Well, anyone would love you, that's a certainty." 
"Miss Ashman, this is Mr. Whitman, the earl's valet. Whit, this is Miss Ashman." 
Whit kissed her hand and, spying the flour, wiped it away himself. Miss Ashman 

blushed under his touch. "Mr. Whitman," she said with a nod. She turned to Dibbs and said, 
"Shall we prepare the earl's tray?" 

Dibbs resisted the urge to glower at Whit for the man's easy manner with women. 
The butler had been very clear over the years that household staff were off limits, but a new 
employee was such a rarity that Whit was obviously intrigued. It didn't help at all that Miss 
Ashman was really quite lovely. Dibbs had avoided thinking about her that way, but Whit 
was openly appraising her figure. 

"Yes, Miss Ashman," he said. "I'm sure the earl would appreciate receiving his 
supper." 

Whit smirked and, leaning against the table, began eating from the tray Dibbs had 
prepared earlier for the girl. As Miss Ashman helped Dibbs to prepare the earl’s tray she 
explained each dish, should the earl have any questions. Whit was still lingering in the 
kitchen as Dibbs left to deliver the earl's meal. Hopefully the valet wouldn't make Miss 
Ashman too uncomfortable. 

 
* * * 

 
Grace cleaned up her work area as Mr. Whitman lounged nearby. He was of an age 

with Dibbs, but whereas the butler was solid and dark-haired, the valet was slight and fair. 
She could feel his gaze on her. The man was obviously an accomplished flirt, but if there was 
one thing that a girl raised in commerce knew how to do, it was deflect unwanted attentions. 

"Could you do me a favor, Mr. Whitman?" 
As she expected, he rose to do her bidding. Flirts loved to do favors to ingratiate 

themselves. "Of course, Miss Ashman." 
"Could you fetch Joey? I want to make sure that he has a hot meal." 
She would grant that he only paused very briefly when he realized she had given him 

a menial task. "Of course, Miss Ashman. May I hope that I might have a hot meal as well?" 
"As everyone should," she agreed. 
She finally met his gaze again and saw that he had narrowed his eyes at her treatment 

of him. Some men took a lack of interest as a challenge and it seemed perhaps Mr. Whitman 
was among them. His irritation wasn't evident in his voice as he said, "Then we shall all grow 
fat and happy if this supper tastes as good as it smells." 

With that he left through the back door. The door she had entered only a few hours 
earlier. A chilly wind stole across the room from his exit and she shivered. Not necessarily 
from the cold itself, but from the thought that only luck had her on this side of the door. 
That at any moment her luck could run out. 

"Then what would we do, Bitsie?" She looked around, realizing she didn't see the cat. 
"Bitsie?" 

 
* * * 

 
Dibbs glided across the study to quietly place the tray at the earl's elbow and almost 



jumped when the earl spoke. 
"I didn't realize we had a cat, Dibbs." 
Miss Ashman's cat was perched on the earl's thigh as the lord absently scratched the 

creature under its throat. 
"My apologies, my lord. I can take it away." 
"Worry not, Dibbs, we have reached an accord. I pay attention to her and she 

doesn't tear into my flesh. Much like any woman, really." 
Dibbs didn't tell the earl that he would return for the cat if needed, as it was an 

unspoken understanding between them that Dibbs would do anything that the lord required. 
Instead the butler quietly withdrew to the kitchen. 

As he drew near he heard the murmur of voices in conversation. Not just Miss 
Ashman and Whit, but a number of voices. When he entered he realized that the entirety of 
their London staff, such as it was, had assembled and sat at the rough table where just hours 
earlier he had been polishing silver. Where he had served sandwiches to Miss Ashman. Now 
he saw the stable master Joe and his son Joey, the old coachman William, and, of course, 
Whit. The valet would always be near any woman in residence. 

"Mr. Dibbs!" Miss Ashman said. "Now that you are here we may eat." 
He sat at the place setting she indicated for him at the head of the table. He was 

pleased to see that she was immediately to his left. Dishes were passed and conversation 
lagged as the group began their meals. 

"Miss Ashman!" Whit said. "If you can roast a chicken half so fine as what you've 
done with these kippers I may have to marry you." 

She blushed and looked down at her plate, not answering him. Instead she turned 
her attention to Dibbs. "I was wondering if perhaps tomorrow morning Joey could go to the 
market? The larder is not stocked with many fresh items." 

"Of course," Dibbs replied. "Make a list of what you need." 
"Can I hope that a chicken will be on that list?" Whit asked. 
Dibbs found he had seen quite enough of Mr. Whitman's attentions to Miss 

Ashman. "The earl prefers beef." 
"How is himself?" William asked between mouthfuls. 
"Well enough," Dibbs said guardedly. "Why do you ask?" 
The gruff coachman shrugged. "Seemed odd is all. Not often as the lord changes his 

plans like that." 
"It isn't mine to speculate on why his lordship does anything," Dibbs responded. 
Whit leaned in conspiratorially. "What I heard from Ellen, who heard it from Philip 

himself, is that the earl called for his belongings packed within an hour of receiving a letter 
from the Duke of Beloin." 

"Mr. Whitman," Dibbs admonished. "It is beneath you to gossip." 
Whit gave him a quizzical stare that made Dibbs think that he might have been a bit 

heavier handed than usual. But the valet recovered his humor and retorted, "Yes, I can think 
of other things that I would rather have beneath me than gossip." 

Dibbs narrowed his eyes, clearly communicating his disapproval of the valet’s loose 
tongue in mixed company. Whit scowled and looked down at his plate.  

In the silence that followed Miss Ashman asked, "Who is the Duke of Beloin?" 
  



Chap t e r  Four  
As the attention of the entire group shifted to her, Grace thought that she had never 

felt so out of place. She had asked the question to move past the awkward moment 
following the valet’s statement. She wasn’t sure exactly what he’d meant by it, but Joe 
sniggered and Dibbs stared daggers. 

Now as the group looked at her curiously, it was obvious everyone else knew very 
well who the duke was, even little Joey. She didn't think she had ever seen a duke before. Or 
an earl, for that matter. Coming into this house had been like stepping into another world. 

Dibbs was the first one to break the silence. "The duke is a friend of the earl's." 
The statement was simple enough, but something in Dibbs' voice made the 

information sound Very Important. Grace was confused. "And?" 
Whit glanced at Dibbs and added. "They were best friends in school, but after that." 

He ended with a shrug. 
She was still confused. "So why-" 
Dibbs had held up his hand, halting her. "We do not discuss the earl's personal 

business." 
The unspoken part was not discussing it with someone who didn't already know said 

business, but it was very clear. She stirred her soup and asked a different question. "What 
will we be doing for the holiday?" 

She saw the men all shift their glances from one to another. Again it was Dibbs who 
spoke up. "We have no particular plans for the holiday, but I will find out what my lord 
wishes." 

"You were not planning to keep the season, even amongst yourselves?" 
Again an awkward silence, this time broken by little Joey in a piping voice. "I like 

Christmas!" 
His father ruffled the lad's hair. "What you like are sweets and presents," Joe said. 
Grace chuckled. "I think we all like sweets and presents. And in fact I have saved a 

little touch of chocolate crème for everyone if you're all done with dinner." 
Plates were quickly scraped clean and five sets of eyes looked at her hopefully. She 

passed out the little bowls and sat to watch them enjoy the dessert. 
"You aren't having any?" Dibbs asked. 
She shook her head. "There was hardly enough to go around. And I've had it 

before." 
There was a chorus of, "Miss Ashman, you can have mine," with the men all trying 

to hand their bowls back to her. Joey looked at the men around him and finally hung his 
head to say, "Miss Ashman, you can have mine, too." 

She laughed. "No, really, it would please me if you enjoyed it yourselves." 
The men took their bowls back and Joey dug into his as though concerned that the 

tide would shift again on whether he could keep it. 
"Perhaps," Dibbs said, "I can convince you to take a spoonful?" He held the spoon 

up to her as she had done earlier for his sample. 
She smiled at him. "I suppose that's only fair." 
 

* * * 
 
As he slipped the spoon into her open mouth Dibbs felt an intense rush of 



attraction. It almost made him dizzy watching her lips close over the spoon, seeing how her 
mouth clung to the metal as pulled the spoon free. She closed her eyes and savored the 
flavor. He wanted to watch her eat. He wanted to order the rest of the staff out of the 
kitchen so that he could feed her delicacies. 

Her eyes fluttered open again and she said, "Thank you, Mr. Dibbs." 
It was then that Dibbs realized how quiet the room had become. Whit was staring at 

him in shocked surprise. The other men were focused rather too intently on their desserts, 
especially as the bowls only held three spoonfuls at the most. 

Dibbs felt his neck flush in embarrassment. He had lost himself in the temptation of 
Miss Ashman. The sparkle in her eyes, the impishness of her smile. And, God save his soul, 
her seductive little sigh when she tasted the crème. 

Perhaps he should be careful to monitor his reaction to Miss Ashman. 
 

* * * 
 
Dibbs returned to the study to remove the earl's dinner tray. The dishes were almost 

spotlessly clean, which was of no surprise to him, having just enjoyed Miss Ashman's 
cooking himself. The kitten still lounged and purred on the earl's lap, although the two of 
them had moved from the desk to a more comfortable chair. The earl was reading a novel. 
Not an entirely unknown occurrence, but rare enough to give Dibbs pause. Perhaps he 
would ask Whit why the earl had come when the two of them had a chance to speak alone. 
Just because he refused to discuss the earl’s business in company didn’t mean he would not 
turn over every stone to ensure that his lordship was well taken care of. It was, in fact, what 
he had spent most of his life doing. He delicately cleared his throat to see if his lordship was 
in the mood to be disturbed. The earl set his novel aside almost instantly. 

"Yes, Dibbs?" 
"We would like to know how you prefer to celebrate the season, my lord." 
The earl gave him a searching look that reminded Dibbs there had been a time 

before the formality they typically maintained. A time when they had all been children at 
Kellington. Children who had played together, dreamt of Christmas together. "Do whatever 
you like, Dibbs," the earl finally said. "I have no needs." 

"Very good, my lord," Dibbs said, turning to pick up the tray. 
"Tell Cook that I particularly liked that soup," the earl said, already distracted, petting 

the cat again. 
Dibbs repressed a smile thinking that it would be some time before he mentioned 

how well-liked Miss Ashman's soup was to Cook. "Very good, my lord." 
 

* * * 
 
"What does that mean, he has no needs?" Grace asked, wiping down a platter. 
"It could mean that he doesn't want to trouble us," Dibbs said. He had removed his 

jacket and rolled up his sleeves while assisting with the dishes. "Or that he truly doesn't want 
to celebrate the season." 

"Can't you ask him which he means?" 
Dibbs looked at her as though she had sprouted a second head. "My job isn't to 

badger my lord until I am clear on what he means. My job is to anticipate his needs and 
desires." 

"That makes no sense. You aren't a soothsayer are you?" She paused and gave him a 



look of teasing earnestness. "Are you?" 
Dibbs responded in a dour voice. "Of course not. An excellent butler has no need to 

auger because he already knows everything." 
Grace chuckled. "I had no idea that butlers were gods." 
"Only of a very small domain." His gaze flicked down her form and he frowned. 

"My apologies, we have not gotten you into dry clothes." 
She plucked at the garment. "Almost dry now. ‘Tis all right." 
Apparently it wasn't because he scooped up the clothes he had set down earlier, a 

candle in his other hand, and then started towards the door. "Come with me." His tone was 
sufficiently commanding that Grace started trotting after him to keep up. He led her up 
three flights of narrow stairs and into a cramped hallway. He stopped to open the third door 
on the right and waved her in. 

The room was small, tucked under the eaves. It held a cot, small table, straight-
backed chair, and tiny bureau. It had a small dormer window that revealed how dark the 
night sky was outside. Dibbs set the candlestick on the bureau and laid the clothes over the 
back of the chair. 

"These will be your chambers. I will fetch some linens for your bed. The dresses are 
old uniforms, but the best we can do for now. Hopefully one of them will fit fairly well." 

It wasn't much, not compared to the room she had known in her father's house, but 
after a week on the streets it seemed a warm, dry haven. "Oh, Mr. Dibbs." 

"I do hope you will be staying with us, at least for now?" 
She felt tears welling up in her eyes. Rather than speak she pursed her lips and 

nodded. 
"Excellent. Because I don't think we can do without you for the next few days," he 

admitted. "Just a moment and I will return with those linens." 
Once he slipped from the room she bit down on her knuckle to keep from crying. 

Just a bit longer, she promised herself. Once she was alone she could cry out all the grief and 
rage and misery that had plagued her. But the estimable Mr. Dibbs didn't seem the type who 
would want his employees to make a scene. And for now she was his employee. 

True to his word, Dibbs returned quickly with the linens. After setting them on the 
bed he said, "Morning will come early so I suggest you get some sleep. Good night." 

He moved towards the door but paused as she delicately set a hand on his arm. She 
wanted him to understand what this chance meant to her, but couldn't think what words 
would express it. "Thank you, Mr. Dibbs. Thank you so very much." 

He gave her one of his rare smiles. "For the next few days the two of us will attempt 
to do the work normally done by twenty. You will more likely want to curse than thank me 
by the time the rest of the staff return. Good night, Miss Ashman." 

"Good night, Mr. Dibbs. Oh! Mr. Dibbs?" 
He paused in the doorway. "Yes?" 
"I... I apologize, but I seem to have lost track of the cat." 
"I should have told you. She and the earl have found an accord." 
Grace covered her mouth in shock. "Oh no. She's bothering the earl? I'm so sorry." 
"Believe me when I say that if he did not care for her company he would be quite 

explicit about it. But if you would like her returned I could most likely fetch her for you 
now. I'm sure that if she's the only thing you have left from your old life you are quite 
attached to her." 

"Oh no, I rescued her from some boys who were taunting her a few days ago. Well, 
rescued her with some help from a young woman who was passing by at the same time. I've 



never had a cat before, but she seemed content to stay with me and was good company. So I 
suppose I reached an accord with her as well, but now she has traded up to a peer of the 
realm." 

"Are you sure you don't want me to fetch her?" 
"Yes, I'm sure. Good night." 
"Good night." 
Dibbs pulled the door closed behind him and Grace had to admit that she suddenly 

felt rather lonely. Perhaps Bitsie would have been good company. She set to making the bed. 
Fortunately Mr. Dibbs had included two heavy woolen blankets to help ward off the chill. 
There was also a clean, dry chemise among the clothes on the chair. She changed and took 
her hair down from its braid. After finger combing it out she rebraided it into a simple plait 
for sleeping. She had no idea what time it was, but nestled down into the bed and waited for 
the chilly sheets to be warmed by her body heat. She dozed off without having that good cry 
that she promised herself. 
  



Chap t e r  Fiv e  
Dibbs let himself into his chambers. As the most senior staff in the household he 

had both a bedroom and a sitting room. His accommodations were luxurious compared to 
the room where he had just left Miss Ashman. He felt vaguely guilty leaving her in that 
small, cold space all alone. Not that he had any alternative. Although when she had touched 
his arm it had given him impulses that he doubted she meant to incite. He closed his eyes to 
more perfectly remember the feel of her fingers on his skin. Just that light brush had warmed 
him like candle flame. It made him wonder what it would be like to touch her, hold her. He 
regretted hesitating and leaving it to Whit to wipe the flour from her chin. Whit. The man 
had always been a flirt, since they were boys. Usually it was just a duty to ensure that Whit 
didn't make the staff uncomfortable with his attentions. Some of the shy girls weren't the 
type to defend themselves as they should, but they all knew that Dibbs would address the 
issue if they came to him.  

Dalliance amongst the staff was something Dibbs actively discouraged, although the 
marriages that occurred over the years made it clear that romance did at times bloom. 

 
* * * 

 
Grace awoke to the sound of knocking. Then she heard Dibbs' voice. "Miss 

Ashman, are you awake?" 
She could have sworn she had only been asleep for a moment, but the dim light 

from the window was testament to the night’s passing. The bed was delightfully warm and 
she regretted tossing back the covers and facing the chilly air. "I am awake, Mr. Dibbs. I'll be 
down shortly." 

"Very well." His steps moved away down the hall. 
She rushed to check the ewer on top of the bureau but it did not have water in it. 

She would need to make sure to fill it tonight. Hopping from foot to foot she quickly 
donned stockings. She pinned her plait up and tied on a cap she found in the clothes Dibbs 
had left for her. Finally she pulled on a uniform and her half boots. The uniform was ill 
fitting, a bit long and loose at the waist, but it would do until she found a needle and thread 
to take it in. She tied on the apron she found in the dwindling stack of clothes. It was 
woefully wrinkled after having been toted around the house in a stack, but would have to do 
today. Taking a moment to look down at herself in the dim light she wrinkled her nose in 
distaste. How terribly domestic. She knew that the people in this house would most likely 
dismiss her own class as the less desirable one, but she couldn't imagine living the whole of 
her life in service. Then she blew out a breath. Perhaps she should imagine it unless she 
wanted to spend it on the street instead. 

 
* * * 

 
Dibbs had just finished building the kitchen fire when Miss Ashman entered the 

room. She looked rumpled and tired, but gave him a warm smile. "Good morning, Mr. 
Dibbs." 

"Good morning, Miss Ashman. I believe the first thing we must do is discuss how 
we are to get on. Especially over the next few days as we have so few staff in residence." 

"As you wish, Mr. Dibbs." 



He poured two mugs of tea and set them on the table. "Have you made your list of 
items for Joey to take to market yet?" 

"I meant to ask you yesterday where I might find paper." 
"I am already forgetting that you don't know your way around." Dibbs wondered if 

he should be alarmed at how quickly and naturally Miss Ashman had become part of their 
lives. She hadn't even been in the house for a full day yet. In his desperation he had accepted 
her into service with no references and very little knowledge of her history and character. 
But he was, honestly, still desperate, and hopeful she would take on yet more tasks. He 
retrieved a scrap of paper and pencil from a cabinet and returned to the table. She had her 
fingers wrapped around her mug and was waiting for him politely. He settled into his chair, 
picked up his own mug, and cleared his throat. "Well, Miss Ashman, we will obviously 
curtail the household duties to only those most necessary. I know that cooking can be a 
consuming task, but hope that you might also be able to do some other things as well?" 

"However I can help, Mr. Dibbs." 
Miss Ashman drank her tea as Dibbs outlined all the important considerations of 

running an earl's household in Town. By the time the sky outside the kitchen window had 
brightened with dawn they had agreed on a plan. Dibbs left to fetch Joey while Miss Ashman 
wrote out the shopping list and started the earl's breakfast. 

 
* * * 

 
By noon Grace had cooked two meals for the household, cleaned the four 

downstairs rooms Dibbs had requested, and had her third batch of biscuits in the oven. Her 
mind was going over menu ideas for the next few days, focused mostly, of course, on the 
importance of Christmas. There were some more things she would need to send Joey out to 
fetch from the market. She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and turned to see 
Whit stealing a biscuit from the cooling rack. 

"Mr. Whitman!" she admonished with mock severity. "Did your mother teach you 
no better?" 

"My mother died when I was an infant," he said. "But I'm sure if she'd lived her 
biscuits couldn't have rivaled yours." 

Grace took a step back in shock. "Oh. I'm sorry." 
Then she heard Dibbs say from behind her. "Don't listen to him. His mother is alive 

and well. And can't cook to save her life." 
Dibbs was busy loading his tray with the earl's luncheon. 
After giving an unrepentant Whit a reproving frown, Grace turned to Dibbs. "Can I 

help you carry or serve?" 
"No, I'm all right. Are those biscuits for the earl's tea?" 
"Some of them need to be saved for Christmas." She flicked her towel at Whit as he 

filched another, making him drop the biscuit on the floor. He gave an aggrieved frown, 
picked up the broken pieces and ate them. “You’re worse than a child,” Grace said. “It’s 
hard to believe you’re a man grown.” 

"Perhaps just a few for the earl's tea, then,” Dibbs said, giving Whit a speaking glare 
before saying to Grace, "Tell me if you need the remainder locked up." 

Whit made a face at the butler's back as Dibbs left with the tray. Grace wasn't sure 
whether to laugh or admonish him. The valet hoisted himself up to sit on the table, legs 
swinging as he regarded her. 

"Will there be any shortbreads?" he asked in a hopeful tone. 



"You've done this since you were a boy, haven't you? Charmed what you can out of 
people and stolen the rest." 

He smiled at her. "You think I'm charming." 
"No, I think you try to be charming. From what I can tell you're, well, you're 

shiftless." 
He drew himself up, crossing his feet at the ankles and smoothing the cuffs of his 

shirt. His expression changed to one of near piety. "I'll have you know that I am charged 
with maintaining the earl's personal appearance. He is never without the perfect linens and 
clothing for any and every part of his day. Beau Brummel himself would be hard pressed to 
find fault with how the earl is turned out for every occasion." Whit slumped again and 
flicked a negligent hand. "Then he goes out and gallops his horse across half-hell or does 
some other foolish thing and I wonder why I bother." 

Grace chuckled and slid another tray of biscuits in the ovens. "I think I will never 
understand Quality." 

"Why do you say that?" 
"What is the point of having someone tasked with, what did you call it? Maintaining 

your personal appearance." She shook her head. "Of all the things." 
"Well, look at you. You’re a pretty girl. But with a lady's maid who saw to your 

appearance you could be stunning." 
"That's just silly. Why would I need to be stunning anyway?" 
"To catch a husband, of course." He cocked his head to the side, studying her. 

"Yes," he murmured, "a lady's maid would know how to highlight those lovely brown eyes 
of yours. What colors would make your skin look flawless." 

Grace felt herself flushing under his scrutiny. “I don’t need a husband.” 
He ignored her statement. "I think we can conclude," he said with some asperity, 

"that gray is not your color." 
She plucked at the ill-fitting uniform. "There's not much I can do about this." 
"You aren't going to work every minute of every day, are you? As there are no lady's 

maids about, perhaps I can advise you on choosing colors. In exchange for biscuits." 
"Now you're bargaining?" She couldn't help but to laugh. 
"You called me shiftless. It's apparent that I need to work for my biscuits rather than 

simply begging." 
"Or stealing." Grace shook her head and gave up fighting him with a helpless shrug. 

"You are incorrigible, Mr. Whitman." 
He grinned at her again. "So they tell me." 

  



Chap t e r  Six  
Later that afternoon Grace found herself bearing a tea tray into the earl's study. 

Dibbs had said that the earl would likely soon notice there were no other servants about and 
that it was often a maid that served tea. He gave her explicit instructions on precisely where 
to set the tray and exactly how to prepare the cup. Even though he assured her that he 
would be nearby, he sent her into the room alone. She found herself shockingly intimidated 
by the task and was surprised the china wasn't rattling from how badly her hands were 
shaking. She had never met a member of the Quality and felt at quite a disadvantage to be 
doing so in an ill-fitting uniform performing a task she was woefully unqualified to fulfill. 
She focused on delivering the tray to the assigned table until she had finally set it down 
safely. Then she looked to where the earl sat at his desk writing amongst stacks of papers. 
He was a large man. His dark hair was even longer than Dibbs' and wavy. He wore a coat of 
lustrous bright blue that she assumed was worth more than her father's entire shop. Bitsie 
sprawled near his elbow but stood to stretch and walk across the desk towards Grace. The 
cat's movement served to draw the earl's attention away from his papers. 

Grace was glad she was no longer holding the tray when the earl's eyes raised to hers 
because she surely would have dropped it. Her first thought was that he was shockingly 
pretty. Perhaps not the right word, but he was beautiful in a masculine and intimidating way. 
Like one would expect of a god or a king. It was apparent that the coat had been chosen to 
match his eyes because she saw they were a dark, intense blue in the few seconds he looked 
at her before his gaze narrowed. Perhaps the overall affect of his person was what came of 
having a servant maintain one's personal appearance. 

"I don't know you," he announced.  
Grace didn't know what to say. Fortunately Dibbs appeared at her side almost 

immediately. 
"Indeed not, my lord. Miss Ashman has only recently come to work for us." 
"I see," the earl replied. He returned his attention to the papers in front of him. 
Dibbs gave Grace a pointed look and motioned towards the tea tray. Of course! She 

was here to prepare tea, not gawk at the earl. She swiftly prepared the cup and, holding her 
breath anxiously, placed it on the earl's desk as Dibbs had instructed earlier, along with a 
small plate of her biscuits. After that she and the butler quickly withdrew.  

They retreated to the kitchen. Grace could see Dibbs was looking at her with 
concern so she pulled a face and said, "He's just a bit intimidating, isn't he?" Her crack 
served to dissolve the tension and, looking at each other, they broke into gales of laughter. 

Grace wiped the tears of laughter from the corners of her eyes. "Mercy me, I 
thought I might die when he said he didn't know me. He doesn't know all the staff, does 
he?" 

Dibbs gave a rueful chuckle. "Oh yes, he does. I was hopeful that he just wouldn't 
look up." 

Grace poked him in the shoulder. "You could have warned me." 
"What on earth could I have said that would have prepared you for the earl without 

making you more nervous than you already were?" 
Dibbs was smiling as he looked down at her and Grace thought she much preferred 

summer sky blue to the darker, more intense hue of the earl's eyes. Much preferred. 
 

* * * 



 
Christmas Eve dawned frosty. As Dibbs stoked the fires below-stairs he thought that 

the earl's first full day in the townhouse had gone as well as possible. Now there were only 
two days left before the regular staff would start to come back to the London house. 
Certainly they could survive two days. Even if those days were Christmas Eve and 
Christmas. That reminded him that he hadn't asked after Miss Ashman's intentions for the 
Christmas day menu. Her efforts thus far had proven that she was capable of keeping them 
well fed until Cook returned. His only concern was that she might want to put too much 
effort into making it a celebration. 

Dibbs heard boots in the front hall and thought that perhaps the earl had come 
down for an early morning ride. Fortunately Whit had volunteered to see to the fires and 
other small tasks in keeping the earl's rooms comfortable, but the lord would expect to see 
Dibbs about the main of the house even at so early an hour. The butler hurried to the front 
hallway and drew up short at the scene he encountered. At first it appeared two living 
mounds of greenery were moving through to the parlor, one shorter than the other. Then he 
realized it was the stable master and his son. 

Dibbs wasn't sure he could find his voice. "What are..." he started faintly. 
He heard a soft footfall and Miss Ashman stepped up beside him, sliding her arm 

through his at the elbow. "Isn't it exciting?" she asked. "He said we could do whatever we 
like, and I love Christmas." She hugged on his arm and looked up, eyes sparkling with mirth. 
And, he thought, with rebellion. She knew. She knew that he wouldn't have supported this if 
she had asked him. But her smile dared him to counter her now. Perhaps, for just a moment, 
he felt some sympathy for her brother. He couldn't find it within himself to be truly angry, 
though. She seemed earnest about her love of the season. And certainly it would bring some 
cheer to a household that was otherwise without a touch of Christmas spirit. 

As he remained quiet staring down at her, she jostled his arm and asked, "Don't you 
want to help put up the greenery?" 

"What makes you think I have time?" 
"It's Christmas!" she admonished. "Everyone makes time for Christmas." 
With that she released his arm and entered the parlor to direct Joe and Joey on 

sorting and hanging the greenery. Dibbs returned to his duties and hoped that the household 
decorations wouldn't be a bother to the earl. 

 
* * * 

 
Grace blew out a frustrated breath as she walked into the parlor to help the Joes. 

That had been harder than she expected. It had been clear that left to his own devices, Dibbs 
would have all but ignored the season. If she had been more certain of continued 
employment after the rest of the staff returned she might have been more reticent, might 
have been willing to give up a last chance to enjoy the season in some comfort. But she had 
no assurances. Yes, the butler was desperate for her assistance now and might even be 
grateful enough to give her some wages when she left, but she had no reason to believe that 
there was a position for her in the household. She was woefully unqualified for any position 
that might need to be filled. Now that she had accepted her reduced circumstances she was 
thinking more clearly about her future. She would need to work, but it would be best to 
approach the shops. At least then she could find work more in line with her experience and 
background. 

The worst part, however, had been the entirely blank expression that Dibbs had 



given her. She had certainly seen how in his professional capacity he cultivated a bland mien, 
but with her he always had some sort of reaction, subtle though it might be. Perhaps just a 
crinkle at the edge of his eyes when he almost smiled. Or a wrinkle between his brows when 
he almost frowned. Honestly, she chided herself. She had only known the man for a day and 
a half. There was no always to it. Although, now that she thought of it, she was probably at 
the mid-point of the entire time she would know him. Unless she worked in a shop that he 
would by some chance frequent, there was no reason to believe that they would see each 
other again once she left this household.  

She stiffened her spine and refused to be maudlin. She had already lost many things. 
Her mother, her father, her home. But right now, at this moment, she had an opportunity to 
spend her holiday in a beautiful house in Mayfair. She could make the choice to grieve what 
she had lost and would soon lose, or she could celebrate what she had now, no matter how 
fleeting. She could make the holiday special for herself and the six people stranded here with 
her.  

She chose to celebrate. And she started by showing Joey how to tie up greens with 
wire and ribbons to make decorative swags. 
  



Chap t e r  Sev en  
Dibbs was surprised at how many places greenery began to magically appear 

throughout the morning. Waxy holly leaves and bright red berries adorning the candlesticks 
in the front hall. A swag of evergreen boughs affixed to the mantle in the earl's study with a 
velvet bow. More evergreen artfully decorating the earl's breakfast table. Even if it was all 
quite lovely and tastefully done, he wasn't sure how the earl would respond. Although the 
lord had always been indulgent in allowing the Christmas traditions at Kellington since he 
had ascended, he had never quite been involved with them. Not like when he was a child. 
There had been a time when the lord himself would tromp through the forest gathering 
greens and laughing with the other children. But that was many years ago. The letters Dibbs 
had received from his mother made it clear that over the years the earl had withdrawn 
further and further from the celebrations. It was possible he had come to London to escape 
the effect of the season altogether. If so, the decorations would be far from welcome. 

When the earl came in from his morning ride Dibbs attended him at table. 
"Have you been to the stables this morning, Dibbs?" 
The butler paused briefly while pouring the earl's coffee. "No, my lord, should I have 

been?" 
"All the horses have ribbons and bells braided in their manes." 
Dibbs felt his heart sink lower. Surely that was an affront to the earl's prized stallion. 

"I can have them removed, my lord." 
The earl smiled. "Perish the thought! One cannot interrupt the work of elves." 
"As you wish, my lord." 
"However, if you don't have time for such frivolity on a limited staff, certainly don't 

do it on my account." 
Well, there it was. The earl had acknowledged the reduced staff and it would only be 

appropriate to do the same. To confess his sins. He was gripping the handle of the silver 
coffee urn so tightly that he was sure his hand was turning white. "My lord, about that. 
About the household." 

The earl looked up, polite inquisitiveness on his face. "Yes?" 
Dibbs knew the earl had a temper but didn't treat his staff with anything less than 

kindness. Guests at times got short shrift, but rarely employees. It would remain to be seen if 
this would be one of those rare times. "It's entirely my fault, my lord. I had become too 
certain that you would holiday at Kellington and sent the staff to their families. It won't 
happen again, my lord." 

"How long have we known each other, Dibbs?" 
The butler betrayed a ghost of a smile. "I've known you all your life, my lord." Had, 

in fact, been seven when the future earl had been born. 
"I am warm, fed, and even properly dressed. What makes you think I need for more? 

I'm sure we can muddle along until the staff returns." 
"As you say, my lord." 
The earl turned his attention back to his breakfast. "I'm beginning to think that Cook 

was among those who went on holiday." 
"Indeed, my lord." 
"Who is doing the cooking now?" 
"Miss Ashman, my lord." 
"You were fortunate to find her on short notice, then. Simple foods, but quite 



delicious." 
"Yes, my lord." Honestly, Dibbs didn't know quite what he could have done without 

Miss Ashman. 
 

* * * 
 
Grace patiently assembled more greens with wire and ribbons. Her fingers were 

getting sore with all the twisting of tiny wires and poking from the evergreens and holly 
leaves. But she was sure the effect would be worth it. Although she needed to finish soon so 
that she could prepare the earl's luncheon. 

"Can I help?" 
She looked up to see Dibbs hovering in the parlor doorway. If he was offering to 

help that meant the earl had not been opposed to the symbols of Christmas cheer that he 
had seen. She was sure that otherwise Dibbs would have demanded she remove every single 
jot of decoration. There were dogs less loyal than Dibbs. 

"Yes, please." She stood up and stretched her back. "This is for the banister." 
He helped her gather up the garland she had created and they set to draping it along 

the front stairs. Once she was satisfied with how the greenery was displayed and had it 
finished off with a large red bow she turned back to the butler. "Thank you very much. I 
must go to the kitchen for a bit." 

"Is there anything I can do in the meantime?" 
He seemed earnest in his desire to help with the decorations so she led him back to 

where she had the greenery sorted in the parlor. "I'm planning to put a small embellishment 
on each of the portrait frames." She demonstrated the way she planned to combine 
evergreen and holly in a small sprig with a bow. 

"That would be all the portrait frames?" he asked. 
She smiled. "At least in the common rooms." 
He nodded with the resolution of a man going to war. With some trepidation she 

pressed her sample sprig into his hands and left for the kitchens. 
 

* * * 
 
Dibbs was so focused on forming the small decorations that he didn't hear Whit 

enter the parlor. 
"I see she has you working now, too." 
Dibbs frowned at the valet. "I don't see you working. You can help me put these on 

the portrait frames." 
Whit sauntered over to inspect the work. "She had me do something similar in the 

earl's rooms. I can't imagine Gideon needs a sprig of holly on his looking glass, but she 
seemed determined." 

Dibbs frowned at Whit's use of the earl's given name. Being familiar with the earl 
was not something the butler typically encouraged. However, Whit was the one that traveled 
everywhere with the earl so perhaps it was natural. It had been quite a long time since Dibbs 
had even thought of the earl as Gideon, much less called him that. Master Gideon was the 
boy that he, Whit, and the other children at Kellington had played with. Dibbs' own father 
had always discouraged the use of a familiar name for the future earl, but there had been a 
time that it had only seemed natural. When Gideon had seemed less like Quality and more 
like a younger cousin.  



Then the elder earl died and Gideon ascended to the title. The earl had been 
seventeen when he inherited. Even as a twenty-four year old footman at Kellington, Dibbs 
could tell that the grief and responsibility had nearly driven the young man mad. That was 
when Dibbs had developed something of a habit of cleaning up after him. Shortly the earl 
had transferred Dibbs to be a footman at the London house. Thus began the period when 
Whit and Dibbs would follow the earl on his wildly debauched evenings, ready to assist the 
earl should he need it. Up to and including carrying him home. Or, when the situation 
warranted it, summoning his good friend the Duke of Beloin to intercede on the earl's 
behalf. 

The situation warranted it more often than one might have expected. 
During those years Dibbs hadn't thought of the earl as Gideon at all. Even now he 

bore little resemblance to the youth he had been. 
Whit clucked his tongue. "You're doing that thing again." 
Dibbs frowned. "What thing?" 
"That thing where you worry so much that steam actually rises off of you." Whit 

waved his hands over Dibbs to indicate steam billowing off. "If I didn't know any better I 
would think that something is wrong." 

Dibbs gathered up the holiday sprigs and muttered. "I'm not sure what's going right." 
Whit ticked items off on his fingers. "The earl is happy, we're well fed, and it's 

Christmas. It's even starting to feel like Christmas." The valet scooped up more than half the 
sprigs. "And I'm going to hang these for you so that the delightful Miss Ashman can see 
how productive I am." 

"She isn't for you to toy with, Whit." 
"Nonsense. Everyone is for me to toy with. But don't get your knickers in a twist. I 

shan't try to bed the girl. Depending on the prey, the chase can be even more enjoyable than 
the kill." 

Dibbs bristled. “Whit, I’m not joking.” 
After a moment studying the butler, Whit sobered. “Don’t worry, I am. She’s 

perfectly safe here.” 
The valet set off towards the music room with his cache of sprigs but stopped as 

Dibbs added softly, "And Whit, is the earl truly happy?" 
Whit paused before saying, "Happy? No. But happier than I have seen him in some 

time." 
The butler nodded. That was something at least. 

  



Chap t e r  Eigh t  
Grace wasn't sure the last time she had felt so tired, but the effort seemed to be 

worth it. They had all supped on medallions of beef, a meal that had been the very pinnacle 
of her repertoire at home and at the earl's table was most likely considered common fare. 
But she had been well pleased with the results. Meanwhile, the house was filled with 
greenery. She had even saved some pieces to use in the kitchen. It still felt like the men were 
humoring her determination to celebrate the season, but she had to admit that she was 
determined. If anyone knew that opportunities were fleeting, that all could be lost, it was her. 
Why lose this chance to fill such a lovely home with the sights, sounds, and smells of the 
holiday? Heavens knew that she would be lucky to have a boarding room come this time 
next year, with no family or friends to speak of. 

Dibbs entered the kitchen as she was finishing up cleaning the last of her pots and 
scanned the orderliness of the room as he was wont to do. She wondered if he even realized 
his tendency to do so. Everything was apparently in order since he turned to her and said, 
"Good evening, Miss Ashman." 

"Good evening, Mr. Dibbs. When will we be leaving for church?" He looked at her 
blankly for a moment so she prompted, "For the midnight Christmas service?" 

"I wasn't planning to attend." 
Whit entered the kitchen at the end of Dibbs' statement. "Attend what?" 
Grace turned to the valet. "Midnight mass for Christmas." 
Whit selected an orange from the bowl on the table and then lounged against the 

surface, slowly peeling the fruit. "I would be happy to take you, Miss Ashman." 
The glower Dibbs turned on the valet was dire. Whit grinned in response. 
"Certainly Joe is taking Joey as well," Grace said. 
Whit shrugged. "I couldn't say." 
Grace frowned at Dibbs. "Why don't you gather the staff for the service?" 
"Yes, Dibbs," Whit echoed, "Why don't you gather the staff for the service?" 
The butler continued to give the valet a baleful glare but answered Grace politely 

enough, "I don't presume to tell the staff how to spend their free time." 
Whit snorted with laughter. "If only that were true." 
Grace discovered that it was quite freeing to know that she wouldn't be staying on at 

the house, as she was able to speak her mind. "Mr. Whitman, why do you insist on 
antagonizing Mr. Dibbs?" 

The valet looked surprised. "Me? He's the overbearing, officious one!" 
"I daresay it's the nature of his job. How long would you tolerate me rifling through 

the earl's wardrobe, leaving everything in a ripped, soiled mess?" 
Whit looked from Grace to Dibbs and back again, answering with a sardonic grin. 

"Not even five minutes." 
"Then have some sympathy or that's precisely what I will do." She turned back to the 

butler. "Now, Mr. Dibbs, about the midnight mass." 
 

* * * 
 
Dibbs wondered how he had seen her as a timid doe. He had let nothing short of a 

mother bear into their household. One moment defending him, and the next demanding that 
he bow to her wishes. 



"Miss Ashman, I don't think-" 
Whit stopped him with a friendly hand on the shoulder. "She's threatened the earl's 

clothing. I'm inclined to give her what she wants." 
"A lot of help you are," Dibbs shot at the valet. 
"You're still quibbling like..." she paused and looked back and forth between them. 

"You aren't brothers are you?" 
"Cousins," Dibbs said. 
"You don't look much alike." 
Whit turned in profile. "We used to have the same nose. Until he broke mine." 
"Cry baby." 
"Ruffian." 
Miss Ashman laughed, a little burble of pleasure. "And here I thought you hated 

each other." 
Dibbs shrugged. "Sometimes." 
"I can only think of one thing I could do to make Josh hate me, so I suppose that's 

the one thing I won't do." Whit took Miss Ashman's hand to kiss it. "I trust you have 
our cantankerous butler well in hand. I will round up the rest of the staff." 

Dibbs felt a flare of panic. "But the earl-" 
Whit interrupted. "Will undoubtedly survive an hour or two alone in the house in the 

middle of the night." 
Miss Ashman asked, "The earl won't be going as well?"  
Dibbs drew breath to voice an unequivocal no but Whit beat him to it. "The earl's 

nickname is Lord Lucifer, love. Certainly we don't want the church bursting into flames 
while everyone is gathered for Christmas mass." 

Miss Ashman's eyes rounded in surprise and she remained quiet until the valet left 
the room. The silence stretched between them. She was eying him a bit curiously and he was 
fairly sure she was going to ask after the earl's nickname, something he was not inclined to 
discuss, but her next question took him by surprise. "Your name is Josh?" 

"Yes, why?" 
"That isn't a very... stuffy name." He didn't know quite what to say to that and his 

continued silence made her chatter some more. "I expected it to be something like Albert or, 
I don't know, William. Something, you know..." 

"Stuffy?" 
She blushed but nodded. 
"Certainly you realize that Whit would just turn those names into something like 

Bertie and Willy, rendering them yet again not stuffy." 
"So he's the only one who calls you Josh?" 
He found that he rather liked the sound of his name on her lips. He wondered how 

he could encourage her to use it as much as possible. "My parents call me Joshua." He could 
feel a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth as he added. "Everyone else calls me Dibbs." 

She poked his shoulder. He was beginning to like it when she did that. Few people 
felt comfortable enough with him to be playful. "Dibbs isn't your name," she said, "it's more 
your title." 

He caught her finger before she could poke him again. It was tempting to kiss it. 
That's what Whit would have done. Undoubtedly Whit would have kissed her by now. 

"And what is it," she asked, as though knowing the thoughts that ran through his 
mind, "that Mr. Whitman could do that would make you hate him?" 

"I haven't the foggiest,” he said, reluctantly letting her finger go. “But if there is 



anyone who can figure out how to make me angry, it's Whit." 
"You're the older of the two, aren't you?" 
Now he was grinning. "By two years." 
"It all starts to make sense. You were an unbearably serious child, weren't you?" 
His grin faded. "I was oldest. I was responsible for the rest of them." 
"Mr. Dibbs," she admonished. "It's long past time you learn that responsibility is not 

a burden." She gave one more look around the kitchen to assure everything was to rights, 
and then announced. "I'm going to fetch my walking cloak and mittens and will meet you 
here in a trice. Don't forget to dress warmly." 

Dibbs didn't think he had ever been so neatly, or nicely, trapped into a course of 
action by anyone. She wasn't shrewish or overbearing. She seemed genuinely convinced that 
gathering the staff for an outing to the church was simply the right thing to do. She was 
gently determined to celebrate the season with all the joy and circumstance of a woman 
surrounded by her closest friends and family. It made Dibbs miss Kellington and his parents 
all the more keenly as that was the only Christmas he had ever known. But it was clear that 
he was the only one fighting her. The earl seemed charmed by the touches around the house. 
This morning Joey had been wide-eyed and delighted as only children can be about the 
holiday, his father looking on indulgently. And Whit. Well, the valet was clearly charmed by 
Miss Ashman overall. The thought of having Whit escort the young woman to church set his 
teeth on edge. 

"I just need to apprise the earl of our plans," he said. 
She acknowledged him with a nod and smile, disappearing up the back steps to fetch 

her things. 
Now he had to hope that their plans didn't upset the earl. 

  



Chap t e r  Nine  
Grace stood outside the servant's door with the rest of the home's staff, save Mr. 

Dibbs. She hoped that he hadn't changed his mind about going. How a man of such a 
serious and responsible nature didn't understand his role in setting a good example, she 
couldn't fathom. It was bitterly, almost brutally, cold outside, and they all stood stamping 
and shifting to keep warm. But there was an air of frivolity to the group as well. An 
indefinable sense of holiday cheer that brought a smile to her lips. Then the back door 
opened again and Dibbs let himself out, locking the door behind him. 

"Everyone remember that we can't lose Dibbs," Whit said, "or we'll never get back 
inside. I wouldn't care to freeze to death outside on Christmas." 

Joey pulled on the valet's coat sleeve. "You could sleep in the stables with us." 
Whit scooped the boy up. "Could I now? I suppose smelling like horses and hay 

would be better than freezing to death." 
"Do I smell like horses and hay?" the boy asked. 
"When you walked up earlier I mistook you for a pony. Then you spoke instead 

of whinnying and I realized my mistake." 
"Don't tease him so!" Grace admonished. She buried her nose in Joey's neck and 

took a good sniff. "No, you smell like little boy." 
He looked at his father. "What do little boys smell like?" 
But it was Dibbs who answered. "Snips and snails and puppy dog tails." He sniffed 

at Joey's neck, but huffed out a tickling breath that made the little boy squeal and squirm in 
Whit's arms. "Indeed. Also, apparently, cinnamon." 

"Miss Ashman let me have a biscuit." 
Both Dibbs and Whit turned sad eyes on her. Perhaps they were more alike than she 

had previously noticed.  
"You were handing out biscuits?" Whit asked. 
"Without us?" Dibbs added. 
"Perhaps," she said, "if we don't all freeze to death and make it home again, we will 

have a few biscuits to tide us over until morning." 
That idea served to cheer the men immeasurably. Even the old coachman William 

had a grin and sprightly step as they moved towards the street. Joe took Joey from the valet 
and swung the boy up onto his shoulders. But Grace's eyes were riveted on Mr. Dibbs. 
Joshua. He seemed to have given up on being stalwart as soon as he stepped out of the 
house. It made him seem younger, more approachable. She had to admit to herself that she 
felt something of a tendre for him. She was grateful, certainly, that he had saved her when she 
was at her lowest. But it was beyond that. She admired him. His loyalty. His determination to 
do the right thing. And now his ability to make little boys squeal and giggle. He would be a 
good father, she thought. The idea made her feel off kilter and oddly warm.  

No, she corrected herself; he most likely would be a terrible father. His first loyalty 
would always be to the earl and the household. And it shouldn't matter to her anyway. If she 
sought a husband she should do it among her own class. A merchant or a tradesman. Not a 
butler who worked day and night and was most likely delighted at his position in a 
household. Even after two days she knew that being a servant, even in a household so grand 
as this, was against her nature. She wanted the opportunity to make or break her fortune 
based on her own cleverness and initiative. She wanted risk and challenge. Even tired as she 
was with grief and work, she knew that she wanted to make her way on her own terms. 



As they passed under a street lamp he noticed her regard of him and looked at her 
with gentle concern. "Are you all right, Miss Ashman?" 

Thoughts of the future and even notice of the cold evaporated away, replaced by 
summer blue eyes. Hadn't she told herself to enjoy what she had right now because she 
already knew how easily things could be lost? She wrapped her arm through his and said, 
"Just chilled, Mr. Dibbs." 

 
* * * 

 
Dibbs found the evening much more pleasing than he had expected. Miss Ashman 

had walked on his arm both to and from the church. She had sat next to him in the pew, so 
close that they shared the same hymnal and he had heard her sweet voice rise up in song. It 
had all been sweet and silly, and at times oddly moving. Joe had cried a bit during the service 
and Dibbs knew that the stable master had been thinking of his wife. On the walk home 
William spoke of his father, a vicar, and then told a folksier version of the night of the Christ 
child that, while not as grand as the service at the church, had touched Dibbs' heart more 
dearly.  

When they had heard carolers out in the streets, Miss Ashman had hugged on his 
arm with the delight of a child. Once home she had them all try one of each of the biscuits 
except for one variety she was saving as the most special. Whit had poked around the 
kitchen looking for the special ones but she had insisted that he wouldn't be able to find 
them. 

No, this wasn't a Kellington Christmas, but something different. He had a new 
London Christmas. And it was good. Warm, convivial. Cheerful, he would say. And all due 
to her. Without her it would have been quiet and dull, even with the unusual event of the 
earl having come to Town. 

Now morning had come again and Dibbs was standing at Miss Ashman's door, a 
smile on his lips as he knocked. He heard a thump, followed by her voice, scratchy from 
sleep. 

"Oh, Mr. Dibbs, please don't tell me it's morning." 
"I'm afraid it is, Miss Ashman." 
He heard her footsteps and was surprised when she opened the door. Her hair was 

done in a long plait but strands were loose and mussed from sleep. She had thrown her cloak 
over her chemise, he supposed because she didn't have a robe, but he could see the white 
fabric peeking through where the cloak gaped in front. If the rest of the staff were about he 
would have been afraid of someone finding them in this somewhat inappropriate situation. 

Her smile was bleary but genuine. "I see that you are laughing at me, as I had 
suspected." 

"I'm not laughing at you, Miss Ashman," he protested. But her rueful accusation had 
almost made him do just that. 

"Yes, this exhaustion is of my own making but I won't be sorry for it. Happy 
Christmas, Mr. Dibbs." 

"Happy Christmas, Miss Ashman." 
"I'll be down momentarily." 
He nodded and said, "Very good." But that wasn't what he wanted to do. As she 

closed her bedroom door again it was his turn to feel rueful. He wished he had kissed her. 
He wished he had kissed her a happy Christmas morning and encouraged her to call him 
Joshua when they were alone instead of Mr. Dibbs. It was terribly forward and not at all 



appropriate. But he wished it. And wished he knew her Christian name. Even if just to call 
her that in his own mind. 
  



Chap t e r  Ten  
Grace rushed about the kitchen. There was so much to do to make the rest of the 

foods they would enjoy throughout the day. She began to think that perhaps she had gone 
mad with this desire to have a good Christmas before her circumstances changed again. But 
then she remembered the smile that Joshua, Mr. Dibbs she corrected herself, had given her 
this morning. It belied ever thinking he was austere or distant. He was warm and sweet and... 
And she should stop thinking about him, other than to be satisfied that she had made him 
smile.  

Christmas was about giving, and she wanted to give this household something good 
to remember. Even if they didn't remember her, perhaps they would remember the goose or 
the gingerbread or how the house smelled of greenery. She would remember them. From 
Joey to the earl himself. And, of course, Dibbs. She would never forget Dibbs. When her life 
had been at its bleakest ebb he had opened the door and given her not only food, but simple 
kindness. Joshua Dibbs was, not to put too fine a point upon it, her hero. And if she kept 
thinking about it she was going to cry, and that wasn't going to help her get all this food 
ready. As she turned to put potatoes in the pot over the fire she stopped short. Bitsie sat on 
the hearth looking up at her with impassive and luminous cat eyes. 

"Goodness, Bitsie, you startled me." 
The little black cat stretched and purred, leaning forward to rub against Grace's leg. 

Once she dumped the potatoes in the pot Grace wiped her hands on her apron and picked 
up the kitten. "Don't act like you miss me. You're the one who chose to start consorting 
with the earl." The purr was a gusty rattle under Grace's chin as Bitsie turned her head to 
encourage a more vigorous scratching on her ear. "I've heard he likes you, by the way. Bravo 
for that. He doesn't strike me as a man who suffers fools gladly. And I can't imagine him 
care taking for a little cat so I don't know how you're getting on." 

She heard Whit's voice behind her. "Of course he doesn't. Dibbs and I do that." 
Her mind must truly be elsewhere if not only cats but valets were sneaking up on 

her. Mr. Whitman had resumed his favorite seat on top of the table, legs swinging while he 
ate. She didn't know how he managed to stay so slender as often as she found him in the 
kitchen snacking. 

"Happy Christmas, Mr. Whitman." 
"Happy Christmas, Miss Ashman." 
"Breakfast won't be for another half hour." 
"I was hoping perhaps those mystery biscuits had already been brought out." 
She laughed. He was incorrigible, and entirely predictable. "Indeed they have not, 

Mr. Whitman." 
"Well then, at least I can deliver this to you."  
He nodded his head to the side and she noticed a large, squat box on the table next 

to him. She ventured forward slowly, not entirely sure what to make of it. "What is it?" 
"Something for you to wear tonight." 
"It's... it's a present?" 
"Would you like to see?" 
She backed away a step. "I'm not sure I should accept a gift from you, Mr. Whitman. 

I don't mean to be rude, but-" 
Whit looked over her shoulder. "Dibbs, tell her she can accept this." 
The butler stepped up beside her and she felt immeasurably safer having him there. 



"Accept what?" Dibbs asked. 
"What I brought for her to wear tonight." 
"Why did you bring her anything to wear tonight?" Dibbs sounded suspicious, 

bordering on angry. 
Whit remained unflustered. "At the rate she's going I assumed there would be some 

sort of Christmas supper for the staff. Certainly we will all dress for it. So I thought she 
would want something nicer to wear than her uniform. We can agree that gray is not her 
color, and I did promise her that I would advise her on colors." 

"Whit," Dibbs said, "your constant flirting with Miss Ashman must stop." 
"I'm not flirting with her, Josh. Does she look flirted with? Actually she looks 

somewhat terrified. Have you ever known me to flirt with a woman until she was terrified?" 
Dibbs opened his mouth to retort but seemed to think better of it. 
"No," Whit said, hopping off the table, "of course you haven't. Because I'm a better 

judge of people than that. I know the effect I have on them. Rather than, say, you. When I 
think about it I really acquired this for you anyway." He shoved the box in Dibbs' hands. "So 
why don't you take it." The valet nodded at Grace. "Happy Christmas, Miss Ashman. Happy 
Christmas, Josh." With that he left the kitchen. 

The fire crackled and Bitsie continued to purr under Grace's chin while Dibbs stared 
at the box as though it was a complicated puzzle. 

"What was that all about?" Grace asked. 
"I'm not sure," Dibbs said slowly. He looked at her then, somewhat keenly, as 

though she were part of the puzzle he was trying to solve. "Has he been flirting with you?" 
"Some," she admitted. "But I think no more so than he would with any woman in 

the house. Some men just like to charm women." 
"And do you find him charming?" 
"I find him entertaining so long as he does not try to get fresh with me." 
"And has he done so?" 
She smiled. "No. He is perhaps, as he said, a fair judge of people. I would not have 

welcomed his advances." 
"Did he tell you how it came about that I broke his nose?" 
"No. You seem to think Mr. Whitman and I talk a great deal more than we do." 
"It was over a woman. I thought myself in love with her, planned to marry her, and 

Whit stole her away from me." 
She gave him a sympathetic frown. "If she could be so easily swayed by his charm 

then she didn't deserve your affections." 
He looked at her curiously. "That's essentially what Whit said at the time." 
She took a step back and teased. "I hope that doesn't mean you'll break my nose." 
He chuckled. "Of course not. But I will say I had not entirely regretted having done 

so to Whit before now." 
"Perhaps that's your Christmas miracle for this year," she said. "Forgiving your 

cousin." 
He set the box back on the table. "Why don't you open this and then I'll decide what 

I'm going to do with Whit." 
She settled the kitten on a chair and opened the box. No wrapping or tissue, just 

dark folded fabric nestled down inside. She pulled it out into the light and almost gasped at 
the simple beauty of the garment. A dark green velvet bodice gave way to yards of fluttering 
pale green silk. The trim was dark gold ribbon at the neckline and sleeves. She spotted tiny 
brass balls on the neckline ribbon and flicked them. They jingled as she knew they would. It 



was wonderful. Adorable. Whimsical. 
She couldn't accept it. 
She looked up at Dibbs and he seemed to have rapt attention on her, his eyes dark. 

She shook her head, "I can't." 
He stepped closer. So close she could feel the heat radiating from him. He turned his 

attention to the dress for a moment, running a hand over the velvet. "He said it was really 
my present and I would like to see you in it." He looked torn for a moment, as though 
considering something. Then his tense posture relaxed a bit as he leaned towards her, 
touching her jaw lightly. "Would love to see you in it." 

Grace felt herself flush from his attentions. She nodded and folded the dress back 
into the box, her hands shaking a bit. He took one hand and kissed it before holding it 
against his chest. She could feel his warmth, the solidity of him. She was both terrified and 
felt safer than she ever had in her life. 

“Are you all right?” When she nodded he kissed her forehead and murmured into 
her hair. "I'll be back after I serve the earl his breakfast." 

When he left the kitchen she missed him, finally admitting to herself that she had 
been attuned to him almost from the moment she had walked into this house. Why oh why 
did she have to fall in love with a proper English butler? 
  



Chap t e r  Elev en  
Dibbs was itching with impatience for the earl to finish his breakfast. He needed to 

find Whit, needed to see Miss Ashman again. Needed to touch her again, really, even if it 
was just her hand on his arm or an innocent kiss on her forehead. She had said that she 
wouldn't welcome advances she didn't want, and once he thought about it knew it to be true 
that she shied away from any contact with Whit. But she didn't shy away from him. The 
opposite, in fact. She trusted him. Liked him. He hoped that he could nurture that to be 
more in time. Although what time they had, he wasn't sure. They hadn't spoken of the 
future. He assumed she would stay on in some capacity after the staff returned because she 
had nowhere to go. That reminded him of her horrid brother. 

"My lord," he said softly to Gideon, gaining the earl's immediate attention. "I 
wondered if there is a minister who oversees the safety of apothecaries?" 

The earl frowned in thought for a moment, accessing his prodigious knowledge of 
English government and laws. "I'm sure there must be. Do you have a concern?" 

"Yes, there is a particular apothecary. I won't bore you with the details, but suffice to 
say it might be best if the premises were inspected." 

The earl nodded. "Write down the name and location and leave it on my desk. I'll 
have it seen to next week." 

If Gideon said he would do it, then it would be done. Somehow Dibbs managed to 
keep himself from grinning for the rest of breakfast, although it was difficult. 

As soon as his duties serving the earl had ended he went off in search of Whit. He 
found the valet attending the earl's wardrobe. 

"What now?" Whit asked. "Is she going to have us hang silver bells on every door?" 
Dibbs caught his cousin up in a tight hug.  
Whit laughed. "What is that for? The dress?" 
"I'm sorry I broke your nose." 
Whit waved a hand. "You already apologized for that." 
"Because my mother made me. Now I really am sorry." 
"Finally figured it out, did you?" 
"Figured what out?" 
"That if you'd married that shrew you wouldn't be able to marry Miss Ashman." 
"In my defense, I thought I loved Portia at the time." 
"I've already saved you from fifteen years of being married to a shrew and now you 

are free to marry a woman much more suited to you. I think I deserve more than a hug." 
"Let's not ruin this." 
 

* * * 
 
Grace was in an odd state of being both exhausted and deliriously happy. Whenever 

Dibbs came into the kitchens throughout the day he found occasion to touch her. The best 
had been when he stepped up behind her and slid his arms around her waist, pulling her 
back against him. She had nearly melted into his embrace. It wasn't proper, scandalous even. 
But she wouldn't have traded those stolen moments for all the tea in China. 

Now everything was ready for the earl's Christmas dinner and Dibbs was loading 
trays to take up to the dining room. He stopped and looked at her. "Why don't you take a 
nap before our staff supper?" 



She shook her head. "I'll be fine." 
He came over and cupped her face in his hands. The warmth was lovely and she 

closed her eyes. He massaged her temples and that was even more lovely. "You look 
exhausted, Miss Ashman." 

"Grace." 
His fingers paused for a moment. "Grace?" 
Hearing her name in his voice made her fall a little bit more in love with him. She 

wondered if it could always be like this, continuing to fall further in love with him as though 
it was a bottomless well in her heart. "Yes, Josh," she said. "My name is Grace." 

She could feel a tension, an attraction, arcing between them and was sure that he 
would kiss her. Then his voice was at her ear. "You need to get some sleep, Grace. I'll come 
to wake you." 

She had to chuckle at that. He didn't seem to have any remorse in waking her, that 
was true. And now that he had made her feel so lovely and boneless she found she couldn't 
fight his suggestion of a nap. "Just for a little while," she agreed. 

He kissed her cheek. "Just a little while." 
She picked up the dress so she could change into it before dinner and went upstairs 

to sleep until Dibbs woke her. 
 

* * * 
 
Dibbs found that he could hardly concentrate. Her name was Grace. What a perfect 

name for her. How could she not know that she was his Christmas miracle? It was because of 
her that any other good thing had come about in the last few days. Had it really only been 
three days? It already felt like he had always known her. Always loved her. 

That thought gave him pause, but he knew it was true. What he felt for her was 
beyond compare. Now it was time to wake her before supper. 

 
* * * 

 
Grace awoke to a hand stroking her hair. She knew it was Dibbs. Joshua. 
"Are you ready to wake up?" he asked. 
She smiled and shook her head. 
"Come now," he chided. "Not everyone gets two Christmas mornings." 
That made her laugh and open her eyes. "True enough," she said. "I suppose it's just 

part of trying to fit as much Christmas in this year as possible." 
It was already dark outside again. Dibbs had brought up a candle and set it on her 

low bureau. He smiled down at her with unmistakable fondness and it made her heart turn 
over in her chest. "Is that what you're trying to do?" he asked. He glanced over to where she 
had hung up the dress to let any wrinkles hang out. "You'll be wanting to prepare for 
supper." 

He turned to leave but she called out, "Wait." 
She slipped from the bed and by the time he turned back she nestled into his arms. 
"Hullo," he said in soft surprise. 
She wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her head on his shoulder. "Hullo," 

she said. 
He was warm and solid and smelled like peppermint. He pulled her close and stroked 

her back with gentle fingers. She didn't care that she was dressed only in a chemise. That this 



was wholly improper. She wanted to stay like this forever and ever. 
But the staff would begin to gather in the kitchen soon and she wanted to serve 

them a Christmas supper they wouldn't soon forget. So she drew back and said, "Happy 
Christmas." 

Dibbs' eyes were dark with wanting. Surely now he would kiss her. But he only 
replied, "Happy Christmas," in a thick voice and then left her room, closing the door with a 
soft click. 

 
* * * 

 
He had known it was wrong to enter her room unbidden. When he had seen her 

asleep, looking so sweet and innocent, he had wanted to kiss her awake. He managed to fight 
that impulse but still woke her with his touch. She stretched and leaned into his hand like a 
cat. Then when he tried to leave before doing anything untoward she had called him back so 
that she could step into his arms and press her body against him. If he lived to be a hundred 
he would never forget the feel of her. The scent of her. She seduced him with an innocent 
affection, because surely if she knew the thoughts she roused in him she wouldn't have done 
it. He had to escape before he kissed her. Because he knew it wouldn't stop at a simple kiss. 

He went to his rooms to change for supper himself. It didn't seem appropriate to 
wear his uniform. 

 
* * * 

 
Once dressed and sure that her hair was smoothed back to some semblance of order, 

Grace flew downstairs to arrange the supper table. She put out the linen and decorated the 
center of the table with the greenery she had saved. As she set out the plates, Dibbs came 
into the kitchen. She paused in her work and they stared at one another. He had changed 
clothes as well. He walked over and took her hand, pulling her away from the table and out 
where he could see her dress. Being near him made butterflies dance in her ribcage. 

"You look beautiful," he said. 
She ran a hand over his chest. "You're wearing a green waistcoat." 
He smiled at her. "It seemed seasonal." 
"And we match."  
"And we match," he agreed with a chuckle. 
They had drifted closer together as they spoke and were now only inches apart. 
"You look very handsome," she whispered. He leaned down toward her and she 

closed her eyes for his kiss. 
But that was when the back door banged open and most of the staff came in to 

supper. 
  



Chap t e r  Twe l v e  
When the back door let in a cold wind and three of the staff, Dibbs considered 

murder. He thought he had sent too many of the staff away, now it was clear it hadn't been 
enough. Shortly Whit came down as well and Dibbs tried to join in the convivial banter of 
the gathering, but all he really wanted was to be alone with Grace. 

After she had filled the table with so much good food it would barely fit she 
announced she was giving out her first present. He hadn't expected that she would have 
presents to give, but then she set a roasted chicken in front of Whit and everyone started 
laughing. 

"If this is better than your kippers," the valet said, "I will consider it a marriage 
proposal." 

"You'd best not!" she exclaimed. As she laughed she set her hand on Dibbs' 
shoulder, which kept him from becoming too jealous over the thoughtful gift that the valet 
had received. Whit immediately set to negotiating whether anyone would be allowed bites of 
his treasured bird. After Grace finally sat, the group set to eating in earnest. 

There was laughter and merriment. Dibbs couldn't remember any Christmas at 
Kellington that outshone it. Each time he looked over at Grace she glowed with joy and 
vivacity. As much as he enjoyed it, he couldn't wait until the last members declared 
themselves stuffed so that the kitchen could be cleaned and he would finally have time alone 
with her. 

When she stood from the table she turned to old William. "Did you bring your 
fiddle?" 

"Indeed I did, missy." 
"Fiddle?" Dibbs asked faintly. 
She gave him a radiant smile. "It wouldn't be Christmas without song and dance, 

would it?" 
Under her direction the table was cleared and set against the wall, creating an open 

space in the large kitchen. William tuned his fiddle as Joe rearranged the chairs. Whit set out 
a bowl of Wassail. 

Satisfied with the arrangement in the kitchen, she leaned against his arm again. 
"Josh," she said softly enough that he knew she was trying not to be overheard. "Don't you 
think we should invite the earl to our party? He must be lonely." 

He looked down to see her eyes were tinged with sympathy. Invite the Earl of 
Harrington to a commoner's Christmas party in the kitchen? Never. But Gideon Wolfe, the 
young man that had grown up at Kellington? The scion that had delighted in escaping the 
house and playing with the servant children? Gideon would love just such a party. It 
wouldn't hurt to ask and the earl could demur if he didn't care to attend. Dibbs kept his 
voice low as well. "I think that's quite insightful of you, Grace." He lifted her hand and 
kissed it, eliciting another bright smile from her. "I'll be back." 

The earl was in his study reading. Dibbs had never known the man to spend so 
much time at rest, but perhaps all things changed in time.  

"My lord." 
Gideon looked up, then raised a brow. "Dibbs, you aren't wearing a jacket." 
Dibbs looked down and confirmed that he was in fact in shirt sleeves. "I, ah, took it 

off after supper." 
"I think it's been a good ten years since I've seen you without your suit jacket, but 



then again I haven't been here for Christmas." 
"We are having a party downstairs, sir, and wondered if you would like to attend. 

There is to be music and dancing. Nothing formal of course, but..." 
The earl set his book aside and stood up, "Have you been drinking?" He sounded a 

bit incredulous so Dibbs thought it best to tread carefully. 
"A bit." 
"A party with music, dancing, and Dibbs drinking? This is obviously something I 

can't miss." He gathered up some decanters from his sidebar. "Here, carry these. We'll need 
this, too." 

Dibbs balanced four bottles in his arms while Gideon had another three. "There will 
only be the seven of us, my lord. And Joey is just a child." 

"Plenty to share then. Variety is the spice of life, Dibbs. Lead on." 
By the time they were in the back hall they could clearly hear a jig being played on 

the fiddle. Entering the kitchen Dibbs saw that Grace was dancing around the center of the 
room with Joey while Joe and Whit were showing off steps to the boy. Seeing the earl arrive, 
Whit left off from dancing and helped to sort the decanters on the table. 

Grace let go of Joey and came over to greet the earl. She gave a small curtsy. "We're 
so glad you could join us, my lord." 

The smile the earl gave her plucked at Dibbs' jealousies again. It wasn't the earl's 
fault that he happened to be tall, handsome, and charming. But it suddenly made Dibbs like 
him quite a bit less. Especially when followed by the statement, "Certainly we should leave 
off the 'my lording' for tonight." 

Grace looked over to Dibbs in apparent panic. 
"I'm sorry, Gideon, we have a Cit in our midst. She has no idea what the proper 

etiquette is for your request." Turning to Grace he said, "One calls a lord whatever he wishes 
to be called whenever he wishes to be called it. I would suggest that he is inviting the use of 
Gideon or Harrington tonight." 

She tried again. "We're so glad you could join us, Mr. Harrington." 
"Just Harrington," Dibbs corrected. 
She looked back at Dibbs and blinked. "You people confuse me." 
The earl laughed uproariously at her dry complaint, and humor set the tone as the 

party swung into high gear again. Everyone danced with everyone. The earl's collection of 
decanters was steadily drained. The gaiety denied that it was only a small gathering, for it had 
the noise and motion of a party three times its size. 

When William took a break from fiddling, Grace announced that she was providing 
another gift to the group and set out platters of fancy biscuits and her special treat of fresh, 
warm gingerbread. Whit took that opportunity to renew his marriage proposal, and although 
Grace laughed she also leaned over to whisper in the valet's ear. Dibbs felt a thread of 
jealousy again and wasn't sure if it was good or ill that so much of his employer's expensive 
brandy was running through his veins. Whit nodded and left the room. Dibbs tried to 
prepare himself for what he would do if Grace shortly followed, but apparently 
he needn't have worried because she was walking towards him. She stopped a mere foot 
from him, her face flushed from dancing and the Wassail she had imbibed.  

"Hullo, Mr. Dibbs." 
"Hullo, Miss Ashman." 
"Happy Christmas." 
"Yes it is, isn't it?" 
She smiled at him, seeming pleased with her efforts. Then she gave him a thoughtful 



look. "You never correct me when I put a 'mister' in front of your name." 
He took her hands in his own. Her skin was soft and smooth. Lovely. She was 

lovely. "No I don't. Have I told you that my father is also a butler?" 
"I don't think so, but I suppose that makes sense." 
"Only one person calls him Mr. Dibbs." 
"Who?" 
"My mother." 
She looked both startled and pleased by that. She opened her mouth to say 

something, but was distracted by Whit returning with a large, square red box under his arm. 
Keeping Dibbs' hand in her own she tugged him with her over towards Whit. Dibbs sorely 
hoped he wasn't going to have fisticuffs with the man again. Grace retrieved the red box 
from the valet and walked over to the earl. 

"Harrington," she said, "I've had to improvise on Christmas gifts this year. But I 
hope this will bring you many years of joy." 

He looked surprised but took the box from her and opened it. The black kitten 
Grace had arrived with poked her head out, making the earl laugh again. 

Grace chuckled and said, "Really this is just formalizing the arrangement she has 
made for herself as the Harrington Town House cat." 

"I didn't realize she was your cat, Miss Ashman. You may, of course, have her back if 
you wish." 

"She was only mine for a few days before I arrived here, and it's clear that she far 
prefers you." 

The earl set the box down on the hearth so that the kitten could climb out at her 
leisure. Once she had, she set to cleaning herself with a vengeance. "Thank you very much 
for the gift, Miss Ashman. And for the sweets. I must say that your baking is among the best 
I have ever tasted." 

"Thank you, sir!" 
  



Chap t e r  Th i r t e en  
Dibbs was a bit surprised when the earl turned and put a hand on his shoulder. 

"Dibbs, a word if you please." 
"Of course, sir." As they moved to a more remote corner of the kitchen he found 

that all the expensive brandy didn't do a very good job of forestalling anxiety. "Is something 
wrong, sir?" 

"Wrong? I don't think so. I rely on you to tell me when things are wrong. This has 
been remarkably enjoyable. Do you spend every Christmas like this?" 

Perhaps in the future he hoped to. "No, sir. This is entirely Miss Ashman. When it 
comes to Christmas she is a force to be reckoned with." 

"I thought that might be true, otherwise why send all the staff away?" 
Ah, at last. The earl had decided that he did not like having all the staff away. "Why, 

indeed, sir." 
"Now is no time to be circumspect. You showed initiative ensuring that as many 

staff as possible were able to spend the most holy of days with family and loved ones. 
Except for yourself. When is the last time you were home for Christmas, Dibbs?" 

"I've not been to Kellington since I was assigned to London." 
"Not since- Whyever not?" 
"My first duty is to this house." 
"Dibbs, that's... I should have anticipated this, shouldn't I? 
"It's not a bother, my l- Gideon. It's my duty." 
"You loved Christmas at Kellington." 
"What makes you say that?" 
"You were always in the middle of everything. You directed us in gathering the 

greenery, selecting the Yule log. I doubt that I have a single childhood memory of Christmas 
that doesn't have you in it. You led us boys when we went skating and taught us how to 
build snow forts." Gideon paused for a moment, considering. "I have been lamenting to 
myself in recent years that Christmas at Kellington wasn't what it used to be, and now I have 
to wonder if it's simply because you aren't there." 

"I sincerely doubt that, sir." 
"I don't. I’ll admit that it didn’t help to receive a polite decline for the fourth year in 

a row from the duke. That’s what pushed me to quit Kellington this year. But our new 
tradition will be to close the town house, and any staff that doesn’t have other plans can 
repair to Kellington with us. And you must bring your Miss Ashman with you. Her biscuits 
will be a welcome addition to our larder." 

Dibbs glanced over at Grace. The magic of Christmas was in laughter, a giving spirit, 
and the sense of peace bestowed by the Christ child. Growing up, he had assumed such 
magic was dependent on being with scores of people, including close family. She had proved 
to him that even a disparate group of seven could embrace the season just as fully, as deeply, 
as any celebration had at Kellington. He was grateful that she had shared Christmas with all 
of them, including the earl. "As you wish, sir." 

"If you call me sir one more time tonight there will likely be a brawl." 
Dibbs allowed himself a smile. "You just want an opportunity to prove you finally 

grew bigger than me." 
 

* * * 



 
Grace kept an eye on Dibbs talking with the earl in the corner. Dibbs had seemed 

quite stressed when the conversation began, but was more relaxed now. Even after they 
started a friendly shoving match she wasn't quite as worried as she had been when she had 
seen his pale, pinched face at the beginning of the discussion. 

Whit spoke at her elbow. "That's good to see." 
"What?" she asked. 
"Josh and Gideon," he said, motioning to the shoving match with his slice of 

gingerbread. "When Gideon ascended everything changed overnight." 
"And not in a good way?" 
"Not in a good way," he agreed. 
"What happened?" she asked.  
"It's a long story; I'll let Josh tell you. But it's been a long ten years. Eleven now, I 

suppose." 
"How long have you been his valet?" 
"Pretty much his whole life. Officially for, oh, fifteen years." 
"You've all been together forever. It feels very odd having only been here for a few 

days." 
He waved the last bite of gingerbread. "And yet you fit in so easily. You will be 

staying with us, won't you?" 
She looked back over to Dibbs, where he was now leaning against the wall with his 

arms crossed over his chest, smiling and chatting with the earl. "I don't know," she said 
absently. "I tend to think not." 

Whit grabbed her hand. "Don't say that! Who will roast my chickens, make my 
gingerbread?" 

The valet's expression of mock terror made her laugh. "I'm sure you'll find some way 
to get on, as you did before I arrived." 

"How can you be so blasé? Having touched heaven, even being set back on earth 
seems the worst sort of torture." 

Grace laughed in earnest now. "Goodness, Mr. Whitman, you do know how to do it 
a bit brown."  

 
* * * 

 
Dibbs missed the last thing Gideon said because Whit was holding Grace's hand and 

she was laughing. He really needed to find a way to control this jealousy because it wasn't 
wholesome. Whit was flirtatious. Grace was friendly. It didn't mean anything at all if they 
were just being themselves. But what bothered him the most was that he had no claim on 
her. No true right to challenge another man who might be too fresh with her. He felt his 
fists clenched and knew that having the right or no, he would defend her should she need it. 
He saw Whit stroke the sensitive skin on the underside of Grace's wrist, startling her, and 
thought perhaps he should check on them. 

"Excuse me, please, my lord." 
 

* * * 
 
After her accusation Mr. Whitman had started to wax poetic, as though her saying he 

was doing it a bit brown was a challenge. Then she heard Dibbs at her shoulder.  



"Is he bothering you?" 
"I think he's on the verge of proposing to me again in order to secure a future of 

roast chicken and gingerbread." 
"There's more than one way to do that. You could marry me instead." 
Grace's gaze flew up to meet Dibbs'. His summer blue eyes were sincere, no hint of 

teasing. The room grew quiet as if everyone were collectively holding their breath waiting for 
her answer. She had already paused too long to simply laugh off his offer as though she 
thought he was joking. But there were too many things to consider. She didn't want to be a 
servant. She didn't want to accept simply because she was homeless and desperate. On the 
other hand, she didn't want to hurt him, either. She loved him, she already knew that. As he 
wasn't the type to make casual proposals, she knew he felt a great deal of affection for her as 
well. If only they'd had the chance to talk about the future before this. Now five people 
stared at them while she dithered, one of them a Peer. It was an almost unbearable torture. 
Quickly she tried to imagine possible futures, ones both with and without Joshua Dibbs in 
them. Surely she would see some clear path? 

Her silence must have gone on too long because Dibbs gave her a sad smile and then 
drew his breath to speak. Before he could she said, "That does seem a far better solution." 

The shock of her acceptance was clear on his face. Then he picked her up in a tight 
hug and spun her around while the others shouted and clapped. When he set her back down 
he cupped her face in his hands. "So that's a yes?" he whispered. 

"Yes," she whispered back. 
"Luds, Josh," Whit interrupted. "Am I going to have to point out that you're 

standing under mistletoe?" 
Both Grace and Josh looked up to see that there was, in fact, mistletoe hung on the 

kitchen ceiling above their heads. 
"I didn't put that there," Grace said. 
Then Josh was kissing her. A tentative, sweet kiss at first. Just the soft slide of his 

lips over hers, tasting. Then his hand moved to the back of her head and he began kissing 
her in earnest, nibbling on her lower lip until she opened her mouth in a gasp. She had never 
been kissed before, not really. As a sheltered girl from the merchant class who had spent the 
past ten years caring for her ailing parents, she hadn't even had the occasion to walk out with 
a gentleman, much less be kissed.  It wasn't what she had expected, based on the simple buss 
of lips shared by friends and family. He tasted of brandy and mint. And the feel of his 
mouth on hers made her pulse race, made her breath short. When he released her lips and 
looked down at her she realized it was bottomless, falling in love with him. She would never 
stop. 

 
* * * 

 
Dibbs was a bit embarrassed, making such a spectacle of their engagement and first 

kiss. Their small audience was still applauding, slapping him on the back, and offering 
congratulations. Grace seemed to finally notice that everyone's attention was on them and 
gave a shy smile before ducking her head. Dibbs looked over at Whit. The sly devil had a 
self-satisfied smirk. Knowing that the flirtatious valet had stood under the mistletoe with 
Grace for a good ten minutes without trying to kiss her, even in jest, put Dibbs' mind to rest. 
And now she was his. Or she would be his, once the banns were read. Unless he could 
convince her to marry by special license. 

She looked back up at him. "Happy Christmas, Josh." 



"The happiest," he agreed. 
With that, they turned to accept the enthusiastic well wishes from those around 

them. 
 

  



Epi l ogu e  
April 1815 

Grace smoothed the apron over her uniform as she walked back into their quarters. 
She hated wearing the drab gray and white clothes, stiff with starch. Fortunately she rarely 
had to. Just whenever her husband was desperately short of help. Or today in order to get a 
first peek at the new countess. She heard the door open again and turned to see Joshua 
Dibbs. Her husband. He removed his jacket to hang on the peg near the door and said, 
"Well, what did you think?" 

Grace smiled. "I think I recognize her." 
Josh put his arms around her waist and pulled her close. "From where?" 
She was distracted for a moment by his kiss. It always felt deliciously naughty to kiss 

in the middle of the day. "She's the one who helped me rescue Bitsie." 
Hearing her name, the cat rose from the spot of sunshine she had been napping in to 

purr and rub along their legs. 
"Really?" he said, eyebrows raised in surprise. 
"Truly. I had been trying to get the kitten from the boys and she waded in wielding 

her bumbershoot like a sword. If it weren't for her I don't think I would have succeeded. 
When I thanked her she just said that her sister loved kittens and would never forgive her if 
she didn't help." 

"I think I have some sympathy for those boys now, or at least the punishment they 
received." 

"Indeed," Grace said, remembering the bruises he had in February when, shortly 
before the earl had married, his fiancée had fought her way through Dibbs and two footmen 
with her riding crop before taking her ire out on Gideon himself. The servants had been at a 
disadvantage, not wanting to harm a lady. Grace had been furious with the future countess at 
the time, having to see those bruises. 

When the Harringtons arrived today and Gideon set to introducing his wife to the 
staff, the first thing he did was tell Dibbs drily, "Worry not, I made her leave the riding crops 
back at Kellington." The countess had blushed rosily and apologized not only to Dibbs, but 
the two footmen as well, meaning that she had at least noticed who they were. Grace had felt 
somewhat mollified by that. 

Josh was distracting her again with sweet kisses on the side of her throat. "So we 
don't need to worry that she'll make a habit of abusing the staff?" she asked. 

He paused in his attentions. "I have suggested to the earl that I don't want to have to 
worry about that." 

Grace had to laugh. She was fairly certain her husband ran a bit of England with his 
mild suggestions to the earl. When she had admitted to him that what she really wanted was to 
have her own baking business he had used his connections, and suggestions, to secure a 
kitchen, obtain staff, and begin a groundswell of interest in her goods. Upon his suggestion the 
earl had taken a basket of her biscuits to his office at Parliament, each parchment-wrapped 
packet including a small card with her business name and location on it.  

She had feared that marrying someone from the serving class meant that she would 
be trapped in service herself. That he would never understand her desire to return to 
merchanting. But nothing could be further from the truth. She knew that she would be hard 
pressed to find a husband more supportive of his wife's endeavors in any class. He had even 
given over some of his duties to other staff so that he could walk with her to her kitchen 



each morning. Every day he gave her some reason to fall a bit more in love with him. She 
decided today it was how he surreptitiously caressed her belly, feeling for whether her 
pregnancy was evident through her clothes yet. He had been so flustered and delighted the 
night before when she had put his hand there so that he could feel the tiny bump while they 
were in bed.  

She kissed his temple and said, "Now that the reception is over I was hoping to 
change clothes." 

"Oh, then I can take this off?" 
"Josh, it's the middle of the day!" 
He sighed. "Cits and their disturbing sense of morality." He turned her around and 

began untying her apron with that deft, professional efficiency he had. 
 

* * * 
 
Josh smiled now that his wife's back was turned. He loved her so much that at times 

it was almost painful. He was prouder of her business venture than he realized he could be. 
It had certainly never been something he had considered, marrying a merchant. But now that 
he had, he found that he thought about her business quite a bit. How to help her, whether 
she needed anything. He was still diligent in his duties to the household but it was clear to 
him that he had spent the last ten years in London growing sadder and more withdrawn, 
focused only on his service to the earl. Now he took time off to squire his wife around to the 
sights London had to offer. It was like discovering an entirely new city he hadn't known was 
outside his door. In January he had even taken her to Kellington to meet his parents. 

He knew that he would do anything for her, would protect and cherish her always. It 
gave him a guilty pleasure whenever he received updates regarding the ongoing, and ever 
deeper, investigation that her brother’s apothecary shop was being subjected to based on his 
recommendation.  

Having removed her dress and at least disrobed her down to her chemise, he pulled 
her against him and rested his hands on her abdomen. They were going to have the next 
generation of Dibbs. He couldn't imagine being any happier. Although she tensed in 
suspicion at first, she relaxed against him after a moment. 

"You know," he said softly into her hair, "if we pulled the curtains closed it wouldn't 
feel like the middle of the day." 

"Joshua!" 
He sighed and kissed her shoulder. "It's just as well. With the Harringtons in 

residence I should be working now anyway." 
"Yes, what happened to the work-obsessed man I fell in love with?" 
He hugged her closer. "He fell in love with a beautiful, vivacious woman he can't 

keep his hands off of. A woman who changes everyone around her for the better." 
She turned around and cupped his face in her hands. "Mr. Dibbs, you had no room 

left for improvement. You've always been perfect." 
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Author ’ s  Not e  
Hey there! Thanks for reading the first Haberdashers Tale. I had a lot of fun getting 

to know Gideon’s staff better and hope you did, too. I will always have a soft spot for Josh 
and Grace. They seem like truly lovely people and will make fabulous parents, don’t you 
think? 

In these notes I usually tell you all about the research that the characters made me do 
but there wasn’t as much this time. Partially because the novella was only a quarter the 
length of a Haberdashers novel, but also because the characters just didn’t push me to look 
many things up. Grace loves to cook and insisted that I find something like a chocolate 
mousse for her to prepare. Josh insisted on reciting a piece of a nursery rhyme that wasn’t 
published until a good five years after this story. He defended the usage by pointing out 
that’s where they get nursery rhymes to write down, from people saying them. I finally got 
too tired to argue with him about it. 

Other than that it was just research on word etymology (I swear that my editor Kris 
can SMELL a word that’s younger than 200 years old), and double-checking that I didn’t 
counter something that I’d already said in another book. Oh! And in case you didn’t pick it 
up in context (or already know), the term Cit refers to the merchant class but is somewhat 
rude. Don’t worry, Josh is just teasing Grace with that one. There’s a handy list of Regency 
terms online here. 

But mostly this book was just about love. And Christmas. Which was a pretty nice 
thing to spend time on. 

Come by any time to keep up with the Haberdashers and my other stories at 
bysuelondon.com. Thanks for reading! 


