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Chapter 1

 

“The only difference between your garden and any at a royal palace,” Miss Jenkins said when Fleur Stanyon appeared at her kitchen door with her arms full of spring blooms, “is its dimensions. You have grown just as large a variety of flowers.”

Fleur laughed as she laid her burden carefully down on a table she had prepared with a cloth, to protect the wood from damp, and an array of decorative vases in which to arrange the irises, delphiniums, and trillium she had plucked with a view to blending their soft purple and white hues in an arrangement appropriate to the season.

“First, my dear Martha, I wish you would cease referring to our little patch as my garden—this is your cottage, after all, and I toil in its vineyards only on your suffrage.”

“Meaning, you do all the work,” Martha pointed out, rising from her comfortable chair to put a kettle on the fire for tea. She could not help smiling, however, for it was apparent from Fleur’s blooming good looks, that she enjoyed nothing better than spending whole days at a time in the garden. For a young woman who looked like nothing more than a fragile Dresden shepherdess, Fleur was remarkably strong and energetic. Had she been blessed with brothers, she would doubtless have beaten them all to flinders at games.

Fleur was an orphan in all but name, the daughter of her Uncle Augustus’s younger sister Fanny, who had eloped with a cleric at seventeen. Even more to her starchy relatives’ dismay, she had lived happily with him until Fleur was three, when Fanny died in childbirth, along with the baby boy who would have been a brother to Fleur. Fanny’s devastated husband, James Stanyon, agreed, largely through Martha’s negotiations with both sides, to have the Millingtons raise Fleur for the advantages the connection would likely give her, and thereafter left England on missions to India, where he stayed. So far as his daughter knew, he was still there. She was, therefore, not precisely an orphan, but since she scarcely remembered her parents, she was content to be a “poor relation” because she had one true friend, Martha, to confide in and bestow her love on. Indeed, serving as both nursemaid and, later, governess, Martha had been a second mother to Fleur.

“As to vineyards,” Fleur added, pretending not to hear her friend deprecate her own contributions to her horticultural pursuits, “I greatly fear that we will never achieve a respectable wine from those grapes that run wild on the far wall every autumn, since neither of has the least notion of how to make wine. Do you suppose there is such a thing as a book of instructions on the subject?”

Martha smiled at the picture of the two of them attempting such a project. “I daresay Mr. Clark at the posting inn will take the grapes just the same, if you hint to him that he might assume the wine-making duties.”

Fleur paused, purple iris in one hand and pruning shears in the other. “Do you know, that never occurred to me? But how is it that you have never essayed wine making? I have been told that it is a popular hobby amongst—ah, single ladies of a certain age.”

Fleur did not hesitate to tease her former nurse about her advanced years, since Martha was more often the first to make a joke about her rheumatism or her old-fashioned taste in reading matter. Martha had been her governess as well, when Fleur grew beyond the age of needing a nurse but had developed a curiosity about the world and an eagerness to learn more about subjects her guardian, her Uncle Augustus, did not deem proper for a respectable young woman. A poor relation with no hope of sponsorship into a society where she might impress eligible suitors with her quick wit and erudition need not concern herself with subjects beyond the purely practical, in her guardian’s view.

Indeed, Augustus, while professing to be well beforehand in the ways of the world himself, saw no value in book learning of any sort and instructed his wife to see to it that “the girl” acquired some more useful skills, such as improving her poor hand in order to write letters for them, or learning to keep the linen closet in order, so that they might have clean napery at dinner.

As a result, Fleur had taken charge of her own education. She was by no means unintelligent, as Martha had observed when she was no more than four years of age, and was furthermore remarkably perceptive. She saw, at a not much older age, that demanding anything, including an education, from her uncle would be a waste of time and breath, and she had given up the effort before even embarking upon it. This had, Martha always thought, been the wisest course Fleur could have pursued, and she encouraged any academic or leisure pursuits that Fleur took an interest in, taking care never to let word of any such studies reach her guardian.

Now Martha gazed fondly on her former pupil as she obligingly held a tall vase still while Fleur arranged the long-stemmed irises in it. She had indeed found a useful skill she enjoyed deploying, in providing the village posting inn with fresh blooms in season, and arrangements of holly and pine boughs in colder weather. She made a steady, if small, income doing this, and Mr. Clark was delighted to boast this small amenity to make his inn a more desirable stopping place for The Quality.

Fleur had, for this and other reasons attributable to her kind heart, become well known and liked in the village of Roxbury and spent more time there than at Wolcott Hall, her nominal home. She never hesitated to walk the mile and a half between her “homes,” although Martha discouraged this habit as best she could and, despite Fleur reminding her that everyone in the district knew her, nonetheless kept careful watch on her young friend when she came to visit.

“When are you expected at the Hall?” Martha asked now, when they had completed the half-dozen floral arrangements Fleur had promised to deliver to Mr. Clark later that day and were sitting down to a cozy tea in Martha’s parlor. Fleur had lapsed into companionable silence and was gazing at a sketch of a young couple which Martha kept in a prominent place on her desk—Fleur’s parents. It was the only image of them remaining to either lady.

Fleur shrugged and tore her eyes from the past. “I shall be in good time for dinner. Not that anyone would notice were I to be absent.”

This was all too true, Martha reflected sadly. Fleur did not seem to mind that she was as often as not shunned by her own relations, but Martha minded for her. More practically she had, a few years earlier, made over her cottage and its grounds—including the garden Fleur loved—over to her former pupil to live in when Martha died. Fleur had protested this unlooked-for inheritance, but Martha knew that were she not to marry, Fleur would likely spend her days much as Martha now did, and she would need a home of her own.

“You must not think that I am mistreated at the Hall,” Fleur had insisted when reminded of the fate which awaited her as an elderly spinster. “I am sure I may remain there as long as I wish.”

Martha snorted. “Aye, on suffrage. It is bad enough that you are treated like a servant, but if young Edmund inherits, as seems to his father to be inevitable, and he marries that Miss Wilton, I daresay she will find a way to make your life there intolerable.”

Fleur smiled and disregarded Martha’s low opinion of her cousin’s future wife. “Why do you always say if Edmund inherits and not when? The family treat this outcome a settled thing.”

“Not to me—and not to you, either, however much you keep your hopes close to your heart. We do not know that Philip is dead, and until we learn he is, I for one will look forward to his return.”

Fleur did not respond, finding her hopeful heart leaping to her throat, as it did at any mention of Philip’s name. Philip Louis Millington, the real heir to the title of Earl Wolcott and all its estates, had gone off to the Spanish war when he was still a younger son and not expected to inherit anything. He had not yet returned, despite the death in the meanwhile of his father and, more recently, his older brother. The Millingtons preferred to pretend that Philip had died on some unknown battlefield and now, three years after Waterloo, lived as if he had never existed.

Fleur sighed and stood to return the tea tray to the pantry and contemplate her floral arrangements. She made a final adjustment to one, snipped an errant leaf off another, and pronounced herself satisfied.

“Is Joseph about, that he may load them in the donkey cart for me?”

Fleur picked up the smallest of the massive vases while Martha went to the door to call for her handyman—a boy of all talents, was Joseph, who “did for her” anything she wished in return for his meals and a small sum in pocket change. Martha had teased Fleur that Joseph did for Fleur rather than for his nominal employer, and only expended that much effort because he worshiped Fleur.

“What nonsense you talk,” Fleur had said when Martha voiced this opinion.

“Merely because you are unaware of your effect on people does not mean you do not have one,” Martha countered. “And not everyone is as simply loyal as young Joseph. Nor is everyone as uncritical as you are of others. Beware when you return to the Hall,” she added darkly.

Fleur had heard these admonitions before and took no heed. It was beyond her imagining that anyone could mean her ill, when she meant no other person ill. People, she had told Martha, were as kind as one treated them.

 

* * *

 

The vases having been loaded into the donkey cart, Fleur climbed up and sat where she could safeguard the cargo, careful not to let any be jostled by a rough ride. But Joseph was careful—and the donkey an ancient beast—so that they arrived at the Coach and Horses safely a short time later.

When Joseph had dutifully unloaded each vase and, under Fleur’s careful supervision, placed them where she directed in the public rooms, she gave him a shilling and told him to purchase an ale in the taproom and something to eat. In the meanwhile, she set about putting the final touches to her arrangements.

“Them purple irises do look a treat in that window,” said Mrs. Clark, the publican’s wife, coming up beside Fleur just then. “They go ever so nicely with them white curtains.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Clark,” Fleur said. “I’m pleased that you like my arrangements.”

“I must confess,” said that rotund lady, gazing about the room at the other vases Fleur had placed, “that when Mr. Clark first told me he was paying you to do this, I thought it the most nonsensical idea I’d ever heard. ‘Mark my words, Doris,’ he told me, ‘them blooms will bring in more customers, you’ll see.’ ”

Fleur smiled. “I daresay you did not believe the gentlemen who frequent the public rooms would care for them—if they noticed them at all.”

“That’s true enough. And they didn’t notice them until their wives and sweethearts pointed them out and insisted on sitting in here where they felt more comfortable. We’ve had so many more folks to eat their meals here now than we ever did before, even local folk who would not need to spend the night. So I thank you, Miss Stanyon.”

“You are quite welcome, I’m sure,” Fleur said, and surprised the older lady by leaning over to kiss her dry cheek. “One does like to have one’s efforts appreciated.”

Flustered, Mrs. Clark bethought herself of some chores she had neglected in the kitchen and scurried off. Fleur, to give Joseph time to enjoy his nuncheon—and to put off her return to Wolcott Hall a bit longer—walked outside to her favorite corner of the inn and seated herself on a wooden bench beside a lilac bush that was just coming into bloom. She wrapped her shawl around her shoulders, for it was not quite warm enough to do without, but raised her face to the sun, as if to urge it to become stronger and bring summer that much sooner.

She was thus comfortably seated, and indeed had almost nodded off, when she heard a lone horse coming up the road and slow as it approached the inn, signaling a traveler in need of respite. She watched curiously as the cloaked rider guided the chestnut mare into the yard of the Coach and Horses and brought his mount to a swift but unhurried halt. The horse snorted her relief at stopping, and the rider laughed as he patted her neck.

Dressed for hard riding in buckskins, a sturdy russet coat beneath his warm cloak, and well-made but now sadly travel-worn boots, the gentleman got down from the saddle unassisted—having, apparently, no groom with him—when the ostler caught the horse’s head, confirmed that the gentleman meant to stop at the inn, and led the weary beast away.

Fleur, having risen from her bench without quite knowing why when she first heard the gentleman’s soft baritone issuing instructions to the waiter who arrived just then, moved slowly toward the yard, not quite sure whether to believe her first impression.

Then the gentleman took off his slouch hat, ran his hand through his thickly curled brown hair, and smiled up at the clear spring sky.

Fleur gasped.

The gentleman turned toward her.

“Philip!”

Fleur ran to the gentleman and threw her arms around him.

“Oh, Philip, you’ve come back! I knew you would!”

 


Chapter 2

 

Philip Louis Millington, late of the intrepid 12th Light Dragoons, retreated a step at this assault from such an unexpected quarter, but quickly regained his footing.

“Who the devil—!” Grasping the young lady by the arms and holding her away from him, he looked into her face—and frowned.

She was a lovely thing, not especially short of stature but seeming fragile in his hands, like a piece of porcelain. Her face too was doll-like, but not childish, having the wide blue eyes of a doll but a firm chin and a decided nose. Her rosy mouth was curved in a delighted smile, and it was that which gave him the clue.

“Fleur? Can it be?”

She nodded her head vigorously, apparently bereft of speech.

Philip laughed and let her go, backing up another step to prevent her flinging herself at him again. But she had recovered her poise and now merely gazed at him adoringly.

“I knew you’d come back,” she said again.

“Why should I not…never mind, come inside and sit down, and tell me why you are here and how you knew it was me. I’d hardly have known you,” he added, leading her into the inn’s smallest parlour, which was fortunately otherwise unoccupied at present. They seated themselves at one of the tables next to a window, and Philip declared, “You’ve grown up!”

“It’s been eight years,” she said, more in wonderment than reproach.

“I know. I am sorry, but I had no idea…that is, I had received only the sketchiest of news about the situation with the family….”

She put her hand on his sleeve and quick sympathy sprang to her blue eyes. “You are aware then that your brother Charles died last winter? Mr. Litney tried to find you, but you’d disappeared. And after your father was taken so unexpectedly while you were still in Spain—”

She lowered her eyes then, perhaps reluctant to raise painful memories. But Philip had none. His father, Louis, the previous earl, had died in late 1812 from a mild fever which he had refused to nurse and which therefore worsened until it was too late to cure. Louis had been a widower, driving his wife into an early—and likely welcome—grave some years earlier, leaving her eldest son occupying the house alone but for his father, with whom he perpetually quarreled. Philip had years earlier assessed his chances of being able to peacefully occupy the same county as his brother, never mind the same house, and had opted instead to fight where the enemy was easier to understand.

At that time, the border fortress of Ciudad Rodrigo had recently fallen to the Allies, the French were preparing to push into Spain, and Wellington’s army were preparing to push them quickly back into France itself—a final adventure which Philip did not care to miss. He left a letter of condolence to his aunt and uncle, knowing that Charles would not care for his solicitude, nor even very much for his father’s passing, and was no doubt happy to step into his inheritance sooner than he might have expected.

The reconquest of the Peninsula by the Allies took longer than expected, and Philip followed the Army to Paris, which he found to agree with him very well as somewhere to consider his future civilian options. He did not, therefore, return to England until nearly eight years later, mere weeks before being obliged—much against his inclination—to claim his delayed inheritance.

He did not know, however, how Charles had died, assuming some accident had carried him off, no doubt when he was in his cups and more careless than usual. He now asked Fleur about this, but she did not answer directly.

“You had perhaps best ask your Uncle Augustus for the particulars.”

“That shocking, was it? I might have known Charlie would come to a bad end. No, don’t look so appalled,” he added with a smile when Fleur gave him a dismayed look. “You know we never got on. If anyone expects me still to mourn—”

At that moment, Mrs. Clark found them, and renewed affectionate greetings were exchanged before both Mr. Clark and refreshments were produced. When the Clarks at last went off to prepare a room for the night for his lordship—who insisted that he wished to prepare himself properly for his reintroduction to the family at Wolcott Hall rather than hastening to his ancestral home so late in the day and in all his dirt—Fleur looked curiously at Philip.

“Never tell me you rode all the way here from London,” she said, suddenly aware of his mud-spattered boots and windblown mien.

“Only from Plymouth,” he assured her, and grinned. “And not, of course, on the same horse the whole way.”

She smiled in a perfunctory way, but her frown remained in place. She was clearly still concerned about how he felt about his father’s and brother’s deaths, the one so recent, and was doubtless prepared to comfort him. Despite her inclination to believe, despite contrary evidence, in unconditional familial love, she must know, as clever as she had been even as a child, that there had never been any love lost between him and his martinet father, nor between Philip and his brother, five years his senior. Like any older brother raised to think the earth was his for the asking, Charles had bullied Philip as a boy and had shown no inclination to soften his attitude after their father’s death, even to the extent of writing to inform Philip of the event; he had learned of it through the family solicitor. But of course, Fleur always expected the best of people, and must have hoped, against all the evidence, for a reconciliation while there was still time.

“I found out about Charles by the merest chance,” he told Fleur, perhaps in an attempt to excuse his unnatural behavior. “An item in a Paris newspaper.”

“You’ve been in Paris all this time? Uncle Augustus did write to the embassy there—even, I believe, to the Duke, but with no success.”

Diverted, Philip commented that the Duke of Wellington had more on his mind, during the Occupation of Paris following the victory at Waterloo, than allowed him to take time to answer personal queries and likely referred Augustus’s letter to the embassy. More likely, Philip suspected but did not say, the Duke had taken Augustus’s measure from the imperious tone of his letter and passed it on to a subordinate to be “forwarded” to anyone not in his employ, with no message of urgency in the matter.

“Not in Paris,” he said only. “I sold out six months after Waterloo and have been living in…ah, another part of France.”

He considered his companion for a moment. She would not press him, he knew, although he also knew he must tell her the whole story at some point in the near future, and indeed he had liefer tell Fleur than anyone else. He supposed he could rely on her discretion, as he was always able to do when they last knew one another, but secrecy was too ingrained in him now. He needed to learn the lay of the land before venturing into any more ambushes, none of which were likely to be so pleasant as this reunion.

“I will tell all,” he promised, “but not just yet. Instead, tell me how things are at the Hall. Is everyone else well? I confess,” he said, reaching across the table that separated them to give her hand a brief, affectionate squeeze, “that I am delighted to see you before anyone else—but why are you here at the inn today—unaccompanied, I might add?”

Fleur smiled and pulled her hand gently from his, then poured him another glass of cider from the pitcher Mrs. Clark had set on the small table in front of them. “I see,” she said, disregarding his question and countering with one of her own. “You need to know what sort of welcome you expect before you spring yourself on the family. You have not written to advise them of your arrival, have you?”

He shook his head, unsurprised at her perception. “I thought it best—at least, more instructive—to arrive unannounced. I cannot be sure of my reception, you see. I doubt that everyone will be so pleased to see me as you are.”

Fleur blushed, but said only, “Edmund will be happy, I think. You know he never had any wish to inherit, but when his father became next in line, that meant Edmund would be earl when Augustus…at least, until you were heard from.”

“Who is in residence at the Hall now?”

“Edmund and his parents, of course. Do you know, I think his mother will not be displeased to see you either. I confess that Lady Edwina is still something of a closed book to me. She would, I think, like to see her son as earl, but she has no ambitions herself beyond playing the Lady Bountiful—no, I should not say such things.”

Intrigued, he said, “No, go on. I have always found your instincts reliable, even when everyone else supposed you too young to understand. Tell me your impressions of my loving family.”

But she shook her head and would speculate no more on her uncle’s wife. Instead, she said, “Mr. Shaw—Edmund’s former tutor, you may recall—now lives with us and serves as secretary to Uncle Augustus.”

She paused, and he knew enough this time not to prod her, waiting until she said tentatively, “And…Miss Wilton….”

Philip raised his brows at the mention of her former betrothed. Honoria Wilton, the daughter of a neighboring landowner, had accepted his proposal of marriage when he went off to war and had promised to wait for him. He had known she would not, but was surprised to learn that she had not yet married someone else and set up her own household. At least, he assumed she had not. He could scarcely picture the Honoria he remembered wearing the willow for him all this time, but Fleur was visibly uncomfortable simply to depart this news, and he was reluctant to prod her further. Nonetheless, despite himself, he did so.

“Surely she does not live at the Hall as well?”

“Well, no, not precisely, although she often joins us for dinner and…other occasions…. She is betrothed now to Edmund!” she blurted out at last.

Philip was taken aback, but less surprised at this news than he would have been on hearing that she had waited for him. Honoria has always had her eye on the main chance, and he should have guessed that since she would now be considered, at twenty-five or -six, to be on the shelf, her chances were more limited than if her first marriage prospect had come off.

He smiled at Fleur, who apparently expected him to be nursing a broken heart. “We would never have married, you know, Fleur. We were—are—too different in temperament and ideals. Indeed,” he added, surprising the confession out of himself, “one reason I joined up was to give both of us time to reconsider the engagement. I am ashamed to admit that I was somewhat relieved when she broke it off—by a letter which found me in Madrid a year later.”

“Oh, I see.” Fleur had never had the knack of deception, unlike many other females of Philip’s acquaintance, and while she had doubtless acquired some arts since she was a girl, she was not very convincing now in pretending she had not known of Honoria’s action. Even Miss Wilton, naturally, would not have betrothed herself to another man without breaking it off with her intended first.

But he would discover Honoria’s feelings towards his cousin Edmund for himself; he did not wish to make Fleur uncomfortable now.

“So what are you doing here at the inn?” he asked again.

She smiled, apparently unconscious that there was anything untoward in her presence here, and pointed out the floral arrangements positioned at strategic points around the room.

“I provide Mr. Clark with flowers every week from my garden—rather, from Martha’s garden here in the village. Do you remember Martha Jenkins? Naturally you must. She was your nurse too, I believe.”

“I certainly do remember her. How is the old dear?”

“Just as dear, but not a day older judging by her lively interest in village matters. She removed to the cottage gifted to her by your father on her retirement and lives there still. I visit her…frequently.”

“I expect she is much more agreeable company than any you will find at the Hall.”

“Oh, yes—I mean, you must visit her yourself before you go home. Indeed, since you are staying at the inn tonight, perhaps you will dine with us?”

“With us? Surely you must return to the Hall tonight yourself.”

Fleur sighed. “Oh, dear, I suppose I must. But I do not know if I can keep the news of your arrival to myself were I to be questioned by…. On the other hand….”

Philip waited withheld breath to hear the end of this mental calculation of hers. Clearly she had become more subtle than when he knew her before, since he had no notion of what she would say next.

“Perhaps I will wait to return until after dinner is served at the Hall,” Fleur concluded. “They keep early hours now, for Uncle Augustus complains of dyspepsia if he is required to dine after six o’clock. If I return only in time to retire to my room later this evening, I daresay no one will see me and I will not give you away.”

“Surely they will notice your absence.”

“No.”

That was a disconcertingly candid assertion, but before he could quiz her on it, she said, “I will go and tell Martha you are here so that we can prepare a light supper—I think I remember your favorite dishes—and send Joseph for you when we are ready. Martha will keep our secret, I know, and we will have such a jolly evening, just ourselves. Do say you will come!”

“How can I refuse?”

 


Chapter 3

 

Thus it was that Earl Wolcott—as he must style himself now, Miss Jenkins reminded Philip—set out the next morning for his ancestral home in a mellow frame of mind, if later in the day than he intended. He had passed a most agreeable evening with Miss Jenkins and Fleur, enjoying a fine, generous meal, a great deal of laughter, and several hands of piquet before he felt obliged to remind Fleur that she should return to her own home. It had become clear to him by then that she regarded Martha’s cottage as more a home than the Hall and had only reluctantly agreed, but after fond good-byes between the ladies, she was soon on her way with Joseph as escort.

Philip accompanied her as far as the inn, at the end of the High Street, but then returned to Martha’s cottage in response to her earlier whispered request, when Fleur was occupied in fetching Joseph to ready her horse and one for himself, that he do so.

“Thank you for coming back,” Martha said when he returned to an open cottage door and she ushered him to a chair in the parlor. She lighted several more candles, then said, “Indeed, I am very glad to see you again at all,” giving him an assessing look before seating herself opposite him. “I take it your arm does not pain you much anymore?”

Philip raised his eyebrows in surprise. He had indeed sustained a serious wound to his left arm at Salamanca, which had taken a very long time to heal properly because he had insisted on carrying on as if nothing had happened until the army surgeon told him he must stop and rest before he—the surgeon—would be obliged to cut the arm off. So Philip had remained in Madrid for a rest cure for several months and caught up with the army just as it reached Vitoria on its final push across the Pyrenees into France.

“How did you know?” he now asked Miss Jenkins.

“I have seen too many broken bones in my years as a nurse to rambunctious boys not to notice that you are favoring one arm. Now take off your jacket and shirt and sit down so that I may rub some liniment into it while we talk.”

Philip obediently stripped to his trousers and sat down at the chair she indicated, where Martha could assess the scar on his upper arm, pronounce it well healed, and proceed to rub a concoction that smelled strongly of some sort of pungent herb into it.

Philip relaxed under her ministrations and admitted that they felt very good indeed.

“You must stop by whenever you are near the village, and I will perform the same service. As you may imagine, I am always at home—or at least, no farther away than the shops along the High Street.”

“Thank you. However, when my man Evans arrives, he may easily do the duty—if you will tell me where you acquired this foul-smelling potion.”

“Foul, indeed. Just for that I will not tell you.” Martha patted him on the shoulder. “That will do for now. I’ll put a light bandage on to keep my ‘potion’ from staining your clothing. The smell will wear off before you go to bed tonight.”

When she had performed this last task, Philip shrugged back into his jacket and smiled at her as she placed a bottle of brandy and two glasses on the table, then seated herself opposite him. “Thank you.”

“I do not think that Fleur has noticed anything amiss,” she said, gesturing toward his arm, “being too rapt in contemplation of your handsome face. She will take note eventually, however, so you had best confess at the first opportunity.”

He agreed to do so, on condition that Martha tell him how matters really stood at the Hall, in particular with regard to Fleur’s position there.

“But first tell me about my brother’s death. All I know is that it was an accident, but Fleur was reluctant to burden me with the details, and I do not wish to upset my uncle by asking. Edmund may not know anything.”

Martha poured each of them a glass of brandy, considered her words for a moment, then chose honesty. Philip was, after all, no longer a boy or even a younger brother. He had seen more in his army career than even she could guess at.

“He froze to death.”

That did give him pause, but when he returned only an enquiring look, she went on, “Last winter was an especially cold one in the county, nearly as bad as four years ago when the Thames froze at London. I daresay you heard that story. Charles had been at the Coach and Horses, but when Mr. Clark refused to serve him any more drink, he went to a friend’s house and made yet deeper inroads. He fell off his horse on his way home and could not get up again. He was found the following morning by one of your tenant farmers.”

Philip had not expected quite so ugly a story and felt for the first time a pang of grief that anyone, much less a brother of his, should meet such an end.

When he said nothing for several minutes, she went on in a dry tone, “By comparison with which, you may find the Hall now much more sober, and considerably warmer in every sense of the word. This does not mean I am happy to have Fleur living there rather than with me, but at least she has every comfort she needs or even wishes. More than I can give her.”

She described Fleur’s situation at the Hall in terms almost as plain as the manner in which she had related Charles’s death, although carefully avoiding casting blame on anyone.

“I do not mean to say that Fleur is not contented with her lot—at least to hear her describe it—but as pretty and good-natured as she is, she ought to have had a season in London, or even been allowed to attend the local assemblies so that the county bachelors might come to know her. I have done my little part to assure her a secure future, but it not the sort of future such a jewel of a girl should have to look forward to.”

Miss Jenkins paused to stare out the window, lost in thought while Philip waited to hear what advice she might offer him. She did not do so directly, instead saying only, “You will find matters much as you might expect at the Hall. Do not take what you see at face value, however. You have good judgment, I think. Make use of it.”

 

* * *

 

What Miss Jenkins had told him, even given her partiality toward Fleur and away from the family, gave Philip much to ponder overnight. Accustomed as he was to snatching a few hours of sleep when and where he could, he was able to pass a comfortable night at the Coach and Horses while also, before blowing out his candle, making certain plans which did not quite conform to his original intentions when he had hoped for a warm welcome at Wolcott Hall. Now he was far from sure of it.

Nonetheless, his natural optimism easily reasserted itself as he set off the next morning in a splendid new carriage—the pride and joy of his host of the night before, from whom he had rented it—and tooled up Roxbury’s High Street at a leisurely pace. The town had not changed a great deal in his absence, he was happy to see. Anchored by the posting inn at one end, the High Street led past a number of prosperous-looking shops, a duck pond, and a small village green planted with daffodils (where the street split itself in half to straddle both sides), to the church at the other end. This ancient-seeming edifice was made of the local amber-colored stone and boasted an impressively high bell tower. Opposite the church stood the alms houses, converted some decades since to lodging for the poor of the parish, and tucked behind a yew hedge beside the church was the rectory.

The rector himself chanced to emerge from his home as Philip rode by and raised his hat in greeting, apparently rendering the clergyman speechless, for he only watched Philip pass in astonished silence. Philip smiled, as much as the pleasure, which the village at granted him, of feeling at home again, as at the inhabitants’ surprise at seeing him there again. Encountering a flock of sheep and a gaping shepherd as he left the village proper, he realized that he should not have been surprised at Fleur’s preference for life here, even without the attraction of her loving old nurse.

Instead of spurring his horses to greater speed once he was on an empty road again, Philip kept to a moderate pace to reacquaint himself with the surrounding country. This too had changed little since he last saw it, for which he had to be thankful. The low green hills of this part of Somerset, gentle by comparison with the craggy moors to the north and rocky shores to the south, made him feel more welcome than he had since he landed at Plymouth a week before. Perhaps he would after all be able to put his life abroad behind him. It had been a gratifying one, but a man could not live two lives. Which suited him best remained to be seen.

As he approached Wolcott Hall up the long drive, he wondered if that too would look the same, or different to him now that he was the heir to this grand estate. The Hall faced east, so that the same Ham Hill stone so prevalent in the village glowed warmly in the late morning sun. Begun late in Queen Elizabeth’s reign, the building had been renovated over the centuries, fortunately by the more tasteful of his forebears, so that the disparate styles blended smoothly and made for a gracious home he and his own heirs could take pride in.

As he approached, no neglect was evident, indicating that all was well with the family fortunes, which gratified him. Since the prize money he had earned early in his military career, he had sent no funds home, having found better uses for it later—and, of course, not expecting to live at Wolcott Hall after Charles inherited. Now he was, if not glad, at least gratified that his present circumstances meant that he would be able to maintain the home himself in a manner befitting the grand old building.

Not that he intended to reveal any such plans to the family—not until he had assessed his welcome. A glint of mischief, which Fleur might have recognized of old, came into his eyes as he pulled up to the wide front door.

 


Chapter 4

 

A boy came running from the stables to take his horses’ heads, and the door opened to reveal a butler—a new man, Philip noted and supposed old Bennington had retired long since.

“Good morning, sir,” said this worthy, watching the stable boy closely, then bowing deferentially to Philip. “Are you expected, sir? Whom may I announce?”

“I’m Earl Wolcott,” Philip said, startling the otherwise imperturbable servant. “What is your name, please? You are new here, I believe, since I was last home.”

“Yes, my lord—that is, my name is Pomfret, my lord, at your service. Welcome home, my lord.”

Philip smiled warmly at the man. “Thank you, Pomfret, and no, they were not—apparently—expecting me. Is my uncle within?”

“Yes, my lord. I will send word at once. Thomas!” Pomfret summoned a manservant who had been hovering in the shadows of the foyer. “Take his lordship’s bags, and inform Mr. Millington that he is here.”

Philip watched in amusement as Thomas eyed him closely, almost insolently, then surveyed the carriage for luggage, finding only a small case, which he swung carelessly from one hand as he returned to the house, followed by Pomfret’s stern gaze. The butler then ushered his new master inside.

“If you will be so kind as to wait in the library, my lord—you, ah, recall where it is?”

“I do,” said Philip, taking off his riding gloves and handing them to the man. “By the way,” he added, “I’m afraid I rented the rig I came in from the Coach and Horses in the village.”

“Of course, my lord,” Pomfret said blandly enough that, like any good servant, he revealed nothing of his opinion of this odd behavior on the part of the Quality. Far be it from him to question why a nobleman did not arrive in his own equipage. Neither was his lordship, Pomfret noticed even before Thomas looked a query at him, accompanied by a manservant.

“Will you see that someone returns it and”—Philip lowered his voice conspiratorially—“have the innkeeper send the bill to my uncle.”

“Very good, my lord,” said Pomfret, his countenance likewise betraying no sign that he considered this additional request at all irregular. A good man, Pomfret, Philip decided.

The butler went off to make all the arrangements which had suddenly become necessary, and Philip made his way to the library, but had not reached it when his young cousin descended the staircase two at a time and came to a breathless halt in front of him.

“Philip! By all that’s holy, I was never so glad to see anyone!”

This was a good sign, Philip thought, even if Edmund’s first thought was of how his cousin’s sudden reappearance was a boon mainly to himself.

Edmund seized Philip’s hand and pumped it up and down vigorously. “By jove, cuz, you’re looking older—that is to say, you must have had a rough time of it all these years….”

Philip suffered this manhandling while reflecting that Edmund, on the other hand, looked like a boy still, for all that he was only two years younger than Philip’s thirty. Tall and still somewhat gawky, he was a handsome boy, his fair hair falling over his broad forehead in an appealing way. Yet someone must have spoiled him, for he had apparently not matured beyond learning to practice his boyish charms to please anyone who might make his life more comfortable than it already was.

Philip shrugged modestly and murmured a few words about how the newspapers exaggerated the rigors of the campaign in the Peninsula. But at the same time he rubbed his right arm suggestively, as if Edmund’s mauling had exacerbated his wound—which was in the other arm, but unlike Martha, his cousin failed to grasp the hint much less enquire about it.

“You wear that rig in the campaign?” Edmund enquired instead, looking over the well-worn buckskin breeches Philip had worn on his ride from Plymouth, which he had donned again that morning with the express purpose of not impressing anyone with his sartorial elegance. He had topped off this doubtful costume with his shabby driving cloak, a limp Barcelona handkerchief, and a broad-brimmed hat of the type which he had been accustomed to wear in the more southern parts of Spain.

“I fear I have not had the opportunity to refresh my wardrobe,” Philip said, tearing off his outer garments and tossing them in the general direction of the footman who had followed him down the hall. “Perhaps you may direct me to a good man locally.”

Edmund looked as if this would barely begin to mend matters, but said nothing more on that head. “Believe my father’s been sent for,” he said rather. “Come into the library and tell me how you come to be here today and all that, before he puts in an appearance.”

“Perhaps I should wait until the family are all assembled and tell the tale only once,” Philip suggested.

Edmund looked disappointed but could scarcely object to this sensible suggestion and instead pulled the bell to summon refreshments. A pot of coffee and an array of cakes were promptly produced by yet another footman, unnecessarily accompanied by a maid, who would report his arrival, appearance, and manner in great detail below-stairs in a matter of moments, Philip had no doubt. He thanked them both graciously, remarking that he remembered James but that Mary was too young to have been there when he last lived at the Hall. Mary, as he had intended, blushed and professed herself not taken in by his lordship’s teasing, for indeed she had been at the Hall for ten years now.

Having assured himself of allies in the servants’ quarters, Philip sat down with a cup of coffee and answered Edmund’s persistent questions as briefly as he could while covertly assessing his cousin. Despite his boyish demeanor, Edmund had evidently matured in some ways, in particular demonstrating an interest in political and historical affairs. The boy had learned to read and profit by it.

Philip was about to pour himself a second cup of coffee when another member of the family presented herself.

“Aunt Edwina,” Philip acknowledged, standing and bowing to her. “You are looking very well.” He took her hand and bestowed a light kiss on it. She was indeed in good looks, in a light woolen gown with a Madras shawl draped over her shoulders and her hair dressed in a simple but elegant style—with no cap to conceal it. Her fine hazel eyes surveyed him more searchingly than her son had, but if she too thought him looking a little hagged, she did not say so.

“We are very happy to have you home, Philip.”

She sounded as if she meant it, however reluctantly, confirming Fleur’s guess about his reception by the lady of the manor. Yet he understood why Fleur felt unable to penetrate Lady Edwina’s public poise to judge the woman beneath. A handsome woman with dark hair not yet gone to gray, Edwina was herself the daughter of an earl and had never felt herself beneath anyone, nor did she lord it over anyone, being ever conscious of her duty to be gracious.

Philip apologized for springing himself on them all without notice. “I fear I hastened here from Plymouth with little thought to sending word ahead, or even bringing more than a few basic items of clothing with me.”

“Nonsense, Philip dear, this is your home after all. You need not stand on ceremony with us. However, it is true that we do not have a room ready to properly receive you, so you will forgive me if I go off and make those arrangements for your comfort. Did you wish to have your father’s room or your previous quarters? I fear they are currently occupied by—others, but naturally it is your choice.”

“I do not wish to put anyone out,” Philip assured her. “Indeed, since I have little need just yet of spacious quarters, I will take any room that is no trouble to make ready. For now.”

He hoped that this last did not sound like a threat, but Edwina accepted it without comment. “Ah, but here is my husband to greet you.”

With that, she sailed unconcernedly out of the room, scarcely acknowledging her husband’s entrance otherwise. Philip’s Uncle Augustus, an august personage indeed, who had grown stouter over the years, was nonetheless a fine figure of a man, tall and handsome in a florid way. He too looked Philip up and down, but like his wife made no comment. Philip thought he was less eager to judge the interloper as to try to reacquaint himself with him, as if he could scarcely remember him from old. Not that this would have surprised Philip particularly. His uncle had never shown, or pretended to, any quickness of mind or deep intellect. He had been, however, kind enough in the old days.

“Well, Philip,” he said. “So here you are at last.”

“Indeed.”

This remark apparently left no conversational opening that Augustus could take advantage of, so Philip added, “You are looking in fine fettle, Uncle. I trust you are well.”

“Well enough,” Augustus conceded and with clumsy humor added, “Needless to say, my boy, you have thrown us all into something of a pelter—that is, happy to see you and so forth, but—er, what are your plans?”

“I am currently looking forward to my dinner,” Philip said, surprising a laugh out of Edmund, who had been listening from a comfortable settee, more attentively than Philip realized. He turned and smiled beatifically at his cousin. “I fear I had an early breakfast at the inn in the village and see that it is now”—he glanced at the clock above the mantel—“ah, not so late as all that, but as you see, I must change into something neater, if not more appropriate to the occasion than I can manage as yet. Perhaps if a room is nearly ready…?”

Edmund jumped up and offered to discover this state of affairs, but Philip only added diffidently, “You’ll forgive me, Uncle, for not mentioning it earlier, but not only are most of my belongings still en route from Plymouth, I have no valet with me. Might one of the servants perhaps assist me to unpack?”

Augustus looked as if this were an unexpected social solecism, but only replied that he would see to it. Making his bow, then, Philip followed his cousin out of the room.

“You really have thrown us all into what my father calls a pelter, you know,” Edmund remarked.

“I am not certain why this would be so,” Philip said. “Surely you knew I would return one day.”

“Well, no, we didn’t,” Edmund said frankly, leading Philip up a flight of stairs and down a long corridor to what seemed the far reaches of the house. “You never wrote.”

“Nor could you have heard news of my demise,” Philip countered, baiting him. “I did not know I was obliged to account for my whereabouts, particularly when I had no prospect of becoming the heir.”

“I believe my father’s solicitor began enquiries immediately following your brother Charles’s death,” Edmund replied, a little stiffly. Philip repented his teasing; it was not Edmund’s responsibility to have taken any part in the supposed search for the lost heir.

To divert him, Philip glanced down the length of the hall they were traversing and said, “Are we still in Somerset?”

Edmund snickered and would have made some matching rejoinder, but just at that moment, they came upon Edwina, wiping her hands on her skirt and looking beleaguered.

“There you are, Philip. I was about to send for you. Your rooms are ready, if Edmund would be so kind as to escort you to the north wing—the blue suite, Edmund, if you please.”

Given no choice in the matter, Edmund acquiesced as his mother hurried off in the opposite direction. “Don’t suppose you remember the layout of the house,” he said.

“Not precisely.” Philip did in fact remember it quite well and knew that the “blue suite” was the grand name given a remote set of rooms in the draftiest part of the house—unless it had been extensively renovated prior to his arrival, which Philip doubted. Indeed, he had always thought that if the house had been haunted, this end of it would have been the ghost’s lair.

As if following the cast of his cousin’s thoughts, Edmund said, “This part of the wing is little used, although the rooms in question are most likely to be kept ready for visitors at all times. As I recall, the Blue Suite was last occupied by the Princess of Wales. I expect that is why Edwina considers accommodation here to be an honor bestowed only on the highest-ranking guests.”

When Philip showed no appreciation of this grand honor, Edmund added blandly, “It is surrounded by smaller bedrooms for the use of your many retainers and menservants.”

Philip could not miss the tone of this remark and thought that perhaps Edmund understood his dilemma better than he had supposed.

“Of whom I have none at all,” he said in confirmation.

“I am more than happy to share my valet with you for the nonce,” Edmund said. “Indeed, the poor fellow has little enough to do attending me, and I daresay he will welcome the…change.”

Philip laughed and said that between the two of them, a manservant might have the duties attendant to one man, but promised to release Edmund’s valet as soon as possible.

As they approached the end of the long corridor, saying no more, Philip noticed a flash of skirt out of the corner of his eye and said to Edmund, “I can find my way from here, thank you, Edmund.”

His cousin hesitated only a moment before bowing and taking his leave. “I shall see you at dinner, then. Please ring if you need me for anything. Or if you need a guide to the dining room. I shall be about somewhere.”

Philip watched him until he had turned a corner toward the staircase, sorry that he had not apologized for his earlier boorish behavior, but he was beginning to formulate a plan.

He then said, without turning around, “You may come out now, Fleur.”

 


Chapter 5

 

“How did you know I was there?” Fleur said, emerging from behind a heavy window drape and glancing down the hallway as if to be certain they were not overhead.

“I have become quite adept at spotting potential ambuscades.”

She blushed at that. “I beg your pardon. I did not mean to remind you of harder times….”

“I refer, of course, to your apparent habit of leaping into the arms of strangers,” he teased. “I must confess, however, that yours was the most welcoming greeting I have received thus far.”

“Oh, dear,” she said. “I feared that the surprise might render my cousins…ah, less than hospitable. This is generally a well-run household, you see, and the least interruption to the routine….”

“Established by my Aunt Edwina, no doubt,” he said.

“Well, yes. It is not that she does not welcome you, but you must see that you are not merely a casual visitor. She has no doubt realized that her well-ordered world may well be overset by your return.”

“I will endeavor not to disturb the delicate balance,” he said. “At least, not to the extent that anyone will be made uncomfortable by my presence.”

“I doubt you can do anything about that. Your mere presence is disturbance enough.”

“I see. Well, then, I suppose it will be best to get over heavy ground as quickly as possible.”

She frowned. “Is that a military term? What does it mean?”

“Only that I must not shilly-shally, but make my wishes known quickly so that everyone may adjust to the new circumstances—and, I trust, come to see that no one’s comfort will be upset.”

“You do not particularly wish to be the heir, do you?” she said, confirming his suspicion that she was more observant than he remembered. “Perhaps you had a life before you returned to England which you were obliged to give up.”

“A title is not what I would have chosen,” he conceded, “but there is nothing I can do about that. I am not yet ready to give anything up, however, in exchange for it. I am here merely to see how I may, without causing greater upset, keep as much as I may of the life I have become accustomed to in recent years.”

She looked now as if she wanted to know more, but he said only, “I will tell you all about it in due course, Fleur. And you, in turn, may tell me what you have been doing with your life—and why I found you as good as living with Miss Jenkins instead of here at the Hall.”

Apparently for once at a loss to respond, she said only, “I must leave you to settle in.”

He gave in for the moment, not wishing to cause her, of all his family, any more distress than he already had. “Shall I see you at dinner?”

When she hesitated, he added, “Please come. I may need an ally.”

She smiled. “I doubt that I could be a strong advocate, but I will come, of course, if you wish it.”

“I do. Thank you.”

She favored him with a last shy smile and hurried off, her skirts moving gracefully but swiftly to confirm his suspicion that she had become uncomfortable with him. He would have to take her into his confidence soon, he realized.

 

* * *

 

On entering the “Blue Suite,” Philip saw at once why it was so called. A pale blue brocaded canopy hung over the huge bed, a fine but perhaps too aggressively blue carpet covered the floor, and heavy dark blue drapes hung at the windows. These had been only partly pushed aside by the small dark personage who was now busily brushing one of his coats, which Philip had tossed unceremoniously into the one bag the indifferent Thomas had delivered to his room, but who paused long enough to execute a bow in his direction.

“Lord Wolcott? I am Williams, Mr. Edmund’s man. He has asked me to look after you for—that is, until your own man arrives.”

Philip was amused to find Edmund’s valet quite the match to any high-born gentleman in terms of his accent and refined manner; he wondered if Edmund had hired him because of this—or despite it.

“Thank you, Williams. No doubt you’ve seen that I have very little in the way of a wardrobe to need looking after at present, so I trust I will not add too much to your usual duties.”

“No, my lord, it will be my pleasure to serve you in any way. Er…do you have other luggage being sent to the Hall?” Williams looked doubtfully at the coat he had been tending. “You might, perhaps, wear something of Mr. Edmund’s. You are approximately the same height, but I believe you—that is, he may be a good stone thinner.”

Philip laughed. “That is a polite way of saying that I have, perhaps, over-indulged myself in my absence from England.”

“Not at all, my lord. Mr. Edmund is, you might say, of a nervous disposition, and indeed cannot seem to, er, be able to build himself up.”

Philip let him off the spit at that, but assured the valet that he would be novelty enough for a while that there was little point in attempting to fit in at once, either in the matter of his wardrobe or his standing in the household. He repeated his tale of his worldly goods being still en route by ship to Plymouth.

“Although….” Philip began to formulate an idea, at least a possible strategy, and added, “Perhaps, yes, if a groom may be sent to the Coach in the village, I shall write a note to the landlord requesting him to send on some of the few belongings I had stored there.”

This proposal appeared to ease Williams’ mind somewhat, and he went off to do Philip’s bidding, leaving his temporary master to consider his strategy.

Philip pushed aside the rest of the heavy window draperies and gazed out. This window looked to the west, toward Ilchester. The lawn was abbreviated on this side of the house, and soon ran into what appeared to be a home garden—for a maid was gathering something edible in a basket—and then woodland. The day had turned very fine, and the sun was some hours yet from setting over the distant hills. Reflecting that he had been left on his own, with no entertainments suggested by anyone to fill the time before dinner, but recalling also that he had left a loaf of bread and a cheese—a parting gift from Miss Jenkins—in his saddlebags, Philip made up his mind to explore his newly acquired acres for an hour or two.

He was therefore in less than fresh fettle when he returned to find Williams laying out hastily assembled evening wear culled from Edmund’s wardrobe and looking relieved when Philip walked in the door. Refusing a full bath, his lordship requested merely a basin and towel and instructed Williams to return to his normal duties, as Edmund no doubt had greater need than he just at the moment. Eying the mud-spattered boots that Philip proceeded to pull off unassisted, Williams merely said woodenly, “As you like, my lord,” and took himself off.

Despite the lack of what Williams might consider a proper gentleman’s preparations, Philip found himself behind only one other family member to arrive at the library where, Pomfret had informed him, the family customarily gathered before proceeding to the dining room. This was a man of about fifty, of middling height, with short-cropped hair and, indeed, nothing to distinguish him. Yet Philip thought he should know him and was grateful when he introduced himself as Bertram Shaw.

“You won’t remember me, of course,” said Mr. Shaw, shaking Philip’s proffered hand and adding somewhat belatedly, “my lord.”

“To the contrary,” Philip assured him. He had in fact recalled Bertram Shaw as Edmund’s former tutor but wondered why he was still at the Hall now that Edmund was well past needing such instruction. Mr. Shaw peered at him through round-rimmed spectacles and answered this unspoken question by explaining that he now served as secretary to Philip’s Uncle Augustus.

“I shall be happy to assist you as well in any such similar duties as you may put to me,” he assured Philip.

Philip smiled but understood that Mr. Shaw was looking more to the reputation of the house he served than the new earl’s future. “Thank you, Mr. Shaw. I shall bear that in mind.”

“I daresay you will have business to conclude from your time abroad before you take up your duties here at Wolcott Hall,” Mr. Shaw remarked, plainly curious to elicit information he did not yet have about his prospective new employer.

Philip, however, had no wish to confide anything in Mr. Shaw at this early juncture, so he merely smiled and said, “Indeed.”

“Of course, your life in the army must have been very different from our prosaic, day-by-day lives here in the country…?”

Philip was saved from further probing by his aunt’s entrance into the room, closely followed by Augustus, both correctly attired in evening wear, including an impressive diamond-and-sapphire necklace crowning Edwina’s pale blue gown. Apparently having been forewarned, however, neither made any remark on Philip’s appearance. Rank had its privileges, he could not help thinking, particularly in preventing those of even slightly lower rank of being too encroaching to one’s face. Mr. Shaw possibly excepted, he thought, vowing to avoid that gentleman for as long as possible.

Edmund, looking carelessly elegant, followed his parents but retreated to one corner to lean negligently against a wall, while Edwina demonstrated herself to be quite skillful in directing a general conversation to avoid any awkward topics or cause anyone to feel left out. Philip had to admire her, even if her son rarely rose to her attempts to draw him out. Philip was briefly tempted to introduce one of several awkward topics which he had been mulling over during the course of his afternoon, but refrained from doing so—at least until he himself had acquired a better feeling for the opinions of his relations with regard to his sudden reappearance. Thanks to Edwina’s dexterity at keeping a casual conversation afloat, even eliciting a smile or two and, on Augustus’s part a laborious attempt at an amusing anecdote, he was able to make his own observations without the necessity to bend more than half his attention to the conversation.

He quickly noted that no one so much as mentioned Honoria Wilton’s absence not only from the gathering, but apparently from anyone’s notice. He wondered how long they would be able to avoid the topic, but decided that he would not be the one to bring it up. It appeared that his former fiancée was not in fact living at the Hall, which she might have done as Edmund’s intended, but no doubt Edmund’s fond mama had instructed him minutely in the reasons to not mention so much as her name until it because clearer what the heir’s immediate plans were and if he still nursed a tendre for the lady, which might prove awkward in the extreme.

The matter of Fleur’s presence, however, could not so easily be avoided, as he himself had insisted on her appearing at dinner. However, she made her entrance just seconds after Edwina said, “Shall we go in now?” to indicate that dinner was next on the agenda. Fleur must have been listening at the door for this signal, Philip realized, so that she would not be required to take part in the somewhat stiff conversation that prevailed in the library.

He made a point of greeting her kindly, even walking in with her despite Edwina’s frown.

“I feared you would disregard my summons,” he said, adding with a smile, “but hoped a healthy appetite would persuade you to attend.”

She smiled tentatively at that but only whispered, “I am used to taking my meals in my room, you see.”

He did not see anything of the sort, but was unable to pursue this question, since he was obliged to sit at the head of the table, with his uncle and aunt to either side, from where he observed that Edmund was more amenable to conversing with Fleur than the rest of the company, who seemed scarcely aware of her presence. No wonder she did not care to subject herself to this treatment on a regular basis.

His glance around the table lighted for a moment on the servant Thomas, apparently now serving as footman, who stood behind Edmund’s chair wearing an appropriately bland expression on his handsome face. When he thought himself unobserved, however, his eyes took on a more calculating look as he surveyed the company. Philip reminded himself not to overlook any of the servants in his assessment of his future domain. But he returned now to attending to his relations.

“That is a splendid necklace,” he remarked to his aunt when it looked as though she would attempt to draw Edmund’s attention from across the table—and away from Fleur.

“Thank you, Philip. It was, as you may recall, part of my dowry. I rarely wear it but on special occasions.”

“Then I must thank you for considering tonight to be one.”

“We so rarely give balls or have open house nowadays,” Edwina went on, spoiling the effect. “Not that I would wear….”

“Why not?” Philip asked, politely but unwilling to go unrecognized as a special occasion. “I mean to say, why do you not have more parties? Surely it is not a matter of expense?” he went on, when his aunt only looked amazed at his effrontery.

“Because the Hall does not yet have…a proper hostess,” she replied, then appeared to regret opening this particular conversational gate.

“I had the opportunity to ride over a portion of the estate this afternoon,” Philip told her, leaving this awkward opening to go by for the moment. “I was impressed by the good order in which it seems to have been kept. Is that your doing, Uncle?” he went on, addressing Augustus.

“Well,” Augustus began, ever truthful. “I—you have a very capable overseer. I shall introduce you to him tomorrow, if you care to discuss the details with him.”

“Thank you. And to you, too, Aunt Edwina, for the happy state of the house itself. Even to the further reaches of the east wing,” he added on a wicked impulse. Only Fleur, who smiled behind her hand, appeared to notice, however, his aunt launching instead into an exhaustive account of the household staff required for the maintenance of the Hall, but when she arrived at the perfidy of one of the housemaids in neglecting to polish the silver adequately, he interrupted her once again.

“Surely, when Edmund marries, fewer of such onerous duties will fall to you?”

When this query was met with another stunned silence, he went on, “May I enquire why Miss Wilton does not grace us with her presence this evening?”

However, if he hoped to goad his hostess into some indiscretion, he was disappointed, for she put down her fork, dessert course unfinished, and said, “I will leave you gentlemen to your port and cigars, if you will forgive me.”

With that she rose to take her departure, apparently forgetting that there was another lady present as well. Fleur rose also, waited for her hostess to disappear into the withdrawing room, and followed her, not looked at Philip as she did so. He thought, however, that she was suppressing a smile with difficulty.

 


Chapter 6

 

Fleur did not customarily join Lady Edwina or any other lady guests who might be present after dinner, but she could not resist the urge to know what would happen next. Even the always composed Lady Edwina could not disregard what had been said—and implied—during the new earl’s first day at home. Lowering her head to hide her possibly tell-tale expression, she followed the older woman into the library.

“Shall I ring for tea?” she asked her aunt. “Or perhaps a glass of ratafia?” Lady Edwina was looking, she thought, in need of a restorative, and for a moment she wished that Philip had been more gentle with her. It was scarcely her fault—or at least, not entirely—that his welcome home has been less than effusive. And he need not have teased her with veiled references to the absent Miss Wilton. Not that Lady Edwina could not resist even a direct assault. She was certainly an intelligent woman but not one susceptible to innuendo.

“Thank you, Fleur dear,” Edwina said, sinking into a chair. “I believe I need something soothing, or I shall never drop off to sleep tonight.” She smiled at Fleur, but then looked away, as if realizing that this girl was really little more than a servant, a fact of which Fleur was all too well aware. She was accustomed to this treatment, however, and merely told Pomfret, when he appeared in response to her ring, to bring a glass of ratafia for her ladyship and a pot of chamomile tea for herself. She too might require an aid to sleep tonight.

After these refreshments had been procured, and Edwina appeared more at ease, she remarked, somewhat to Fleur’s surprise, “I suppose we should not have asked Honoria to stay away tonight. Sooner or later, Philip must learn of her engagement to Edmund.”

“He may be already aware of it,” Fleur said cautiously, wondering why Philip’s broad hints to that effect at dinner had not given her the clue. But when Edwina gave her a sharp look, she added, “Servants will talk, and Philip—his lordship—appears to have ingratiated himself with most of them already.”

“He would,” Edwina remarked obscurely, then sighed.

Feeling unexpected sympathy with her hostess’s predicament, Fleur assured her that the earl’s earlier relationship to Miss Wilton had in all probability not been one of any great affection, but most likely stemmed from simple familiarity.

“I daresay it would have been a good match for the two families,” she observed, attempting to consider the matter dispassionately. “I think his lordship would have recognized that, and since he had not fixed his interest in another quarter….”

“How would you know that?” Edwina asked, her attention suddenly drawn more forcefully to Fleur. “You were only a child at the time.”

Fleur had caught her injudicious tongue just in time, and now said only, “Well, that is how, on later reflection, it seemed to me. I did not know to a certainty, of course.”

Taking another sip of ratafia, Edwina looked as if she would pursue this idea, but instead said, “I think we must arrange some sort of evening party—just a small one, the immediate neighbors and any old friends of Philip’s that may still reside with a comfortable distance—to welcome him home.”

Fleur received this idea with mixed feelings. When her ladyship said “we,” that meant Fleur would have the chief responsibility for planning and overseeing such an event; on the other hand, it was the least the family could do before Philip’s presence ceased to be a novelty and the notion of a welcoming fête became somewhat beside the point. She agreed with as good a humor as she could manage and asked when Lady Edwina might wish such an evening to take place.

Clearly, her aunt had given the idea no further thought than to express it and said only, “We may discuss it in the morning. Perhaps you may have an idea or two about timing…and so forth.”

At something of a loss now for further topics of inconsequential conversation, Miss Stanyon was relieved when the gentlemen joined them just at that moment so that she might again disappear into the shadows to contemplate her new assignment.

“I did not wish to leave you alone,” Augustus said, leaning over his wife to give her a cursory peck on the cheek. “But look, here are Bertram and Edmund. We have enough for a rubber of whist, or perhaps piquet, if you prefer.”

Fleur looked toward the door, but it seemed that the new earl had elected not to join them. She frowned, wondering if this might be a mistake on his part. She rose to go seek him out, but then paused when the thought struck her that she might be of more use to him by staying behind and listening to the conversation. Being an honest woman, she also admitted—only to herself—no small curiosity about the rest of the family’s first impressions of the prodigal.

As she had anticipated, the foursome gathered around the card table and soon forgot her presence. After drawing cards to determine who would partner with whom, Lady Edwina sat opposite her son, leaving Augustus partnered with Mr. Shaw. Conversation was desultory until Mr. Shaw remarked that the hardships of a military campaign appeared to not have affected his lordship’s health.

“He does have an arm wound,” Edwina remarked and, when the others looked at her questioningly, added, “Did you not notice that he often held his left arm closer to his side, as if to protect it?”

Fleur smiled—unseen—at her aunt. She too had noticed this quirk of Philip’s, but hesitant to ask probing questions, had not raised the subject with him. He would tell her the story in due time.

“By jove, yes!” Edmund exclaimed. “I should not have—that is, I wonder if I embraced him overly heartily when he first arrived…did you quiz him on it?”

“Certainly not!” said his mama. “That would have been unseemly of me.”

“I shall enquire,” said Augustus, as if that would settle the matter. Her uncle had apparently not fully realized that he was no longer lord of the manor, even if that position had been his only by way of a caretaker from the start. Fleur thought he would be happy to relinquish it, even if the habit of authority had become deeper ingrained than he suspected.

“We would not care to be insensitive,” Mr. Shaw added. “If you wish, however, I may be able to find a way to—diplomatically—look into the matter.”

“I think we had best wait until the earl decides to confide in us,” said Lady Edwina, in a tone that indicated an end to that particular subject of conversation.

There was another pause as the players concentrated on the game. Mr. Shaw’s annoyance with what he considered a poor hand was clearly reflected on his face, while Augustus was as placid as ever, scarcely even smiling when he took a trick—which was infrequently because his wife beat him more often than he realized. Edmund took the most interest in the game, emitting exasperated noises when anyone made what he considered a foolish move and concentrating as fiercely on what he deemed the other players to be holding in their hands as on his own play.

“Edmund, dear,” his mother admonished when her son threw his cards down impatiently, “you must not be so rash in your moves or you will forget which cards have been played and therefore not be able to take the trick, much less hope for a grand slam.”

“Yes, Mother,” Edmund replied sulkily, but made an effort to calm himself and continued to play with more concentration and fewer interjections. It was not until the first rubber came to a conclusion that conversation became general again as the cards were redealt.

“I imagine his lordship will wish some changes made at the Hall,” Mr. Shaw remarked, apparently considering this an entirely new topic of conversation. Fleur mentally thanked his ingrained inquisitiveness for doing her work for her. Unlike her uncle, who always knew his place—or rather, knew that there was always a place for him—Bertram Shaw had to make his own way. He had done this successfully at Wolcott Hall, first as tutor to the previous earl’s young sons and later as secretary to Augustus Millington, simply by making the post his own. Augustus had been happy to have someone to whom to dictate his letters and of whom to ask advice, which Augustus subsequently presented as his own inspiration, on estate matters.

“It’s early days yet,” Edmund said, studying his new hand as if contemplating a larger bet than the pennies wagered here. Fleur suspected that he would prefer to play cards for bigger stakes, simply for the excitement of it, than endure this rather tame household habit of whist in the evenings. But apparently any game of chance was preferable to none.

“What could he possibly wish to alter?” Augustus asked, apparently genuinely baffled.

“Nothing of importance, I’m sure,” Edwina said soothingly. “I daresay he will wish to review the accounts and get to know the staff before making any changes.”

“He cannot find anything amiss,” Augustus said, but frowned at his wife as if seeking reassurance.

“Perhaps not,” Edwina responded. “But we all have our personal tastes, after all, and he may have ideas about furnishings and the like. I doubt he would wish to alter anything about the running of the household.”

“Do we know any more of where he had been since the Peace?” Mr. Shaw persisted. “Presumably not in England, or we should have had word. I did take the liberty to—er, send Thomas to the inn in the village to see what he might learn.”

Edwina’s raised brows were sufficient to encourage him to go on. “His lordship arrived on a hired post horse,” Bertram informed them. “Apparently at the end of a ride from Plymouth.”

“Then he has only just returned to England,” Augustus said. “He must have disembarked at the port.”

“My man Williams tells me he had a receipt amongst his possessions for the hire of a horse to go to Wales,” Edmund remarked, taking a renewed interest in the conversation.

“Why on earth would be go there?” Edwina said.

Edmund shrugged, suggesting only that men he served with might reside there.

“He would not visit them before returning to his family, surely,” Augustus declared. “I imagine he thought that once he fixed himself here at the Hall, he would not care to be away again. Not until he has decided on his future course here, certainly.”

“He may marry,” suggested Mr. Shaw, throwing that cat among the pigeons. However, either the pigeons escaped or the cat was not hungry, for no one rose to his opening.

“My trick, I believe,” Edmund said, laying down his cards and smiling silkily at Mr. Shaw as he gathered up his meager winnings.

Fleur smiled to herself and rose, unnoticed, to slip quietly out the door. She would be able to discover Philip’s plans herself, she was sure, rather than wait for the family to draw them out of the heir, if their treatment of him at dinner was any indication.

She made her way to her own room, which lay down what was called the Long Hall, a handsome narrow room with high windows for nearly its entire length and, passing a window, chanced to look out. What she saw made her stop abruptly, peer out as if to ascertain that her eyes had not deceived her in the dim light from the stained-glass windows, and then laughed aloud.

His lordship had pitched a tent on the lawn just below the library window—in full view of the front gates—and was now taking his ease in a chair just outside it, smoking a cheroot by lantern light. Fleur could not imagine what he was doing there, but she would most certainly look forward to seeing how this new turn of his played out!

 


Chapter 7

 

Having passed a pleasantly uneventful night, Philip found himself at six the next morning relishing the silence of the Somerset morning, reluctant to go in to breakfast despite his hunger. In any case, he had no idea of how his deliberate provocation had been received by the family—or indeed if anyone would even mention it. He had realized that they all, from Edmund to his uncle, dealt with matters not to their liking by simply pretending they did not exist.

“If Aunt Edwina or Uncle Augustus does not wish to discuss any matter,” he suddenly recalled the ten-year-old Fleur saying to him, “they simply do not allow it to be raised.”

That had been remarkably perceptive of a child, but then, Fleur had little to do since she came to live at the Hall, when she was no more than four, but to watch what went on around her and learn what she might from it. She had made friends readily enough with the servants, and got along very well with the tenants’ children, but understood quickly that in the family’s view, she was there as literally a poor relation, duty toward whom must be discharged with as little fuss—or personal effort—as possible.

Philip wondered how she had survived this with her spirit intact—and why it had not occurred to him long ago that she needed a friend. He had tried to be one when they were children, but even then he was rarely at home, since he clashed with his brother Charles whenever he was, and as soon as he was of age, he had asked his father to buy him a commission, which the old earl was more than happy to do to get shut of his troublesome second son.

Now it occurred to him that he might achieve a second goal in pretending to be a poor relation himself in that he might demonstrate to his high-and-mighty relations that no one was undeserving of kindness, no matter what their station in life. He had perforce to learn this himself in the Army when he found himself responsible for men of all stations who happened to come under his command, not because he chose them for their position in life but because their lives were literally in his hands.

Philip sighed, rose from his cot, and lifted his tent flap to face the day. He came up short, however, on an unexpected sight—his batman taking his ease in the camp chair Philip had himself occupied the night before, sipping coffee from a cup which had been joined by a pot and an array of dishes on a folding table set up beside him.

“Evans! By all that’s holy! Where did you spring from, and why did I not hear you come in?”

“Did you not teach me not to be heard, then?” said Evans, rising to shake his former officer’s hand heartily. He was several inches shorter than the earl, dark haired and complected and stocky, but his smile was warm and his gaze open. His familiar Welsh accent, although never very pronounced, sounded like music to Philip’s ears today. Evans had been, as he had vowed never to forget, the best of companions on campaign—and, as he later had cause to realize, in his new life after the Peace, which prospered in no small part due to Evans’ help and friendship.

“Is this breakfast?” Philip asked, seeing that there was more on the table than coffee. “By God, you’re even more welcome for all this.”

Philip sat himself down in the chair Evans had placed beside his own, lifted the covers on various plates before him, then proceeded to help himself to eggs and ham, taking care to leave plenty for Evans, who was opening what looked like a monstrous rucksack.

“Did you bring the wine?” Philip asked, eying the rucksack warily.

“Left it with the publican in the village,” Evans said, producing a piece of paper which he handed to Philip and which was revealed to be a receipt for a dozen cases of burgundy wine. “I gather he is a partisan of yours. He promised to keep your other belongings safe as well when they arrive. One bottle was—er, broken on the voyage, I’m sorry to say.”

“Broken?” Philip said with a smile, “or merely uncorked?” When Evans only shrugged, he laughed. “I suppose I should be grateful it was only one bottle.”

When after a time Philip had put down his fork and picked up a second cup of coffee, Evans saw that it was time for a good jaw and asked, “Look now, Captain, how lies the land?”

“Somewhat rougher than I anticipated,” Philip said, and proceeded to describe to Evans the less-than-fulsome welcome he had received.

“I admit to being somewhat irked that my determination to do my duty has provoked no trace of gratitude in my dependents,” Philip concluded.

“I don’t see why this should be so,” Evans said. “Mind you then, I’m not conversant with the ways of the nobility of England, but surely the restoration of the lord of the manor must come as a happy event rather than an upset.”

“I think it is merely that they have all become settled in their ways,” Philip told him. “Once they see that I do not wish to put anyone out, or change the way the household is run…. Yet I admit to an unseemly impulse to overturn their comfortable lives in the way of revenge.”

“And that is why you pitched your tent on the lawn, is it?” Evans enquired. “Or are there not enough bedrooms in this benighted palace?”

Philip laughed and swept his arm over his encampment, complete with a regimental banner beside the tent. “This was merely a mischievous impulse on my part last night, the result of being put in the only bedroom in the farthest wing of the house.” He gestured toward the Dutch gables high above them on the northern arm of the E-shaped mansion.

Evans frowned, looking up, then around. “Is this not the front of the house, then?”

“It was at one time. There was a carriage drive here, which was subsequently plowed under and seeded to produce this lawn. There is now a less graceful drive to the west front, rather like an arrow pointed toward the main door, a perfect cannon shot in fact. Did you not come that way?”

“Nay, I made for the stables first. The man there told me where you were. He thought it a great joke, by the by.”

Philip put down his cup and rose. “A tired joke, I fear. Except that…. I wonder if I should just confess and not force my family to wonder any longer?”

“Do you mean that you have not told them what you’ve been doing since the Peace?”

Philip shook his head ruefully. “I made it known to the landlord at the posting inn in the village that I’d been living with you in Wales. As a result, the family appear to think that I have returned in poverty to take unseemly advantage of an unexpected windfall. I’m not sure which appalled them more—Wales or taking charity from a servant. But no one seemed to find this anything but what they would expect from me…. See here, Evans, you’ll keep France and the chateau and so forth to yourself for now, won’t you?”

“If you like. Shall I stay on? I could move to the village, I suppose.”

“Lord, no, I’ll need you here, if only to have someone to talk to without minding my tongue.”

He paused as a slim figure came out of the house and proceeded toward them. “Well, someone else…. I must introduce you to my favorite cousin.”

 

* * *

 

Fleur acknowledged Philip’s wave, and the man with him turned to watch her approach, but for once she did not feel self-conscious about being brought to a stranger’s notice. If he was a friend of Philip’s, she did not doubt that she would like him. Furthermore, she had dressed carefully in a simple white gown and paisley shawl and knew she looked well enough to please the most exacting critic, which Philip was not.

Both men rose at her approach, and Philip introduced her to Evans, who shook her hand and invited her to have another cup of coffee with them.

“I am glad to meet you, Mr. Evans,” she said, accepting coffee and a chair. “His lordship has told me nothing about you.”

Evans laughed at that, and she liked his deep, unforced laugh. She imagined that he practiced it frequently.

“Sergeant Evans was with me during nearly the entire Portuguese and Spanish campaigns,” Philip said.

“Then I thank you,” she said, returning Evans’ smile, “for bringing him home safely.”

Philip offered her what remained under the breakfast covers, but she declined. “I was sent to request your presence within when you have finished your morning meal—wherever you take it. It seems Uncle Augustus wishes to discuss some business matter with you.”

“Ah. Am I to regard that as a challenge or a concession on his part, do you think?”

Fleur frowned. “I am not entirely certain. I do not believe he was angry—perhaps merely displeased—this morning when he saw where you had spent the night, but determined not to react to your provocation, so he may have found another matter entirely to discuss with you that will prove, perhaps, a matter more fit for the future earl to be informed of.”

“Better than a concession, I daresay. Very well, I shall fold my tent and, if not steal away, follow you meekly to my fate.”

“I’ll do the folding,” Evans said, amused at this familial sparring. “You go on—and remember your tactical training, Captain.”

“What did he mean by that?” Fleur asked, as they left Evans to his chores and returned to the house.

“I expect he means that I should find out what my uncle wants before attacking his position.”

“Would you do that?”

“What do you think?”

“I think not. I believe you do not really wish to antagonize anyone, but neither do you wish to be thought…gullible.”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For understanding. You always did, you know, even when you were too young to be able to articulate your reasons so well as you do now.”

She glanced up at him, hoping she did not blush. It was not her feminine charms he flattered, she was gratified to see, but neither was she entirely sanguine about accepting any sort of compliment. She was silent for a few moments, to bolster her slightly frayed dignity.

She preceded him into the hallway below the library and said, “I shall leave you here, then. Will you…no, never mind.”

“What are you thinking?” He sounded genuinely interested.

“I admit to an overweening curiosity and hope you will tell me later what passes between you and your uncle.”

He smiled. “I will certainly do that.”

She let him go on that promise and made her way to Lady Edwina’s room to see of what service she might be today to her aunt. Edwina was, of course, an aunt only by marriage to an uncle Fleur had known only by name before coming to live at the Hall. Edwina had, further, made it clear when Fleur first entered the house, that she considered the connection to be tenuous at best. Fleur had quickly discovered, however, precisely the right balance of self-effacement and eagerness to please which would make her presence in Wolcott Hall, if not valued, then accepted.

“Taken for granted,” Martha had called it, but Fleur had never minded that—at least not until Philip had left home to join the fighting abroad. It was then that Fleur had begun spending more of her time with her old nurse. This too was accepted by the family, whether her excuse that Martha was getting on and needed her help was believed or not. Fleur knew that her absence was scarcely marked, but since her presence at Martha’s was in equal if not greater measure valued, she was content.

Fleur hoped today that Lady Edwina would not demand to know what progress had been made towards the “little evening party” she had tasked her young niece with arranging—as if it were as simple as arranging flowers for Mr. Clark. Fleur had gone so far as to burn an extra candle the night before while making written lists of chores that would need to be done first, as well as a tentative guest list—“No more than twenty or so persons, and perhaps four or five couples to dance in the Little Ballroom,” Lady Edwina had recalled before bidding her good night the evening before. Fleur sighed as she knocked on her ladyship’s door.

She found the lady of the house at her writing desk and, in response to her greeting and expressed willingness to undertake any tasks that might be needed to accomplish that morning, Edwina raised her face and smiled.

“Thank you, dear,” she said, as always courteous if not warm. “You may take these letters to be franked and set out for the post. Stay—do not run off, for there are more important matters for us both to attend to his morning.”

Fleur seated herself, prepared to take her orders in furtherance of the welcome-home celebration, but Lady Edwina seemed of two minds as to whether the matters she had referred to were of real importance or merely daily necessity. At last she said, “Miss Wilton will be joining us for dinner tonight. Indeed, I expect her arrival at any moment, so we must make all ready for her.”

Fleur hoped her expression conveyed eagerness at this news and not the apprehension she felt. She had known, after all, that Philip’s former betrothed would come back into his life at some time. Perhaps it were better ‘twere done quickly. She had at least warned him how matters stood.

“Mrs. Bingham assures me that her rooms have already been prepared and all her possible comforts seen to,” Edwina went on. “But I will ask you to make certain of this, if you will, Fleur. You always think of some small gesture to make a guest’s welcome even more worthy of the Hall, do you not?”

“I trust I do,” Fleur replied, “and I will. When precisely is Miss Wilton expected?”

“Precisely I know not. I received a letter this morning saying that she intended to set out from Brookfield at noon, which would bring her here by late afternoon, if indeed she was able to depart as intended.”

There was very little that Honoria Wilton intended that she did not carry out precisely, Fleur knew. “Then I had best see to arrangements. Was there anything else? Did you wish to discuss arrangements for the welcome-home?”

Edwina considered, then waved a dismissive hand, apparently having relegated the proposed festivities to the back of her mind. “Not just yet. You will know what to do.”

Fleur’s first thought, when she left Lady Edwina, was to glance out the window overlooking the east lawn, to see if Philip’s “encampment” was still in place, and she was gratified to see that it was not. Mr. Evans was no doubt as efficient as he appeared.

She then made a small detour in her route to pass the library, where she paused to listen and, upon hearing voices, went on her way. The voices were not raised, which led her to hope that whatever Augustus wished to say to Philip was of a mundane nature, unlikely to goad the younger man into resentment.

Not that she could precisely see Philip engaging in anything so vulgar as shouting. He might show his displeasure in less usual ways, such as protesting the remote location of his rooms by removing himself out of the house entirely, but he would not raise his voice.

In this, Fleur remembered, he was unlike his brother and his father. It occurred to her anew that Philip had developed his own quiet defenses precisely so that he would not be obliged to out-shout either Louis or Charles.

In the only instance Fleur knew of when Philip confronted Charles directly, the older boy had been berating a stable boy for what he perceived to be poor performance of his simple duties. The boy, of course, could not talk back to The Master and was obliged to meekly bow his head and wait for the storm to blow over. Philip, however, was not as meek as he sometimes pretended, and lit into Charles for taking unfair advantage of underlings in a way that Fleur was certain secretly gratified the boy—and the rest of the servants in the stables that day who heard the words exchanged—and made them devoted to young Master Philip ever after.

She smiled to herself, and then to Mrs. Bingham, the housekeeper, when she found her readying a suite of rooms near Lady Edwina’s. Fleur even succeeded in nearly forgetting for whom the lovely suite was being made even more perfect.

 


Chapter 8

 

Philip had entered his uncle’s study to find Augustus gazing thoughtfully out the window—not one which gave a view of his recent encampment, he was relieved to see. Nor did Augustus appear “displeased,” as Fleur had hinted that he had been earlier. Perhaps he felt that a display of temper would somehow put him at a disadvantage in dealing with his nephew.

Philip wondered what his uncle really thought about his unexpected reappearance. Had he perhaps entertained hopes of coming into the title himself? He would have been the heir had Philip gone the way of his father and older brother. Philip almost wished the laws of succession made that possible, but since they did not, his best course must be to lessen the disappointment, if indeed this were the case, to his uncle. He was fairly certain that Lady Edwina, herself the daughter of a peer, had no higher ambitions, but Augustus had always dwelt hopefully on the fringes of the nobility, where he may have imagined that he would be spared any exertion in the way of running an estate, but reap the benefits of someone else’s doing so.

“Good morning, Uncle,” he said cheerfully, chastising himself for thinking badly of his uncle on no evidence. “I trust I find you well today?”

“I am generally pretty stout, thank you,” Augustus said, turning from the window but not looking directly at Philip. Neither was there a direct indication in his tone as to his mood, leaving Philip so far none the wiser.

“You wished to see me?” he said, waiting for his uncle to seat himself before he did so.

But Augustus instead moved to the writing desk and picked up what looked like a bill. “Do you wish me to pay this?”

Philip recognized the embossed name of the Coach and Horses on the invoice and took it from his uncle’s hand. “Thank you, no. It is my obligation.”

Augustus looked at him at last, frowning as if to assess his motives. “Are you able to do so?” he asked bluntly. “If not, I would be happy—”

Philip smiled blandly but folded the paper and put it in his coat pocket. “I am able to cover my own expenses, thank you, Uncle.” And, he was tempted to add, without drawing on the estate. For the present, however, he would keep his own counsel in that regard. Augustus did not pursue the matter.

“Very well.” Apparently unable to decide what he wished to say next, Augustus at last seated himself at the desk, waving Philip to an armchair across from it, and waited without speaking until Philip raised one eyebrow enquiringly. He had thought he knew his uncle but realized now that although Augustus may not have changed, Philip undoubtedly had. He would give his naturally reticent uncle time to reveal his thoughts and wishes.

“I have promised my wife that I would ask if you might prefer a room somewhat—er, less distant from the rest of the living quarters,” Augustus said.

Philip smiled. That was a courteous way of saying that the point of his tent had been taken. He suspected that it had not been taken by Lady Edwina, but to make certain of this, asked, “I trust she did not think my admittedly rather juvenile action last night indicated any dissatisfaction with her hospitality. If so, I shall certainly apologize.”

“She believes that you had become accustomed to sleeping out of doors and prefer to do so…now and then.”

Oh, very good, Uncle! Philip thought, but said only, “Thank you. It is true that in new settings, I prefer not to be closed in”—Take that as you will, Uncle—“but it won’t happen again. I shall be happy to sink into the comforts of the Hall, which are many, as I have already discovered.”

“Lady Edwina will be gratified to hear it.” It occurred to Philip that his uncle was more firmly under his lady’s thumb that he had hitherto supposed. Or perhaps he was simply concerned about her—and his son’s—future, now that their life might be changed irrevocably by Philip’s return. Philip told himself that he must consider more carefully the future of his family and dependents.

“Nonetheless,” Augustus went on, “I have instructed Williams to supervise the removal of your belongings to a large and, I think, quite comfortable suite close to my own. I understand that your own valet has now arrived?”

“My…? Ah, yes, Evans. A good man upon whom I have depended for some years. I will send him to introduce himself to you—at your convenience, of course.”

“Another Welshman, is he?” Augustus said.

“I believe he and Williams are from quite different parts of that land.”

“I see. Well…” Augustus searched among some papers on the desk as if looking for something in particular, but when no new topic of discussion arose, Philip said, “I have seen a little of the estate on my way here, Uncle. It appears to be thriving—no doubt thanks to your careful management.” Philip had, since his arrival, come to see that not every corner of the estate was quite what it might be, but he did not yet wish to say so directly. A good deal more investigation was in order first.

Augustus relaxed a little. “Thank you. I have endeavored to care for the land and our—your tenants as if I were—that is, as I hoped you might wish.”

“I do not doubt it.”

“I shall introduce you to your bailiff,” Augustus went on, “and the other staff. I daresay they will be happy to work for a younger man with perhaps more progressive ideas. Ah…do you have any particular ideas…?”

“I expect Mr. Shaw will be happy to perform the necessary introductions,” Philip said, disregarding the last part of this speech. He was beginning to feel more in charity with his uncle who had, after all, been placed in an extremely awkward position, and considered putting his mind at ease about his ability to manage a large estate, as well as his considerable practical experience. But he said only, “I have been fortunate to become acquainted with landowners, or sons of landowners, during my military career, and to receive a deal of good advice…in passing…from them.”

“All to the good, I have no doubt,” Augustus agreed. “Still, it is not quite the same thing as overseeing your own land, is it. I would be pleased to help in any way if you wish me to stay on…at least, until you are…er, more settled.”

“I would not turn you and Lady Edwina out, Uncle. This is as much your home as mine. More so, indeed, and I hope you will always feel welcome here.”

This assurance, delivered warmly, seemed to leave Augustus with no response but a decidedly less anxious expression. Philip wondered if he could carry out his own assurances, but determined to do so where at all possible. However reluctant he might have been to abandon the life he had made for himself in France in order to take on the life that had been ordained for him in England, he was gratified that the former had made the latter possible. He knew he would be able to maintain the Hall as befitted an Earl Wolcott, and he hoped he could do right by his family as part of that charge.

But then his uncle raised the one subject sure to dissipate the sympathy his nephew had begun to feel towards him.

“Well…I thank you, my boy. Of course, you will not expect Edmund to remain here once he is married. We had thought that he and Honoria would take over Fairfield Manor, his childhood home, you know, near Yeovil, where his mother and I lived before coming here after my brother’s death.”

Augustus gave Philip a measuring look, which the younger man took to mean his uncle was unaware that Philip knew of Honoria’s current relationship with the family.

“That seems an excellent notion, provided both Edmund and his bride agree that it is. And when is that happy occasion to be? The marriage, I mean to say?”

If there was a note of testiness in Philip’s question, his uncle did not hear it but seemed rather to be relieved not to have to break the news of Edmund’s betrothal. “We had decided, after the engagement was announced, that it would be in September. But now that you are here, Edwina feels that it is your decision. That is, if September is agreeable to you, we shall continue with that plan, but if you prefer another date….”

“It is a matter of indifference to me,” Philip said, maintaining his averred sangfroid with some difficulty. He stopped himself from saying that he would be happiest to see the couple elope to Gretna Green as soon as possible.

“I realize, of course, that a certain awkwardness must attach itself to the matter,” Augustus went on, apparently deaf to his nephew’s stony response, “given that…well, given the past connection between you and Miss Wilton.”

“Which came to an end long before I left for the Peninsula,” Philip reminded him. “Believe me, Uncle, I shall wish Edmund happy with a whole heart.”

“I confess I am glad to hear it,” Augustus said, as if relieved of a heavy burden. “And that you have not retained any—that is…well, we will leave it to the young couple to decide the matter. As you know—my wife must have told you—Miss Wilton will be joining us later today.”

So that was what Augustus had really wanted to see him about this morning, Philip realized. He suppressed, with more difficulty, the impulse to say mendaciously how delighted he would be to see Honoria again, and vowed to make himself scarce for the rest of the day in order to allow his former betrothed to be settled in as Lady Edwina saw fit before he must see her again. He hoped Evans would be up to a hard gallop over the hills, for nothing else would dissipate the foul mood that had overcome him again.

 


Chapter 9

 

Having spent the afternoon engaged in what the housekeeper insisted was menial work better left to the maids, Fleur succeeded in putting the arrival of Honoria Wilton out of her mind until that lady’s carriage was coming to a halt at the front door.

“Thank you, Mrs. Bingham,” she said, “but I needed something to occupy myself this afternoon, and menial labor just suited me.” She smiled apologetically at the housekeeper, then glanced out the window to observe the arrival.

As was her custom, Miss Wilton arrived followed by a separate coach containing her baggage, and a tall, severe-looking woman in a poke bonnet—Miss Wilton’s personal maid—was directing the disposition of the various valises and trunks contained therein. An older gentleman, Honoria’s father, emerged from the first carriage and turned to help his wife, a plump lady who looked around in delight, down from it. Fleur smiled. Mrs. Wilton, unlike her daughter—now taking her father’s hand to descend—was always delighted to pay a visit, even to a house she had stopped many times before, and Fleur was equally glad to see her again.

Unlike the new earl’s quarters, Miss Wilton’s customary room was centrally located, with a fine view over the east lawn and the estate drive. Her parents had been assigned an equally splendid apartment across the hallway from their daughter, and this too was now ready to receive them.

Somewhat mollified by Fleur’s assurances that she was happy to be of use, for she was a favorite of the normally undemonstrative housekeeper, Mrs. Bingham said, “You should change that old dress, miss, for it’s got all dusty with your work. You would not wish to appear at less than your best.”

Fleur smiled. “Nor cause Miss Wilton any reason to be displeased with her reception through carelessness on my part. I daresay she will not notice my absence in any case if I am not at the door to open it to her.”

Nonetheless, Fleur made haste to present herself to the new arrivals as soon as she was able, joining Lady Edwina, Edmund, and all three Wiltons in her hostess’s favorite, elegantly appointed drawing room, where they refreshed themselves with tea and cakes after their guests’ arduous journey over the ten miles from her home.

“Ah, Fleur,” Lady Edwina said, not rising but acknowledging her arrival with a faint smile. “I am pleased you could join us. You remember Squire and Mrs. Wilton—and Miss Wilton, of course.”

“Of course,” Fleur said, shaking hands with everyone in turn, although Honoria remained seated for a moment as well and offered her hand in a manner that suggested Fleur was to kiss it instead. Fleur resisted the temptation to oblige, and was mildly surprised when Honoria suddenly bestowed a dazzling smile on her and rose to kiss her cheek fleetingly.

“And I remember you as well,” she said, giving Fleur a comprehensive look. “And how well you look, Fleur, dear. That is a most becoming shade of pink on you. Almost modish.”

Fleur had been concerned that the simple—but clean and freshly pressed—muslin gown she had chosen was a bit childish, and she hesitated a moment over the unbecoming thought that this was Miss Wilton’s impression too, before thanking her and saying with what she hoped was the deference Miss Wilton expected, “Welcome again to the Hall, Miss Wilton. Your room is ready for you, and I will be happy to show you the way when you are ready. Yours,” she added, smiling at the older couple, “are ready as well, to be sure. We hope you will be comfortable.”

“I daresay I know the way, thank you,” Honoria said, dismissing Fleur’s offer. “My maid is already seeing to the unpacking and so on, so you need not trouble yourself.” Seating herself again and resuming her figurative as well as literal distance, she added as if in an afterthought, “Do join us for a little refreshment first, won’t you? Edmund, dear…?”

Despite her outward courtesy, Honoria appeared taken aback when Fleur accepted a cup of tea from Edmund, who popped up from his own chair to pour it. She resisted the temptation to seat herself too much within Miss Wilton’s view, however, and instead settled into a chair in a corner of the room. She hoped that the rest of the company would soon forget her presence, as usually occurred, and that she might learn what they had been discussing before her arrival—particularly if it concerned Philip.

From her vantage point, she was able to observe Miss Wilton without appearing to stare, and she could not help admiring the other woman’s cool beauty. Honoria was a tall, slender blonde with an exquisitely classical profile which she did not hesitate to display, lifting her chin to give the full effect, and smiling faintly, which made her full mouth conform more to the refined lines of a Greek statue. If she ever scowled, Fleur thought even while recognizing cattiness in herself, it was never in public, and she no doubt quickly erased the line and smoothed her forehead nightly with some cosmetic cream to prevent any slight imperfection from setting in. She tried not to smile at the mental vision this conjured up, of Miss Wilton’s superior maid—with whom Fleur was already, and not happily, acquainted—anointing her mistress’s face with such a concoction before she retired.

Edmund had clearly made a special effort to dress well for the occasion, in a new, finely fitted blue coat and highly polished hessians; really, he was quite handsome and even mature looking when he made the effort. He watched his betrothed in something of the same awe that Fleur felt, although for different reasons, no doubt.

She wondered if Edmund truly loved Honoria Wilton or had been persuaded by his mama that he would do no better to maintain his position in society than to have her as his hostess. Try as she might, Fleur could not imagine their sharing a joke or even a pleasant evening beside the fire by themselves. Nor, for that matter, could she picture Philip in the same position with the statuesque Miss Wilton. Perhaps he had realized this himself and had somehow caused Honoria to break off their earlier connection. She wondered if meeting her again might arouse his original attraction rather than remind him of the ending of it. She preferred not to think about Honoria’s feelings in the matter.

She had considered spending the dinner hour in her own room, as she often did, but decided that this would be impolite in the extreme. In any case, her curiosity compelled her to be present to witness the reunion at first hand.

 

* * *

 

In the end, the parties retained their composure admirably, as if resolved to get over this particular hurdle smoothly. Fleur arrived at the library well ahead of time for the family to meet before dinner, but found Philip there before her, studying a book he had taken down from the shelves. He looked up and smiled.

“I am astounded at how erudite my family has turned out to be,” he said, holding the book out to her. She glanced at it.

“Paradise Lost? Surely every gentleman’s library has a copy.”

“Yes, but not so obviously well read as this one—you see, the pages were cut long ago and have been turned over many times. The volume fell open at this passage….”

She took the book from him and saw that it had indeed opened readily to one of her favorite passages, but before she had time to ask his opinion about a line that had puzzled her, the door opened. She and Philip looked toward it at the same moment.

“I am glad to see you eager to join us, Philip,” Lady Edwina said, not including Fleur, who slipped the Milton onto the nearest shelf, in her greeting. Miss Wilton, however, following her hostess into the room, seemed very aware of Fleur’s presence, although the frown that flitted across her brow when her eyes first met Fleur’s was gone in an instant, banished by whatever magic trick it was which Honoria employed to keep her face beautifully unlined.

“And Fleur here as well,” she said. “How charming a picture you make—again.”

Fleur hastily stepped back with a hurried greeting, while Philip—she could not help but notice—stared at Miss Wilton as if struck dumb. He regained his voice only after reaching for her hand and raising it to his lips.

“You have not changed,” he said, smiling.

Honoria lowered her eyes modestly. “You were always a flatterer, Philip.”

Fleur thought that he had never been any such thing, but retreated further into the shadows to see how this reunion played out. Philip, however, quickly drew the others into the conversation, and when Edmund entered the room, a bit flushed at his own tardiness, the new earl greeted him cheerily and drew him into the circle with a firm arm around his shoulder.

Edmund had again dressed particularly carefully, perhaps to be worthy of his elegant lady, in knee breeches and white silk stockings, with a blue coat and white cravat, meticulously tied. If Miss Wilton’s admiration was his object, Edmund had apparently succeeded, for she bestowed a warm smile on him whenever she turned his way. Fleur could not help noticing, however, that the same smile was often directed at the earl, and Honoria seemed to make a point to stand as close to Philip as she could.

Somehow, Fleur was able to maintain a calm demeanor during dinner and even to smile when addressed by Mr. Shaw, sitting beside her at table. But she had little appetite, and despite his jocular entreaties, barely tasted the unusually splendid dishes Cook had prepared for the occasion of this formal family reunion.

Fleur was seated in her customary spot with Mr. Shaw to her right and Edmund to her left, with Honoria at his left so that Fleur was unable to observe her directly. She was almost directly opposite Philip, however, and Fleur could almost follow every move and conversational topic through his reaction, which he often conveyed to her by his expression. She thought it best that he not be observed too often looking at her, so she devoted herself more to Mr. Shaw than she generally cared to do. If this gentleman was aware of this increased attention, he did not remark on it in any way except to become positively voluble in speaking to her.

“Lady Edwina looks especially fine this evening, do you not agree?” he said, almost making Fleur laugh, for he had been staring at Miss Wilton ever since he had joined them in the library before going in to dinner, scarcely acknowledging his hostess.

“She does,” Fleur simply remarked. Edwina was wearing the full set of sapphire jewels, of which she had chosen only the necklace to celebrate Philip’s less ceremonious arrival two days before. “That pale blue color suits her,” she conceded, referring to the gems.

“Are you acquainted with the squire and his wife?” Mr. Shaw enquired, gesturing not very subtly at the couple across the table from them. Fleur smiled at Frances Wilton, a plump but not uncomely lady of some fifty years, whose gown was no doubt costly but scarcely of the current mode. Fleur leaned slightly forward and said quietly, “I am glad to have a chance to renew our acquaintance, ma’am. Perhaps we may have an opportunity for a comfortable coze later?”

Mrs. Wilton replied softly that she hoped so and smiled sweetly at Fleur. Her husband put his hand on her shoulder and also smiled—in thanks, Fleur thought. She and the Wiltons were in somewhat the same awkward position in this family, she realized, and must become allies—although against what, she was not entirely certain.

Augustus, at the head of the table, chose that moment to rise and propose a toast. Mr. Shaw quickly put down a forkful of baked sole and patted his lips delicately with his napkin. Fleur guessed what her guardian would say and tried to look eager to hear the words.

“It has been some time,” Augustus began, “since we have had the happiness of seeing the entire family together in this manner—and I include you, Squire Wilton and your charming wife, as well as the lovely Honoria—but particularly my nephew Philip, whom I hesitate to name the Prodigal Son, but I hope he will feel as welcomed in his home as that young man was.”

He paused, as if this were not quite what he meant to say and was feeling that he had missed something important. Unable to think of anything more, however, he instead gestured with his wine glass toward his nephew.

“To the new Earl Wolcott.”

Everyone smiled, with varying degrees of warmth, and raised their glasses. “Hear, hear!” Edmund said, adding, “Speech!”

Thus appealed to, Philip rose and, glancing down at his plate, remarked, “I must be impressed by the fatted calf offered up tonight, Uncle. I thank you—or perhaps I should thank Lady Edwina, who no doubt is the instrument behind this fine repast. To a soldier used to minimal rations eaten on the move, it is indeed a high treat.”

He raised his glass to his uncle, then to Edwina, and with a smile let his eyes make a circle of the table before adding simply, “To old friends,” and sitting down. As he did, conversation resumed with a more jovial humor to it, and he took the distraction to glance again at Fleur and wink.

She lowered her eyes, hoping against hope that this impudent gesture had not been noticed. She was not entirely sure herself what it might mean, because another thought had entered her mind as a result of Philip’s words. It had been almost three years since the end of hostilities, which meant that it was even longer since Philip had been “on the move” with the army. What had he been doing the interval? He had said he had lived in France, but where and why? Dared she ask Evans about it? No, on second thoughts, she would ask Martha’s advice first.

Indeed, she was suddenly possessed of an urgent need to escape to her friend’s cozy cottage, where she would think in peace—and not overhear more than she wished to, nor be obliged to admire the beauteous Miss Wilton.

 


Chapter 10

 

Somewhat belatedly suiting his action to his resolve, Philip roused Evans at an early hour the next day to accompany him in a gallop over the estate. He had not yet entirely accustomed himself to the idea that the broad meadows, green with new grass, and fenced woodlands were now his to do with as he wished, but it gave him pleasure just to look on them. It was a perfect spring day; the small streams that meandered through the copses were fresh with rain, and a cloudless blue sky seemed to bring out the new leaves even as he watched. It must still be lambing season, but he had not yet seen any sheep.

“How are you getting on in your temporary quarters?” Philip asked his companion when they had slowed to a walk along a stone wall dividing two fields, both bare but already prepared for sowing. Evans had elected to join the outdoor servants in their quarters behind the stables, which he had pronounced not only spacious, but quiet.

“I have been greatly entertained,” Evans said. “Beddoes—the stable master—has been regaling me with tales of your misspent youth. Apparently you were quite the prankster. He told me that you once saw a picture of an African zebra in a picture book and tried to paint stripes on a white horse to see how it would look in a Somerset field.”

Philip laughed. “I was very young, and had nothing better to occupy my time once I’d left the schoolroom—where, I must confess, even my tutor despaired of me. I must make it up to Beddoes, if he will let me.”

“I’m not sure you need bother. He remembers every scrape almost fondly—even when he was the butt of the joke.”

“In my favor, I was never mean about any of it.”

“Except perhaps, to the zebra.”

“She was a docile old mare—and a black one, to set matters perfectly straight, so that I was able to remove the whitewash stripes quite readily from the poor beast!”

Philip fell silent for a moment, remembering suddenly that his brother Charles rarely apologized for any wrongdoing, and did have something of a mean streak, although it tended to surface more in altercations with his father than in disrespect toward his dependents, to whom neither Charles nor Louis paid much heed except to consider how their prosperity reflected upon them as landlords. It was no wonder, he supposed from his adult viewpoint, that Beddoes and the other staff would remember fondly any member of the family who treated them as equals, if only in mischief.

“I hope I no longer need to be reined in,” he said only. “Will you stay until we are sure of that, old friend?”

He knew that Evans intended to return to Wales, but he had not said when this would be, and while Philip did not begrudge his desire to rejoin his family, he hoped to keep his only real friend close by at least until he found his footing a bit more securely.

“For the immediate future at least,” Evans replied. “When you cease to seek me out to vent your frustrations, I shall presume it time to leave.”

Philip sighed. “Then I fear you will be here for some time, although…. I think my uncle and I are coming to more of an understanding, but then he will say something that quite puts me out of charity with him again.”

“Such as?”

Philip hesitated. “Miss Wilton may present some awkwardness.”

“I heard that she is betrothed to your cousin Edmund. Is this untrue?”

“It’s true enough, unless one or the other realizes the implausibility of the match, however suitable on the surface.”

Unsure how to explore this topic further in words, he fell silent until Evans prompted him by asking if he intended to keep the entire family together at the Hall.

Philip groaned inwardly at the prospect. “I did promise my uncle that I would not summarily eject him and Lady Edwina. Presumably, when—if—Edmund and Miss Wilton marry in September, as is the current plan, they will remove to a home of their own. My uncle has suggested Edmund’s childhood home, but if it comes to a difficulty about deciding on a property, I may offer them the Dower House.”

“Which is where?”

“Rather too close to the Hall for my entire comfort, but I looked into it briefly the other day, and it seems in good condition, if somewhat neglected.”

“Like the Hall.”

Philip glanced at his friend. “You noticed that, did you? At first glance, I thought the entire estate to have been well maintained. Now I have not determined if it is my uncle or Lady Edwina who is responsible for maintaining the veneer without the supporting structure of not only the Hall but much of life on the land. The more substantial neglect may have been my brother’s doing, I suppose, and I must be thankful he had little enough time to let it all go to wrack and ruin before his death.”

“May young Edmund be groomed to take a larger part in its management?” Evans suggested. “Perhaps in exchange for allowing him and his bride to occupy one of your other, more attractive houses?”

Philip grinned. “A bribe, by Jove! I should have thought of that myself. Young Edmund needs a purpose. On the other hand, he is not so young that he is not chafing at the bit placed on him by his father. I have wondered where he goes when he escapes the Hall—which appears to be often—and trust he has not fallen into bad company or some other mischief out of boredom. Particularly if his misbehavior involves anything more serious than my zoological experiments.”

“I might make enquiries,” Evans offered. “As to where young Edmund goes, who his friends are, and the like.”

“Another splendid notion—thank you!”

“Does he have any interests in particular that you are aware of—horse racing, for example, or shooting?”

“Neither of those to my knowledge. However”—Philip suddenly recalled the whist party of the previous night which he had learned of from Fleur—“he seems to be keen on cards. You might look into the local gaming parlors, if there are any nearer to hand than Weymouth. My brother Charles was more inclined to spend money on his bad habits than he should have been. I do not know if he took Edmund along on any of his debauches, but that is entirely possible, with entirely predictable results if true.”

Their conversation had brought them within sight of the distant village, and on the nearer horizon, several tenant farms, in the vicinity of which a herd of Jersey cows had already been let out into the fields and were grazing contentedly under the supervision of a young lad. This worthy looked up at the strangers’ approach and doffed his hat, as much to obvious Quality, Philip thought, as in recognition of their landlord.

Wishing to make himself more known, he rode into the yard of one particularly neat-looking farmhouse and dismounted. The lady of the house, wiping her hands on her apron, emerged, treated herself to a quick glance, and bobbed a curtsey.

“Good morning, sir,” she said. “How may I assist you?”

Philip smiled, dismounted, and said, “It is I who hope to assist you. I’m Earl Wolcott.”

Startled, the lady forgot her previous obsequy and curtsied again. “I beg your pardon, my lord. We had heard that you—I mean, welcome back, my lord.”

“Thank you, Mrs.—ah….”

“Priddy, my lord. My husband Jerry and myself have lived on this farm for only five years. You would not remember us, my lord. We were sorry to hear about your brother, my lord.”

“Thank you again.” Philip smiled, trying to put Mrs. Priddy more at ease. “I trust you have been well looked after in the meanwhile?”

“Oh, yes, sir. Mr. Roberts, your bailiff, comes by often to visit. Mr. Shaw, too, takes a kind interest.”

“I am glad to hear it. Nonetheless, you must let me know—by way of Mr. Roberts, if you like—of anything you may need.”

At this point, Evans, who had taken the horses’ reins and tied the animals to a tree, touched Philip’s elbow and gestured toward the rear of the cottage.

“Perhaps you may show me around,” Philip said to Mrs. Priddy, taking the hint. She complied, if not entirely willingly, and Philip shortly apprised himself of the problems Evans had seen at a glance. The yard was neatly kept, but nonetheless decidedly the worse for wear. The fences, while neatly whitewashed, were in sorry shape and needed to be replaced. A hen house in the corner of the yard was likewise on shaky foundations. Once again, prosperity seemed confined to surfaces.

Philip chatted pleasantly with Mrs. Priddy while observing all this, not wishing to criticize the plump farm wife for what was very likely no fault of hers, but when he and Evans were riding away again, he said, “A new henhouse and a flock of younger chickens is a first priority, I think, then a new fence. What say you, Evans?”

“A good start, my lord.”

They spent the rest of the morning visiting several other tenants before dismounting to eat the picnic lunch Evans had collected from a tenant who happened to be preparing the midday meal for her husband when they stopped to visit. She assured Philip that she and her Samuel remembered the earl very well and were happy to see him home again. She had insisted on sharing their repast, so Philip had surreptitiously passed a coin to her husband before they departed.

“It becomes clear,” Philip said to Evans as they made their way home at last, “that neither my uncle nor Mr. Shaw has been precisely remiss in their duties, but evidently more needs to be done. I very much fear that funds have gone into maintaining the Hall before whatever remained of the annual profit was spent on the tenants.”

“Would it set up anyone’s back if you brought your own man in to examine the accounts?”

“More than likely. I shall do a bit more investigating on my own before that becomes necessary.”

Evans offered no further opinion, and they fell into a companionable silence on the ride home. Philip kept to a moderate pace in order to make careful mental note of every landmark, constructed or natural, on their route. It was, even if neglected in some parts, a beautiful piece of land, with a brook running through it that he assumed was a feeder of the River Axe, and lush vegetation despite the early season. Beneath one neat stand of trees near the brook was a carpet of violets, which reminded him of Fleur and her arrangements for the Coach and Horses.

He remembered that he had promised to inform her of what had passed between him and his uncle, but he also thought, with more anticipation, that he might regale her with some of his adventures today over a quiet hour before dinner. Perhaps it was also time to tell her about his life in France—he would need an ally when the family learned about that—but he was disappointed on arriving at the Hall to be told that Miss Stanyon had been driven to the village and planned to spend the night with Miss Jenkins. He proceeded immediately to the library to write her a note, but when Lady Edwina found him there, he folded and pocketed the single sheet of paper, then rose to greet her.

“I wished to inform you that your new room is ready,” she said, “and your belongings moved into it, so that you may change for dinner there.” She paused for a moment as if waiting for some objection from him, but receiving none, she went on, “The room was your brother’s, so I thought it might be suitable to another bachelor. Not that the late earl spent a great deal of time in it….”

Philip smiled and remarked that Charles was always inclined to prefer the outdoors and sporting pursuits to being confined to the house. “Thank you, Aunt, for your trouble.”

“It is no trouble. We will see you at dinner, then?”

He bowed, and she turned to go. “Indeed.”

Philip remembered Charles’s suite as soon as he stepped foot in it, despite Evans having moved his own belongings in and laid out his dinner wear. The rooms were well appointed, but with little in the way of extraneous decoration, with the exception of a painting of their grandfather over the mantle. Charles had known the old man when he was a boy, but Philip had not, and studying the roguish face and slightly askew periwig of an earlier time, Philip wondered if the old earl had exercised an influence on Charles’s imagination, if not his behavior. Philip vowed to learn more about him and therefore perhaps about Charles. They had so often been at odds that, as a young man, Philip had never taken the trouble to understand his brother.

Absently, he looked about the room to find some evidence of Charles’s occupation of it, a futile search until he opened a small drawer in the otherwise empty writing desk and discovered a quizzing glass and Charles’s signet ring. He smiled at the first, wondering when Charles might have taken up that habit of wearing a glass, and decided to present it to Edmund as a joke, if the lad would see the humor in it; he was certain that his uncle would not.

He hesitated before picking up the ring, a heavy affair with a dark emerald in the center, then tried it on his own finger. It fit precisely.

He wondered again if the title would fit him nearly so well.

 


Chapter 11

 

Leaning on her walking stick, Miss Jenkins followed her young friend around their garden paths, as Fleur examined each bloom and bush minutely. Fleur had been in unusually good spirits, even for her, since she arrived that morning, declaring her intention of staying for a day or two. Martha had been delighted at the prospect, but shortly realized that escaping the Hall, rather than a simple desire on Fleur’s part to see her old nurse, had prompted this visit. She had broached only the most trivial of confidences, over the breakfast table that morning, about life at the Hall since the heir had returned, but confined to uncharacteristic gossip about which lady had worn what and the menu for last night’s dinner—so that Martha was forced to quiz her more closely than she cared to.

“Very well, my dear,” she said as they turned on the path that led back to the cottage, proceeding to count her points on her fingers, “We have made up a list of blooms to be arranged for Mr. Clark for the next fortnight—assuming they all come up as promised. I have agreed to seek Joseph’s help in buttressing that rear section of the wall in exchange for your promise not to make another trip here to do it yourself. I will visit Miss Milville’s shop in the village to see what sorts of vases she may have to replace the one you broke this morning in what I can only suppose to be an excess of zeal for your work. Do I have all that correctly?”

Fleur had ceased her chatter long enough for Martha to thus express herself and now looked at her expectantly—and a little abashed. Miss Jenkins saw this as a hopeful sign.

“Now, my dear, will you not tell me what has really happened at the Hall to blue-devil you in this way? And do not suppose for a moment that your merry mood has deceived me.”

Fleur sighed and put her garden shears back in her basket. “May we sit down in the kitchen and have some tea?”

Martha suspected that this request was merely to provide time for her friend to gather her thoughts, but it was the best she could hope for, for now. Without a word, she turned and made her way back to the cottage. Fleur followed behind, for once not allowing herself to be distracted by a bush that needed trimming or an especially lovely flower to admire. Martha glanced up at the sky as she went. It had been a lovely morning, but clouds were gathering in the west. They would not be able to remain out of doors for much longer in any case.

Half an hour later, both ladies were comfortably seated around the tea tray in Martha’s cozy parlor, and Fleur, once begun, could scarcely stop the flow of news about the new earl, often followed by requests for Martha’s opinion, as she tried to not forget anything that had happened in the mere days since the friends had last seen each other. Suppressing a smile, she recounted the incident of the earl’s being assigned a remote suite and preferring to pitch a tent on the front lawn. And of meeting Mr. Evans. And Philip exploring the estate on horseback. And the elder Wiltons’ congenial company at dinner that night. And Philip….

“How did Miss Wilton take the reappearance of her former lover?” Miss Jenkins asked baldly.

Fleur promptly replied, no less acerbically, “She abandoned him to take up with the next best chance, so she could scarcely pretend to still wear the willow for him.”

Martha laughed, delighted that Fleur was more her usual self. “Touché. Will she make no new attempt to attach him, then? What have you observed?”

Fleur frowned. “I believe Philip does not care to renew their former relationship, but I am not entirely certain that Miss Wilton does not.” She shrugged apologetically, as if to apologize for her own unkind thoughts. “I fear I cannot warm up to the lady, even if she has given no reason to dislike her. Indeed, at times she has been perfectly congenial. Yet one cannot help thinking that there is always a secondary purpose behind any courtesy she may extend.”

She thought for a moment as she refilled Martha’s cup, then recounted her first meeting with Honoria, when she seemed almost disposed to make a friend of Fleur. “I would like to believe that she simply wishes to be kind to all the family, but I cannot help thinking that she takes Edmund for granted, to put the best face on it. I hope he is not truly in love with her, or she may hurt him in the end…. Yet if there is no real affection between them….”

She sighed. “Perhaps if a good deal of fuss is made over her at the welcome-home gathering for the earl, she will be more disposed to feel welcome herself, and thus kinder, although naturally, all the attention must be on Philip, who I do not doubt will include her as part of the family already.”

Martha paused, teacup halfway to her lips. “You did not mention a welcome-home gathering. When is this to be?”

Fleur felt her face go pink. She had meant to bring this matter up first, but found herself unable to do so, despite needing her friend’s advice—not to mention extending an invitation to her to attend.

“Yesterday se’enight.”

When Martha said nothing for a moment, she went on, “Mrs. Bingham has accomplished most of the necessary preparations already, assigning the servants to their chores cleaning the rooms and polishing the silver and glassware. Mr. Evans has even promised to provide the wine—it seems he knows where to procure the best wines locally, and….”

She paused, and looked her friend in the eye, fully expecting a reprimand for not having consulted her before this, or worse—for taking on yet another of what Martha considered tasks more befitting a secretary than a lady of the house. However, Martha surprised her by holding her tongue and saying instead, “You will want some flowers, I imagine.”

Fleur smiled. “Indeed, yes. May I impose on you to send Joseph to the Hall with just the right selection on the morning? We will need a great many. I hope we will not be depriving Mr. Clark of his weekly allotment. What do you think, dear Martha?”

Thus appealed to, Miss Jenkins sighed and gave her opinion on flowers and other decorations, as well as whom from the neighborhood should be invited without either slighting anyone or turning the event into a sad crush, and before long Fleur felt comfortable again and even willing to indulge in a bit of harmless gossip.

“Is the object of all this welcoming aware of the treat in store for him?” Martha asked.

Fleur giggled. “I think not. I swore Evans to secrecy, for fear that Philip would find a reason to go to Plymouth, or London, or even back to France if he knew.”

“Perhaps you had better tell him after all, before someone else lets the secret out—not to mention that all the polishing and moving of furniture might attract his notice. He would be more amenable to being fêted if you convinced him to tolerate it.”

“Oh, he will tolerate it,” Fleur said, remembering how graciously Philip had accepted the toasts at dinner only the night before. “Perhaps he simply wishes any fuss to be done and over as quickly as possible, in which case…but yes, I will warn him.”

“Does everyone else know?”

“Well, naturally, it was Lady Edwina’s idea, so she and my uncle know. Edmund may have been told but very likely does not care sufficiently to discuss the matter with anyone. He will put in an appearance when ordered to do so.”

“By his mama?” Martha asked, adding slyly, “or by his lady love?”

Fleur laughed. “I am convinced that his mama will persuade him—as she no doubt persuaded him to offer for Miss Wilton as being the most likely hostess for a future earl.”

“But Edmund was never near to inheriting the title. Perhaps Miss Wilton feels she must marry someone, and Edmund will do as well as any man of position. She would very likely be able to manage him better than most. Certainly better than Philip, even when he was a callow boy with little else to do but get into mischief. The prospect of ruling her own household as she sees fit may well suit her more than making a love match.”

Fleur frowned thoughtfully. “It is true that she does not seem a very romantical sort of person.”

“Not in the least. And she would have bored his lordship into a blue funk with her constant talk of social engagements and who has cut whom in the street. Her intellect is not, I think, profound.”

“I have never seen her to open a book,” Fleur conceded, smiling now.

Talk of Philip seemed to put Fleur in an easier mood, Miss Jenkins could not help but notice. She had her own hopes in that direction, but it was too soon for her to voice them to Fleur, so she asked instead, “What will happen to everyone once Philip becomes the master in fact as well as in expectation of Wolcott Hall? Will they all stay on? Surely Miss Wilton would prefer a home of her own, even if it is not so grand as the Hall.”

Fleur sighed. “I cannot be sure of anything in that regard. I am, naturally, unconcerned for myself, since my future holds this lovely cottage and a comfortable life of my own, but I cannot imagine that anyone else there now would wish to leave the Hall.”

“Then we must try to ascertain the earl’s plans by learning more about him. He was not used to be so close-mouthed when I was his nurse. Of course, he was very young then, with few secrets he would not share with me…the most delightful boy, I must say. He was only the younger son at the time, of course, so no one paid him much mind, but I think that suited him perfectly. He could indulge in any whim he cared to, and to give him credit, his mischievous starts never did anyone harm.”

“I only hope he does not intend to leave England again,” Fleur said.

Martha was surprised. “Why would he do that?”

“I do not know for a certainty, but he had a life in France before he came home. He may miss it.”

“How curious,” Martha said, gathering up the tea things and carrying them to the sink. “What do you suppose he did there?”

 

* * *

 

Their curiosity on that matter was to be satisfied that very afternoon, when Mr. Evans appeared on Miss Jenkins’ doorstep. He doffed his hat, said that he came bearing a note for Miss Stanyon, and would have gone on his way again having discharged his errand, but Martha insisted that he come inside and take some refreshment before making the return trip.

While he was seated comfortably in the parlor, and Martha went off to prepare a tray of cakes and a flagon of ale for their guest, Fleur begged his pardon while she read Philip’s note. It said only that he hoped she would return with Evans, or at least the following day, to the Hall. I miss having someone to talk to without minding my tongue, the short note finished, as if that would settle the matter.

Fleur smiled and asked Evans if he knew what was in the note.

“I was given the gist.”

“Then you will perhaps tell Phil—the earl that I will return tomorrow if he wishes it.”

“I know he will be pleased—as I will, since your presence makes him more pleasant to be around!”

“Somehow, I do not see Philip as unpleasant to his friends,” Martha said, returning with the tray and placing it on a table within Evans’ reach. “How long have you been in his service, Mr. Evans?”

After being quizzed on his service to Captain Millington, as well as on his own home and family, all the while being urged to try just one more cake, Evans was treated to a tour of the garden.

“Martha jokes about my grape vines,” Fleur told him when they reached the rear wall. “I fear I have no knowledge of wine-making, and do not even know if the fruits produced here are the right sort of grapes for that purpose.”

Evans examined the vines, on which no grapes were yet visible, sniffed them, and even broke off a leaf to examine it more closely, much to the bemusement of the two ladies.

“I fear you had better grow some elderberries or gooseberries to make your wine,” he said with a grin. “Nothing drinkable will come of these.”

“Well, how disappointing,” Martha said. “But at least we know the worst now.”

“Still,” Fleur said, “I like the look of the vines on the wall, particularly when they turn a lovely golden-red in the autumn, so I believe we should keep them.”

“Beauty without utility?” Martha teased. “Clearly you are not a Millington.”

Evans diplomatically said nothing in reply to this, but thereby left an opening which Martha quickly leapt into, sensing that Fleur was as curious as she was.

“How is it that you know so much about wine-making?” she asked Evans. “I was not aware that Wales is known for either grapes or wine.”

Evans hesitated for a moment, then shrugged as if making up his mind to address a delicate subject, and invited the ladies to seat themselves on a shady bench. They did so, then looked at him expectantly.

“I know he intended to tell you this when you returned to the Hall, Miss Stanyon,” he began, “and therefore I will sketch in the outline of the story only. He will not object to my doing so, I think.”

Even then he hesitated, and both ladies held their breath.

“After Waterloo, as you may know, Captain Millington entered Paris with the Army of Occupation.”

“He has told me as much,” Fleur said, encouragingly.

“Did he also tell you that he was not there long, but was able to buy a bit of land in Burgundy, on impulse and sight unseen, from an impoverished comte? He then left the army and set out to see what he had spent his prize money on.”

Martha smiled. “We did not know that part of his story, but it seems the sort of thing Philip would do on impulse.”

“Well, then, he has the devil’s own luck as well, for he found that the land was planted in grapes that had been producing excellent wine all through the war, being fortunately a good distance from any military attention.”

“Is that where he has been since the Peace, then?” Fleur asked. “He did say that he lived in the countryside for a time.”

“Indeed. In fact, his first harvest, the following year, was so successful that he was able to buy more land and pay more workers to teach him all about the cultivation of the vines and the wine-making process.”

“I daresay they were happy to have the work under such a benevolent master,” Martha remarked, knowing Fleur would think the same thing.

“True enough,” Evans said. “When he left, the vineyards were thriving, and he had a competent overseer, so I imagine the land will continue to provide as much income as his property here—but you will have to hear the rest from him. I’ve given away the main plot of the story.”

“Will he return to France after—well, after his affairs are settled here?” Fleur asked, unable to keep a note of anxiety from her voice. Martha observed that Evans hesitated briefly before answering and hoped he would not fabricate some reassurance.

“Only for brief visits, I think, so long as the chateau continues to prosper,” Evans assured her, apparently sincerely. “Mind you,” he added, “I would not object to serving as his courier so that he may not be obliged to be away too often himself.”

He smiled at Fleur as he said this, giving Martha the distinct impression that Evans had plans for his friend’s future just as she had for Fleur’s. She sent him on his way with a bottle of the liniment she had used on Philip’s arm earlier and with the hope that they would see one another again soon. She would certainly have to cultivate the Welshman’s acquaintance further.

 


Chapter 12

 

Feeling uncomfortably conspicuous returning to the Hall the next day in the carriage Philip had sent for her, Fleur was grateful that none of the family were visible when she arrived. The instant a footman put down the steps, she descended quickly from this too-grand conveyance and hurried into the house.

She was not to escape so easily, however.

“Oh, there you are, Fleur, dear,” said Lady Edwina. “We have missed you.”

Fleur paused her steps, expecting to be asked to fulfill some request, but Lady Edwina merely smiled graciously and went on her way. Mildly puzzled, Fleur did the same, only to next encounter Edmund coming in from the stables, his hair windblown and his face flushed. He saw her, bade her a good morning, said she would forgive him if he went off to change his clothes, and hoped they would have a chance to talk later.

Her puzzlement growing, Fleur continued on her way, but when she passed the study—which was not on her way, but she hoped to encounter Philip before too long—Mr. Shaw spotted her from within and greeted her.

“By the by, Miss Stanyon,” he said, hurrying to the door to detain her for a moment, “I have been meaning to speak with you, but with all that has been going on of late….” He shrugged as if to say he wished he had more of an influence on events than he did, and invited her into the study.

Having no reason to refuse, Fleur entered to find the servant Thomas taking his ease in a leather chair. However, he jumped up the instant he saw Fleur and sketched a bow in her direction.

“Good morning, miss.”

She nodded, and Mr. Shaw collected some papers from the desk and handed them to Thomas. “These are the letters I wished you to deliver. You may go now.”

He waited until Thomas had closed the door behind himself, then said, “I am attempting to instill some ambition in young Thomas, but I fear my strictures on proving himself honest and dependable in order to secure a regular position in the household have not thus far borne fruit—and least not so clearly that I feel ready to bring him to his lordship’s notice, nor indeed to give him carte blanche to wander about the house.”

“What is it you wished to see me about?” Fleur said, when he lapsed into speculative silence. She feared he might ask her to intervene on Thomas’s behalf with Philip, and she did not care to allow this notion to occur to Mr. Shaw as well. She did not know Thomas, and what she did know she was wary of. She knew that he was Mr. Shaw’s nephew and did not wish to upset Bertram by any criticism of the young man, who had, after all, done nothing wrong.

But Mr. Shaw smiled and seemed to forget Thomas for the moment. “I do beg your pardon, Miss Stanyon. I did not mean to detain you. It is only…it occurs to me that I have not offered you my assistance as well, in the way of…such domestic duties as you have so selflessly taken upon yourself.”

Fleur could not imagine how Mr. Shaw could be of any assistance in organizing the linen cupboards or writing out invitations for Lady Edwina and directing footmen in cleaning the chandeliers for the anticipated welcome-home festivities, but she said only, “You are very kind, but my duties, as you term them, are not so onerous that I cannot discharge them myself and still have more than enough time for frivolity.”

If he caught the ironic tone of her reply, he did not reveal it, but merely smiled again, more directly, and said, “If you say so, my dear Miss Stanyon. I merely wished to say that I am your service as well.”

“Thank you, Mr. Shaw.”

He had reached out as if to take her hand, so Fleur retreated, saying that she would see him at dinner, and left the room.

How very odd.

Fleur paused outside the study door for a moment, but then hurried away to her own room before she was accosted by any other members of the household. She did not escape entirely, however, as she encountered Mrs. Bingham emerging from the pantry farther down the passage with a bottle of Canary wine in her hand. Fleur eyed it suspiciously.

Mrs. Bingham approached her and whispered, “For Miss Wilton. No one is to know.”

She smiled conspiratorially, and Fleur smothered a laugh, but not for what the housekeeper revealed. Evidently Miss Wilton was as yet unaware of the earl’s trade in French wines.

“Mrs. Bingham….” Fleur began as the other woman turned to continue on her errand.

“Yes?”

Fleur was uncertain how to phrase her question. “Has anything—er, unusual happened since I have been away from the Hall?”

Mrs. Bingham frowned. “Not that I am aware…no, wait. I think I know to what you refer.” She smiled and came close again, speaking in an undertone. “Have you encountered any of the family since your return?”

“Two of them—and Mr. Shaw.”

“I daresay he may not wish me to say this, but his lordship made a point at dinner last night—I have this from Mr. Pomfret, you understand—of requesting his family to be more considerate in their dealings with you.”

“With me? Whatever did he mean by that?”

Mrs. Bingham smiled, and Fleur had the impression that she would have hugged her had she not been balancing a bottle of wine.

“My dear, you are so obliging, I’m sure it has never occurred to you that the family take you for granted.”

“It most certainly has,” Fleur said, disabusing the housekeeper of the notion that she might be unaware of her place in the Hall, much less to be any sort of paragon. “However, I am well aware of my standing with the family, and have been more than happy to take on such chores as they may require of me.”

“You know it is not the chores,” Mrs. Bingham said, becoming equally frank. “They look down on you when they have no reason to do so. You are by blood part of this family, even if your uncle has never forgiven his sister for eloping so many years ago with your father. That is scarcely your fault!”

She glanced around quickly, as if becoming suddenly aware of the impropriety of thus addressing a member of the family. “I do beg your pardon, miss. I speak out of place.”

Fleur laid her hand on the older woman’s arm. “Never say that, Mrs. Bingham. I have always looked on you as a friend and hope we may confide in each other.”

“Well, thank you, dear, but—well, I must take this wine to Miss Wilton or she will be sending that starchy maid of hers to discover what has delayed it.”

She turned to go, but said in farewell, “I should take care around the mistress too, my dear.”

This left Fleur feeling more perplexed than ever. What had she to fear from Miss Wilton? Fleur had no illusions about her importance to the family—despite anything Philip may have said to them—but in their own way, they looked after their own. Until she and Edmund were married, Miss Wilton was much more the outsider than Fleur was.

But what would be her own situation after that?

Instead of returning to her room, she slipped quietly out the door to the garden. She could always think better there, away from distractions.

 

* * *

 

Philip entered the house divesting himself of his hat and gloves, having enjoyed an hour’s fast and satisfying ride across country. He had, however, seen Edmund going neck-for-nothing in the opposite direction when he set out, which served to set him wondering where his young cousin had been, which further set him, on his slower progress home again, to contemplating Edmund’s future even before his own.

For the first time, he seriously considered whether this proposed marriage between Edmund and Honoria Wilton was based on anything more than the expectations presented to both parties as truth. Indeed, he had overheard Lady Edwina say to her husband that Miss Wilton “would do very well” for Edmund, as if she were discussing rearrangement of the furniture in the green salon.

“But not for Philip?” her husband asked baldly.

“I fear it is too late to consider that match, much as it might have been desirable when the parties were younger.”

Philip took himself off before the discussion turned to his own marital prospects, a topic he had no desire to address himself just yet, much less to open to family speculation.

He considered asking Honoria outright if she were sure of her decision to marry Edmund, but it took no great insight to realize that confronting her in this way presented a number of unpalatable options. Better, as head of the family, to speak to Edmund to be sure he was set on marrying Miss Wilton. On the third hand, Philip had no real reason to question, much less put any obstacle up to this union. Indeed, it could potentially save him a great deal of botheration to just see it through and have the happy couple out of his home at their earliest possible convenience.

No, he could not ask Honoria. Even apart from the inadvisability, for a number of reasons, of a tête-à-tête with the lady, he realized that he no longer knew her well enough to exchange confidences. If he ever had.

He recalled their first meeting, at a local assembly which Philip, scarcely twenty at the time, had been reluctant to attend, but his mother had insisted that he begin to show his face in society and represent the family as he ought—or as she thought he should. Honoria was not yet out, being scarcely sixteen, but she had been a beauty even then, and less aware of it. Philip had been struck speechless, but had contrived to ask her to stand up with him, several times when she appeared to encourage him. It was only after they quickly became betrothed that it occurred to him that she had known who he was at the start and encouraged him for his name rather than for himself.

It was more than probable, he thought cynically, that she had set her sights on Edmund for the same reason. He wondered again if he should warn Edmund off, for Honoria would certainly rule their home with an iron hand, even if she could not control her husband outside their home. Perhaps he might contrive to introduce Honoria to some other eligible gentleman….

No, he would not do that, even if he could. The affair was no longer any concern of his.

Feeling more at ease after reaching this decision, Philip went in search of Fleur, but when Mrs. Bingham could not tell him where she might be, he looked out the windows of the Long Hall into the gardens and thought he glimpsed her sun bonnet on a marble bench. He descended to the ground floor again and was about to go outside when he met the one person he had no intention of seeking out.

“Philip!” Honoria exclaimed, emerging from the orangery, where the ladies of the house liked to take their exercise—Philip recalled now that Honoria rarely ventured out of doors—and, approaching him, placed her hand on his arm before he was able to close the garden door he had opened. She smiled beguilingly up at him, and he found he was also unable to remove her hand from his arm without being patently rude.

“Honoria. I trust you are being well taken care of? Is there anything I may do for you?”

“Only talk to me, Philip dear. I have not had an opportunity to welcome you properly.” She leaned toward him, and he backed up a step, a gesture which at last seemed to penetrate her self-absorption.

He smiled apologetically. “It seems to me that you all gave me a proper welcome at supper on your first night here. What is more, I hear rumors to the effect that I am shortly to be treated to a soirée in my honor, although the date is still a secret, perhaps to prevent my escape. I suppose I must be grateful that it is only a small party and not a ball.”

He might have remembered that Honoria had little sense of humor, much less of playfulness, and she merely smiled perfunctorily at his attempts to make light of their “reunion.”

“I hope you will allow me to play the pianoforte for you, then, as my sort of welcome.”

He bowed slightly. “It would be my pleasure. Thank you.”

An awkward silence fell for a moment before Philip, giving up his original errand, said, “May I escort you to wherever you are going?”

She graciously accepted, said she was meeting her mother and Lady Edwina in the latter’s sitting room, and took his arm more firmly.

Philip suppressed a sigh as belatedly closed the garden door and they set off. The sun bonnet was no longer on the marble bench.

 


Chapter 13

 

Fleur found herself, on the morning of the “welcome home” soirée she had been so instrumental in planning, anticipating the evening with both dread and eagerness, weariness and excitement. She had not attended such an event in…well, ever, she had realized in Mrs. Bingham’s hearing two days before as they were supervising the preparations. The housekeeper had insisted that Fleur should simply convey to her what she wished done, and Mrs. Bingham would see that it was carried out, but this was a debate the housekeeper was bound to lose.

“It is not your responsibility, my dear, to participate in so much planning,” she insisted nonetheless. “Certainly not in the physical effort required for such an event. That is what we have strong young footmen for.”

Fleur laughed and agreed to watch from a comfortable chair near a window as those servants not otherwise engaged busied themselves dusting, polishing champagne glasses, and moving furniture to and fro. Between them, she and the housekeeper—with Lady Edwina’s only half-attentive endorsement—had decided that two salons for light refreshment, a musical interlude, and, later, cards, as well as a larger room that would serve for dancing, were to be made ready. The three cut-glass chandeliers in this room had been lowered to the floor and, under Pomfret’s direction, were being cleaned meticulously of the accumulated wax and dust of past functions.

Since only some dozen guests were invited to dinner before the festivities began, the usual dining room would suffice for them, maintaining an atmosphere of comfortable intimacy which Fleur was certain Philip would prefer to a more elaborate banquet. Mrs. Bingham instructed the kitchen in their duties for the night, but drew Fleur into the preparations by asking her opinion on whether they ought to offer coffee as well as wine at supper, or only afterwards, and on the number of cakes to be baked, and whether to include cold lobster, given that there was no guarantee that this delicacy would arrive from Plymouth in a fit state to be eaten. Fleur knew very well that Mrs. Bingham could easily make such decisions herself, but appreciated her desire to make Fleur feel needed—but not overly tired even before the dancing began. Fleur had no intention, however, of participating in the dancing; Miss Wilton and Edmund should lead in that, and the earl, of course, might ask any lady he chose….

Fleur had already taken it upon herself to write and address the cards of invitation to dinner and still more for the reception following, for Lady Edwina to sign, and made lists daily as to the numbers of chairs to be set up in each room for chaperones and others who would not, or could not, dance, but she was not entirely satisfied with it all until she had inspected everything herself.

Nonetheless, on the afternoon of the day, she found herself with nothing to do. Evans, ever helpful, made himself available to anyone at any time to assist, and Fleur found herself seeking him out now to make certain—again—that the guest of honor was at home, or at least no more than an hour’s ride away, and would put in an appearance when required.

When she asked him this for the third time, Evans grinned and assured her, “I have put him on a long lead, Miss Stanyon. He will come when I whistle.”

Fleur had to smile at this image, and Mrs. Bingham overheard and joined them just at this minute, she joined in the joke. She then urged Fleur to go upstairs and lie down for half an hour before making herself ready for their guests.

“It will not do for you to look fatigued, my dear—you know that…certain persons will be sure to remark on it.”

Evans raised one eyebrow at this, but to avoid explanation, Fleur simply heaved a tired sigh and complied. She was alert enough to note the conspiratorial look that passed between Evans and the housekeeper as she trudged off, however, and guessing what that was about, smiled to herself. Her friends could be counted on to look after her, even as they scolded.

Earlier that day, a parcel had arrived from Miss Jenkins for Fleur, who wondered as she opened it what Martha could not have brought with her when Joseph drove her to the Hall later for dinner. Curiosity demanding to be satisfied, she immediately opened it.

Inside was a new gown—white muslin with tiny gold flowers embroidered all over it and a delicate, gold-colored shawl to wear with it.

“Oh, miss!” exclaimed one of the housemaids, who happened to be in Fleur’s room just then to deliver a pot of tea—at Mrs. Bingham’s request. “Isn’t it lovely! You’ll wear it tonight, won’t you? I’ll iron it for you—ever so carefully.”

It had been Fleur’s first thought as well that she would wear this beautiful gown, and Philip would…that is, she would feel so grown up in it, just like…. But even as she handed the dress over to the maid to press for her, she had her doubts. Would she attract too much attention to herself? Would she seem to be pushing herself forward by dressing like a real lady?

Oh, no, surely not. She thought of the other lady guests who would be there. Admittedly, the portly local squire’s wife and several other older ladies might adorn themselves with jewels, but had no pretensions of à la modality. On the other hand, Lady Edwina would no doubt be her usual elegant self in a new gown made expressly to suit her coloring and the occasion. Miss Wilton too would attract all eyes to her cool blond beauty. No, no one would notice the poor relation, however fine her feathers this one night.

Nonetheless, when the maid had closed the window curtains and Fleur lay her head on her pillow—only for half an hour, she told Betty, instructing her to wake her up in good time—she had to smile, imagining a delightful time ahead. She could not quite imagine herself as the center of attention, but was of two minds as to whether she would welcome this unlikely prospect, or dislike it. There was a great deal to be said for being the poor relation, comfortable in one’s obscurity!

 

* * *

 

In the end, Fleur happily donned her new gown, gratifying Miss Jenkins, who arrived well before the dinner hour so that she might rest in Fleur’s room for a few minutes and see how her protégée was enduring the anxieties of her first formal soirée.

“I knew it would be perfect on you,” she said of her gift, surveying Fleur from every angle. You look like a fairy princess.”

Fleur blushed despite her determination to be grown up tonight. “I fear I am only Cinderella, despite my fine clothes.”

“Well, you needn’t take your broom to the prince’s ball,” Martha commented acerbically. “Do you have a necklace or earbobs, by the by? I confess, I did not think of what you might wear with the gown….”

“I think the dress is more than sufficient. I would not like to gild the lily.”

Martha smiled, since she had planned just this to offset the new dress—that is, no added adornment at all—but wanted to give Fleur the choice. “Quite right. But perhaps, a touch of gilt in your hair.” She fumbled in her reticule and pulled out a narrow gold band. “Which I happen to have with me.”

She instructed Fleur to sit down and expertly threaded the ribbon through her fair curls, bringing out their sheen—although she did not mention this benefit to Fleur.

There was no need for Martha to puff up her friend, for she caught every eye at dinner, although the gentlemen confined themselves to admiring looks while the ladies suddenly recalled Miss Stanyon’s name and told her how delightfully she looked. Martha was amused to see that most of the ladies meant their compliments sincerely, although there was a certain archness in Miss Wilton’s tone, and Lady Edwina merely smiled at Fleur, confident in her own good looks and her new gown in midnight blue, which she clearly knew to flatter her—and her sapphires.

After dinner, all the ladies but Fleur and Martha retired to their rooms to change their clothes for the reception to follow, and Martha chastised herself for forgetting this custom.

“You might have worn your lavender gown to dinner,” she said, when she and Fleur retired briefly to Fleur’s tiny parlor to rest for a moment. “Then your new gown might have made a more impressive debut at the reception. You will be at the door to greet the other guests, I trust?”

“Yes, indeed—and I should go down shortly to be certain no one will arrive betimes and not be welcomed.”

“Stay,” said Martha, laying her hand on Fleur’s arm. “I have not yet heard a carriage. Tell me who else will be here.”

She listened as Fleur recalled the guest list—all persons with whom both she and Fleur were acquainted, so that she need not worry that her protégée would be either shy or flustered in conversing with them. In the end, Martha agreed to go down with Fleur to the front hall, even though they had not yet heard any signs of arrival, but Fleur was showing signs of increasing nerves, and Martha knew that activity was the best antidote for that.

Both ladies took their places near the door and were soon joined by Earl Wolcott himself, looking very elegant in a new coat and evening hose.

“I might have known,” he said, bowing to Miss Jenkins and Miss Stanyon in turn, “that you ladies would be before anyone in your eagerness to welcome our guests.” He gave Fleur’s new gown an appreciative look. “Very pretty. You’ll be the belle of the ball.”

Martha smiled, noting with satisfaction how Fleur was instantly put at east by Philip’s presence and scarcely discomfited at all by his compliment. He, however, meticulously placed himself on Martha’s right, with Fleur on her left, even though his place was properly at the head of the line, before his aunt, uncle, and cousin, with Fleur, family or not, at the end. My lord cared little for these niceties, but his strategy was rewarded when his uncle and Lady Edwina joined them, his hostess proceeding to the head of the line as the wheels of the first carriages to arrive sounded on the drive.

Martha exchanged a smile with Philip at Lady Edwina’s assumption of what had been her rightful place for the five years since Philip’s brother Charles had invited his aunt to preside over his household. No doubt the new earl preferred to ease the awkward passage of his aunt and uncle from hosts to guests as gently as possible. She admired her former pupil that much more for it.

 


Chapter 14

 

Wolcott Hall had not seen such a large gathering in many years, and indeed Fleur could not recall the last one—no doubt she had been too young then to even come down for dinner with the family—but she found the light and laughter put her at ease now rather than making her apprehensive about her part in the arrangements. She scarcely noticed when the sun set, for the hundreds of candles ablaze everywhere lighted the Hall as if it were day.

It was not until the last guest had arrived, and the family joined them in the adjacent drawing rooms that Martha noted, sotto voce to Fleur, that Miss Wilton had not yet put in an appearance. Like the other lady guests, Honoria had retired to her own room after dinner. “I expect she plans to make an entrance,” she whispered.

This thought had already occurred to Fleur, but she had suppressed it as unworthy. However, no sooner was it voiced than, indeed, Miss Wilton, the picture of elegance in dark green silk, with emerald earbobs and necklace to match, descended the stairs into the entrance hall, where a few guests still mingled, and swept gracefully, but slowly enough to allow time for admiring glances and compliments to follow her, into the adjoining salon.

Edmund, who had been waiting for her, offered his arm to escort her to meet their guests, most of whom were well aware of her existence but not all had yet been formally introduced to her as Edmund’s future bride.

Unfortunately, just at that moment, the local squire and his lady chose to approach Fleur and remark on how well she looked this evening. Squire Hughes had a booming voice, which naturally carried to a number of other guests, despite his wife’s instinctively hushing him.

“Nonsense, my dear!” the squire said, taking Fleur’s arm to lead her into the salon and toward the refreshment tables—for the Hugheses had not been a part of the dinner party—despite Fleur’s demur that she needed nothing. She shot a look, half pleading and half exasperated, at Martha, who was positively giggling behind her fan. She did at last, with Mrs. Hughes’s assistance, calm the excitable squire sufficiently that conversation in the rest of the room started up again in a natural manner.

Most of the guests, not unexpectedly, greeted the new earl first, welcoming him home and lingering to exchange reminiscences about his early life in the county. Fleur, moving about the room in an attempt to speak briefly to everyone she knew—which was nearly the entire company—overheard snippets of Philip’s conversations with his guests and smiled to herself, storing up examples to tease him about later.

“I understand you spent some time in Wales,” said one gentleman, a neighboring landowner whom Fleur knew only slightly.

“How do you come to understand that?” Philip asked, baffled.

“I beg your pardon. I believe it was…well, I do not recall precisely now. So you have been in Somerset since your return?”

Fleur supposed this misunderstanding to be connected in some way to Mr. Evans—she would ask the Welshman about it at another time—and approached Honoria’s parents, who were seated by themselves on a pair of comfortable chairs by a window. She sat in Mr. Wilton’s when he jumped up to make way for her, bowing briefly, and asked his wife if she might procure some refreshment for her.

“Thank you, no, my love,” Frances Wilton replied, adding to Fleur, “That was such a lovely dinner that I could not eat another bite.” She laughed girlishly. “I begin to suspect that Honoria is correct that I indulge myself too freely, but if I have done so tonight, it was because I have so enjoyed myself—and the good company.”

Fleur smiled. “I will convey your compliments to Cook. I should tell you that she was beside herself with delight to be able to once again prepare a proper feast for a happy occasion. It has been some time, you understand, since we had so many guests at the Hall. I daresay Miss Wilton will entertain a good deal when she and Edmund are married, however.”

A light frown crossed Mrs. Wilton’s brow, but cleared quickly. “Yes, such entertainments are much to Honoria’s taste, and I fear we have not given her much scope for socializing in that way in our home. Does Edmund enjoy such occasions?”

Fleur glanced around, found Edmund in close attendance on Miss Wilton near the punchbowl, and thought that Honoria looked distracted, as if her betrothed’s attention were insufficient for the occasion. She wondered if she ought to direct some of the other guests toward her. No, such a gesture would be worse than unwelcome should Honoria realize what had prompted it.

A pianoforte had been placed in the next room, and Miss Wilton shortly made her stately way in that direction—having secured her host as a second escort—and seated herself on the bench. Edmund placed himself so as to turn the pages for her, giving the earl the excuse to leave them and join his other guests to listen to her play. He obediently seated himself in one of a row of chairs a footman hurriedly placed near the instrument, and looked expectantly at Miss Wilton.

“I should listen,” Fleur said to Martha, who had made her excuses to the Wiltons and taken Fleur by the arm to say good evening to a neighbor of hers, who (she said) would not have attended except that Fleur would be there.

“Best not,” Martha advised. “It would look most odd were you to sit next to the earl, given that no one else as yet has shown an interest in a musical programme—and odder still were you to sit several chairs away and risk being only the other polite person present.”

Fleur paused, grasping the point, but was on the verge of joining Philip just the same, when Mr. and Mrs. Hebert approached, expressed themselves delighted to see Fleur again and hoped to see her in the village soon as well.

Since this couple, who lived two houses down the High Street from Martha’s cottage, and had been invited on the strength of their other holdings in the neighborhood—for Lady Edwina had always been conscientious about acknowledging the local gentry—were favorites of Fleur, she was soon happily engaged in conversation with them about village happenings and nearly succeeding in forgetting the scene at the pianoforte. She knew from past musical evenings among the family that Miss Wilton played well, so she had no fear that she would not receive the adulation she deserved for her talent. And happily, the rows of chairs were quickly filled so that the artist did have an appreciative audience. Fleur remained aware, however, of the hum of talk around her and hoped it would not distract the musician. Glancing in that direction from time to time, she imagined that Miss Wilton glanced their way from time to time, almost annoyed. As if Honoria would stoop to such an emotion. No, she must be mistaken.

“My dears,” said Mrs. Hebert, seating herself on a settee a good distance from the musical entertainment, “have you read this most remarkable novel I acquired recently? It is called Frankenstein, or The New Prometheus.”

“Who is the author?” Martha asked.

“It is published anonymously,” said Mrs. Hebert, clearly avid with curiosity. “No doubt some gentleman well known in another field. My guess is Byron.”

“He has never written prose, has he?” Martha asked.

Despite herself, Fleur’s interest was caught, and she soon found herself taking a lively part in the discussion, being promised the use of Mrs. Hebert’s copy of the novel when next she came to the village. Even before she became aware of it, she was being approached by other friends and even strangers eager to introduce themselves to her.

Delighted with the company and the conversation, Fleur only belatedly listened for music from the other room, which had apparently come to an end. She gave a mental shrug, and returned to the literary conversation, which had proceeded to the latest poetical works by Mr. Wordsworth and young Keats, although it was generally acknowledged that novels were more amendable to reading aloud in the family on winter nights. Fleur, having indulged in this pastime with Martha on many an evening, wondered if Philip had ever enjoyed a similar treat on campaign. She vowed to quiz him on what sort of reading soldiers carried with them. Smiling to herself a moment later, she conceded that he might not wish to tell her, even if his fellows did indeed like to read.

A little later, she ventured into the large room that had been set aside to dancing, to see if any couples had taken advantage of the invitation offered by a small group of musicians playing at one end of the room. She saw that several young people had done so and was about to depart again when Mr. Shaw detained her to request the privilege of leading her into the cotillion then forming. She could scarcely insult him by refusing—it was not a waltz, after all—and so accepted with a smile.

When the set ended, however, she was not allowed to return to her friends in the other room, for a handsome young man whom Fleur did not know, but she presumed to be the son of one of the older couples, asked her to dance. Before long, she had danced with several young gentlemen until, without realizing it, found herself suddenly being taken out to the quadrille by the one gentleman she had been, admittedly, avoiding.

“It has been a long time since we danced together,” Philip said, taking her gloved hand.

She had to smile at that. “Indeed. I think I was eleven. Your brother made you stand up with me.”

“No such thing! It was only that I had not yet mastered more than a simple country dance and did not care to make a cake of myself by tripping up my partner.”

“You seem to have learned a good deal since then,” Fleur said as he led her effortlessly through the grande ronde.

“The Duke expects all his officers to be as agile in the ballroom as on horseback.”

Fleur gave herself up to the enjoyment of motion and did not even glance around to see if she might be observed, and possibly censured, by…she knew not by whom. Tonight she did not care.

Nonetheless, when the dance finally ended, and despite several young gentlemen looking on eagerly from the sidelines hoping for their turn with this unexpectedly desirable partner, she thought it best to excuse herself with thanks the instant the musicians took a short respite.

She then joined a card party in the next room, where such a number of tables had been set up that she found herself engaged in play with the squire’s lady and Mr. Hebert, with Martha making up a fourth. This interlude was followed, according to her and Mrs. Bingham’s carefully arranged schedule, by a final supper and merry farewells all around at a later hour than they had planned.

Only after she had seen Martha to a guest bedroom and returned to her own did she realize that she had scarcely seen, much less spoken with, Philip or indeed any of the family, for nearly the entire evening.

It was no doubt just as well, she could not help thinking, although she was not entirely sure why this was a desirable outcome.

 


Chapter 15

 

Fleur snipped another iris and put it in her basket. The gardens at Wolcott Hall were far more grand than her own at Martha’s cottage, but she could not love them more. She could, however, appreciate their beauty and often complimented the gardener on his efforts. Mr. Hughes basked in her approval and often sought her advice.

Today, however, the gardener was nowhere to be seen. Fleur contemplated her basket, filled with white blooms, despite the depredations she had made only yesterday to fill the many decorative vases in the entrance hall, an effort that did not go unnoticed by their guests, many of whom remarked on how festive the Hall looked, and rightly so for the occasion. Not that most had known who was responsible for the festive look, but Fleur much preferred to work in anonymity. Fortunately, it did not seem to have occurred even to Miss Wilton that Fleur had any part in the preparations for the party and she had, indeed, made a point earlier that morning to thank the servants, via a few gracious, lady-of-the-manor words to Pomfret, without including Fleur in her praises.

Fleur sighed and contemplated her basket. A brighter color was needed to draw the eye to the more subtle beauties of the white lilacs. She glanced around, but then saw Philip, coming out of the breakfast room and apparently en route to the stables. She quickly stepped behind a lilac bush.

But she was too late.

“Fleur! I was looking for you.”

She doubted that. Despite the respite provided by the previous night’s merriment, she had not forgotten that she was determined to confront him about his high-handed manipulation of his family in the matter of their treatment of her. She had, indeed, contemplated any number of approaches to the topic, but the latest, demanding to know what made him think she needed his protection, had not seemed the right approach either.

She did not answer him at once but glanced sideways at him from under her sun bonnet. He smiled.

“I was going riding. Might you care to accompany me?”

She hesitated, looked down at her basket, then back up at him.

“I thought we might ride to Cadbury Hill,” he added by way of inducement.

“Oh.” She hesitated still, but this was one of her favorite local haunts, and he knew it. She gave in and smiled. “It is a lovely morning for a ride.”

He took her basket from her. “Well, go and change. I will give this to one of the maids to put in water and then saddle our horses. Meet me at the stables.”

Not half an hour later, they were on their way, at a light trot at first, then a canter to shake loose their horses’ restiveness, finally at a sedate walking pace when they came in view of the church at the foot of the famous hill, said by folklore to be the site of ancient Camelot.

“Shall we walk up?” he said. “We have not had rain for several days, so it should not be slippery on the path.”

Fleur agreed and dismounted easily without his help. As they ascended the first, gentler part of the path, the sun came out from behind a cloud and lighted their way up the final, steeper path to the summit.

“Look, you can see Glastonbury Tor,” Philip said, pointing to the low mound, twelve miles across the valley, where Joseph of Arimathea, bearing the Holy Grail, was said to have encountered King Arthur.

Fleur smiled. “Do you feel Arthur’s presence?”

“This place always makes me think of the legends, so I suppose that yes, I can feel his presence—or at least easily imagine knights riding over the hill.”

“And letting their horses drink at the spring by the church.”

“Do you know, I’ve never actually looked for that spring, although I did once come here on Midsummer’s Eve to look for the horsemen. They did not deign to appear. Nor did I hear a whisper of hoof beats.”

“Perhaps the legend that it only happens every seven years is the true one.”

“And that was at least nine years ago—apparently I’ve missed my chance again!”

The hill was densely wooded around the summit and a search for the lines of defense of the old hill fort, even more ancient that the Arthurian legends, proved fruitless among the crumbling, sandy slopes. Fleur, however, found a patch of bluebells and wondered aloud if they would survive replanting if she dug up a few specimens.

Philip shook his head. “I doubt it, but you may certainly try.”

“No, I shan’t chance it. I will ask Mr. Hughes’s opinion, however. There are primroses too—over there, do you see? I would have thought it too late in the year for them, but perhaps they are simply more hardy. If either can be transplanted, I’ll have a reason to come back.”

Philip found a flat rock in a sunny spot on the slope of the hill looking toward Glastonbury. He brushed it off with his handkerchief and invited Fleur to sit down and admire the view of the low valley, now bright green with newly leafed trees. She did so, tucking her skirts under her to make a cushion.

“I’m glad you are not overly fastidious about getting your clothing dirty,” he said.

“I suppose I ought to be, since I am as likely as not the one who will wash it later.”

Philip refrained from commenting on this, for he had other matters he wished to broach with her.

“I must thank you, by the way,” he said, in as off-hand a manner as he could contrive, “for your efforts toward making last night’s entertainment a success.”

Fleur shrugged lightly. “I only helped plan. Mrs. Bingham supervised the work, and of course the servants had the hardest work.”

“Who were not even present to enjoy the fruits.”

Fleur glanced at him, and he smiled to show her he was joking. She seemed reassured, when he added, “I hope they were able to enjoy whatever was left in the way of food and drink.”

She smiled. “I believe that Mrs. Bingham and Pomfret between them made sure of that. But what about you? You were there to eat and drink and be merry. Were you merry? I thought you were enjoying yourself, but you were also an attentive hostess.”

She was unsure what to make of his calling her his hostess, but said only, “One may be both, I suppose. I did enjoy talking to old friends.”

A bird in a tree behind them sent up a cheery chorus just at that moment, and both looked up, enjoying the song.

“Miss Wilton looked most—elegant,” Fleur said a moment later. “Do you not agree?” When he said nothing, she added, “And Edmund was as attentive as anyone might expect.”

Still he said nothing for a moment, then began, “I wondered….” When she looked at him with a smile in her eyes, he paused for a moment, struck by the charm of her expression. When had he begun to take her beauty for granted? He really must stop thinking of her as only a larger version of the child he had known before he went away.

“Yes?” she teased when he hesitated.

He hoped he did not blush. “I wanted your opinion about this match between Honoria and Edmund. I found it impossible to judge last night, although my cousin was certainly attentive. Will they get on together as a married couple, do you think, or was the engagement a mistake from the start?”

When she hesitated to answer, he teased, “Do not think I have not seen you eavesdropping when no one else notices. You know more about my family than I do.”

Her expression became unreadable for a moment, but then she looked away, as if giving this question serious thought, and finally said, “I think Edmund genuinely admires Honoria. Whether that is enough, I cannot say. As for Miss Wilton…I think she fears being left alone more than any other fate. She is no fortune-huntress, however, and would not care if her future husband had a lesser income than Edmund’s.”

“Then ought we to introduce her to other eligible gentlemen?”

“We?” She smiled. “No, I am certain she has already met every eligible gentleman in the county and assessed them carefully.”

“That does sound mercenary.”

“No, just…cautious. In a way, I can understand why she has become so, having no options but marriage—and as soon as she may contrive it. I should let matters take their course.”

He considered that for a moment. “Very well. Goodness knows, I have no inclination to interfere in any case. I gave up trying to reform my family years ago.”

“Indeed?” The sparkle came back into her eyes. “Is that why you ordered them to treat me with more consideration, and why you persist in baiting one or the other of them with your tenting on the lawn and leading all of them to believe you are not a man of means?”

“You sound like Evans,” he said, disregarding her first complaint. “What makes you think I am humbugging anyone?”

“Mr. Evans told us—Martha and me—about your wine plantation in France.”

“Did he! Did he happen to mention that the wine trade is a notoriously risky business? I might as well have come a cropper as succeeded at it.”

“He said you have the devil’s own luck.”

Philip laughed. “I suppose I must have, for it has all worked out very well. That’s why I stayed away so long, you know. I became comfortable, being lord of the manor—”

He stopped abruptly, remembering how he had come to be the lord of the manor they had just left, but at the stricken look in her blue eyes, he realized that she had read something other than what he meant into his words, and felt compelled to explain. “No, I shan’t be returning to France, at least not for any length of time. I left the winery in good hands and hope it will not need closer supervision than I can give it from here. If necessary, I suppose I can send Evans back for a spell, or….”

“Or?” she prompted when he paused and fell into silent thought.

He grinned. “I was wondering if Miss Wilton would care to live in a French chalet.”

It was a moment before she understood. “Do you mean you would send Edmund to France to oversee the business for you?”

“It would certainly keep him out of mischief here.”

“But does he know anything about it?”

“Ah, you have me there. I was hoping you might have an inkling.”

“You could send Mr. Shaw with them,” she said, refusing to venture a sober opinion.

“Two birds with one stone, by God! No—three!”

They both laughed, knowing that neither would ever repeat their conversation to anyone else. Even if the ideas that came spontaneously to them did merit a further thought, Philip reflected as they rose to explore the hill further.

 

* * *

 

It was late in the afternoon before they descended the path from Camelot, but as it was nearly June now, the days were longer and gentle. They rode slowly homewards, speaking little and then only of inconsequential things, yet comfortably.

When they were within view of the Hall again, Fleur, looking over the rolling ground to the south, pointed out the pale yellow walls of a small house in the distance, now glowing golden in the fading rays of the sun.

“What shall you do with the Dower House?” she said, gesturing toward it. “Have you inspected it yet?”

“I have, but not very thoroughly. Another of my duties neglected for the delights of setting my family to sixes and sevens. Shall we ride closer?”

In answer, she led him down a path she knew that led to the Dower House by a shorter route, along a low wall that became a higher one as they approached the house. It was a neat Georgian manor, not large enough for a considerable family, but it had never been intended for more than one or two occupants and a few servants. Philip, having realized that the fine state of his other holdings could be deceptive, eyed the façade critically.

“It is very fine within,” Fleur said, as if reading his thoughts. Again.

He raised an eyebrow but, curious now, dismounted at the gate and helped her down as well. She knew where a key was kept—at the base of one of twin terra cotta pots holding miniature yews—and opened the door for them.

Philip saw immediately that, unlike the other estate properties he had seen falling into ruin behind the scenes but maintaining a brave front, this house showed an indifferent face to the world but within was furnished with fine, if sometimes ancient, pieces and decorated with the most elegant fabrics and modest but exceptional works of art.

“Who did this?” Philip asked as they wandered from room to room, he in some awe but she touching the occasional chair or vase fondly.

“Mr. Shaw.”

“You surprise me. I would have thought you had a hand in it.”

“I did mention to him the occasional source of a good piece—that spinet, for example—that he might acquire at a modest price. We also ransacked the attics at the Hall, I’m afraid, for items rejected by the rest of the family. I don’t believe anyone missed the occasional side table.”

Philip eyed one such table and noted that it had been refinished expertly. He would not have been surprised to hear that Fleur had done the work herself, but supposed she knew the right craftsmen in the villages thereabouts who would know just what to do with any such commission that she might give. He would get the story from her another time. For now—he noticed, glancing out a window—it was getting late and they would likely miss dinner if they did not make haste.

He escorted her out, and she replaced the key. It was not until they had remounted that she said, “What will you do with the house?”

“An excellent question. We are rather short of dowagers at the moment. Perhaps I shall take up residence here myself.”

“You cannot do so, surely.”

“I suppose not—not that I greatly care what the gossips say if Earl Wolcott does not live at Wolcott Hall, but it will depend greatly on how…how things fall out over the next months. Perhaps I shall give it to Mr. Shaw, since you have your own cottage, and he has done such excellent work here.”

“He would not accept, such a gift being improper for a servant, however valued.”

“You are very correct of a sudden.”

“It seems you are not. Someone must look out for the family reputation.”

He laughed. “A pretty pass we have come to, when those of us who should care for the estate must be schooled by those we ought to care for! But come—I find myself hungrier than our modest luncheon satisfied and wish my dinner!”

 


Chapter 16

 

Philip sent Fleur on into the house when they returned, seeing to the horses himself and passing a pleasant ten minutes becoming better acquainted with the outdoor servants. He was then obliged to make haste to change for dinner.

When he entered the library, however, he found only Mr. Shaw before him.

“Ah,” said that gentleman. “I had been hoping for a word with you today, my lord, but no one could tell me where you were.”

Philip smiled at his querulous tone, as if his absence might have been contrived solely for the secretary’s inconvenience. He replied, as if it had, graciously. “I do beg your pardon, Bertram. I merely went riding over the estate. You may always apply to my man Evans should you need to find me urgently, urgently, you know, although I will contrive in future to leave word with Pomfret.”

“No, no, it was no sort of emergency,” Mr. Shaw said, somewhat mollified. “I merely wished to inform you of a communication I had from—well, from a London acquaintance, who appears to think that you are, not to put too fine a point on it, rather deeper of pocket than you have led us to believe.” The secretary held a letter in his hand but, plainly discomfited, did not hand it over or look directly at Philip.

“Ah. It appears that the chickens are coming home to roost,” Philip said, evoking an uncomprehending look from Mr. Shaw. “I trust you have not confided the matter to anyone else?”

“Certainly not. It is not my place.”

“Then I thank you for your discretion. I am not deliberately keeping secrets, you know, it is just that—well, if people will think the worst of me, the devil in me prompts me to prove them right.”

Mr. Shaw’s lips moved a fraction from their disapprovingly straight line. “I see.” He put the letter away again in a desk drawer, which he then locked.

Philip moved closer to clap the other man on the shoulder. “I think you may. However, I will give you the details very soon, if you can be patient. The whole story may take some explanation, but you may be able to advise me on one or two points.”

Philip had in fact nothing on which he particularly wished to consult Mr. Shaw, his affairs being in satisfactory order, but he deemed it prudent to smooth any ruffled feathers that might have troubled not only Mr. Shaw but the rest of the family since the secretary was informed of this unanticipated turn on the new earl’s part. His effort appeared to bear some fruit, for Mr. Shaw relaxed a bit more, and agreed that a consultation at the earl’s convenience would be more than satisfactory and that he would continue to be discreet in the meanwhile.

It was as well that they reached this level of amity, for at that moment Honoria and Edmund entered the room, followed by Fleur, who made herself invisible in the shadows near the window. Philip took a step towards her but then, realizing that this might be misconstrued, reached a hand out to Miss Wilton instead. He kissed her hand lightly and remarked that she looked as lovely as ever.

“You are an ornament to my home,” he said, hoping he sounded sincere.

Honoria took this effusion as merely her due and smiled graciously. “You were always very kind, Philip.” She smiled coyly then and said, “Do you recall our first meeting?”

“At the assembly? How could I forget?”

“You were such an awkward boy, but even then you knew just what to say.”

“I trust that I have at least conquered the awkwardness.”

Honoria pretended a sigh of melancholy. “Whereas I have merely grown older.”

“Not at all. I have aged, while you have simply blossomed from a charming girl into a woman,” Philip responded, hoping he was not resorting too much to reassuring clichés.

Honoria eyed him speculatively, as if she were unsure if she were being flattered, but then only smiled and recalled, “I nearly passed you over to dance instead with Mr. Stoddard, but you suddenly produced a rose and offered it, as if for a bribe, to get me to dance with you instead.”

Philip laughed. “I do remember. I stole that rose from one of the decorative vases and hoped no one would notice—and that there were no thorns on the stem!”

“There were not. I kept the rose, you know, pressed between pages of a book.”

Philip was tempted to ask which book, but recognizing that he was becoming bored with this conversation and was in danger of responding inappropriately, changed the subject.

“I am told that you have become quite the accomplished watercolorist since I went away. What are your subjects?”

“Oh, local scenes for the most part.” She waved her hand airily as if to make little of such a trivial pastime. “I have been taking lessons, but cannot yet be satisfied with my meager progress.”

“I rode out to Cadbury Hill today,” he said. “A picturesque spot, as you no doubt are aware. Have you painted that?”

“I have not,” Honoria replied indifferently, and Philip was visited by the suspicion that she knew he had not gone out alone today. Unable to prevent exacerbating his fault, however, he glanced around for Fleur, as if to appeal to her for rescue from this conversation that made him feel like the clumsy youth he had once been. He found her in sotto voce talk with Edmund, looking every bit as ill at ease as he felt.

Edmund, he realized to his further astonishment, was flirting with his young cousin. Was this Edmund’s clumsy attempt to bring Honoria’s attentions back to him? He almost laughed aloud, except that poor Fleur looked so miserable that he could not make up his mind what to do and hesitated a moment too long.

“There is your uncle,” said Honoria, apparently as relieved as he was at the interruption.

 

* * *

 

After dinner, Fleur contrived an excuse to not join the usual gathering in the library and instead retreated to a small parlor on the second floor which she had made into a retreat of her own. Picking up the novel she had left there, she attempted to read for a few minutes, but found herself turning the pages without remembering what she had read.

She sighed and sat back in her chair. What was troubling her? she wondered. The soirée had gone off very well. Both Lady Edwina and her Uncle Augustus had praised her contribution to a successful evening, enjoyed by all. She had just passed a lovely day riding out with Philip. True, she had not, as intended, scolded him about his highhandedness, but she could not in truth now recall her earlier indignation.

Even Honoria had seemed disposed to be pleasant, although when she thought Fleur was not looking, she watched her carefully, as if assessing a threat. Perhaps she believed that Edmund had developed a tendre for his young cousin? Fleur wished he had not paid her such marked attentions before dinner this evening. She assumed that he was merely responding to Honoria’s obvious attentions to Philip.

It was all beyond her comprehension. She must ask Martha’s advice.

She considered ringing for tea for herself, then discarded the notion and got up to pace the small dimensions of the room in a restless manner that failed to improve her mood. Whatever is the matter with you? she asked herself again, getting no reply.

She rang the bell anyway, and after a shorter interval that she would have expected, heard a brief knock before the door opened to reveal not a servant, but the lord of the manor himself. She immediately rose, prepared to leave if he was alone. He was, but he closed the door behind him before placing a tray with two wine glasses on it on the table beside her book.

Philip uncorked the crystal decanter and proceeded to pour glasses for each of them, saying, “I suppose I should offer you ratafia, or something ladylike, but I think you might like this sherry from my vineyard.”

“I should like you to open the door again,” Fleur said, still standing. “It is most improper to conceal ourselves in here like this.”

“Nonsense. We are never improper with one another, are we?”

“That is beside the point. What if someone else discovered us here?”

“That is why I closed the door.”

When she continued to stand and refused to take the glass he offered her, he sighed, put the wine down again, and opened the door—to reveal Evans on the other side. Philip said something sotto voce to him, and the Welshman moved away from the door, which Philip then left ajar.

Somewhat subdued, Fleur said, “I did not know he was there.”

“I like to post a guard when it seems appropriate—not to be secretive myself, but to be forewarned of an enemy incursion.” He smiled. “He will serve the same purpose a few steps farther down the hall, with even less temptation to listen at the door.”

She felt herself redden. “I beg your pardon. I did not realize…. I did not mean that he would do so….”

He handed her a glass again, smiled reassuringly, and this time she accepted both and sat down once more. She took a sip, considered it, and took another.

After a moment, while he seated himself and observed her interestedly, she said, “This is…delicious.”

He smiled. “Not the usual word to describe wine, but thank you.”

“It is difficult to cultivate the grapes for this?”

“It is not so much the grapes—which I had brought from Spain so that we could properly call the result sherry—but the subsequent process of fermentation. After this, the wine is fortified with grape spirit and aged. You might like a sweeter type, but I do not have any but this manzanilla with me at present.”

“I did not know there were sweeter and—less sweet?—varieties.”

“Sweeter or drier. Indeed there are several types. I prefer the drier myself.”

Having found an attentive listener, Philip told her how sherry was made, in a way that made her see the candlelit clay cavern beneath his chateau where workers watched over the wooden vats in which the pressed fruit was magically turned into ambrosia, then aged. Despite her interest, however, she could not help suspecting that he was only trying to put her at ease in his home, doing his part in the campaign he had set his family on to make her feel more one of them. She smiled, admitting to herself that if it was a planned campaign, it was a successful one, then laughed at the thought of how his military career had changed him in the oddest ways.

“I am not certain what I have said to make you laugh,” Philip said, “but it delights me that I can do so.”

She lowered her eyes, but for once did not feel discomfited. “It is only that I feel…comfortable sitting here with you like this, talking nonsense.”

“I beg your pardon!” he protested. “Sherry is a very serious matter indeed!”

She laughed again, recognizing that he was teasing, and sought a response in kind.

Just at that moment, however, there was a light tap on the door, and Philip rose to exchange a few whispered words with Evans, then turned back to her.

“You are summoned,” he said, raising his eyebrows in question.

She rose, equally puzzled. “By Lady Edwina, I suppose. I should attend her at once.”

As she hurried down the hall, Philip took Evans aside to consult briefly with him before he followed Fleur. He had a premonition that she would need his support, but was not at all sure that she would accept it.

 


Chapter 17

 

Fleur entered Lady Edwina’s sitting room to discover, to her surprise, other members of the family present as well. Her Uncle Augustus stood behind his wife’s chair, looking uncomfortable. Edmund lounged in a window seat, an unreadable expression on his face. Honoria and her mother were seated on a divan, Mrs. Wilton patting her daughter’s hand comfortingly, and Honoria herself throwing a stony glare at Fleur, then looking away.

Fleur realized that she must have done something very wrong, but could not think what that might have been. She glanced toward her aunt, her puzzlement surely apparent in her expression.

“I must ask you, Fleur,” Lady Edwina said, looking uncomfortable herself, “if you have seen my sapphires.”

Taken aback, Fleur had to think. “Why…yes, you wore them at the soirée.”

“I meant…since then.”

Fleur glanced from one face to another, finding no help in any of them. Only Edmund’s expression had changed, to one of amusement at the others more than at Fleur; he winked at her, but despite his apparent understanding, she guessed that she would find no support in that quarter. Just then, however, Philip slipped into the room and, although he did not approach her, she could feel his sympathy as soon as he comprehended that she was being accused of something.

“No, I have not,” she said, in a firmer voice. “Are they missing? Perhaps one of the maids placed them somewhere other than their usual box?”

“Yes, they are missing, and naturally I have searched everywhere else in my rooms,” Lady Edwina said. “I have questioned the maids. They claim not to have handled my jewel box at all today.”

Reluctant to draw the servants any further into this tangle, whatever had caused it, Fleur said nothing, still bewildered.

“When did you last see them, ma’am?” Philip asked of Lady Edwina.

“Why…not since before dinner. I considered wearing them, but decided against doing so, since it was an informal sort of meal today.”

“And did you see them when you returned here after dinner?”

“I…do not recall. I had no reason to look for them and so very likely did not.”

“Then you cannot be certain precisely when they—er, went missing.”

Lady Edwina, uncharacteristically, frowned, marring her perfect forehead. But when the silence became protracted, Honoria spoke directly to Fleur.

“You were seen leaving this room after dinner—which you left early today.”

Fleur was taken aback, but had no immediate response, since she had indeed left the dining room early and had not joined the family in the library afterwards. This was not unusual, as they all knew, even Miss Wilton. Fleur retraced her steps in her mind. She had not gone to her room, she recalled now, or even passed by Lady Edwina’s rooms, but had gone directly to the small parlor where Philip…. But she could not say that.

“By whom was she seen?” Philip asked when Fleur still said nothing.

“I would not wish to say,” Honoria said stiffly.

“In other words, you either do not know, or you have heard some rumor,” Philip returned, threatening an escalation of the tension. Lady Edwina waved him to a seat and silence.

It must have been that starchy maid of Honoria’s, Fleur realized, who lied—no, was simply mistaken, no doubt, for why would she lie? She must have known that Fleur had not been near Lady Edwina’s room today at all, having spoken to her aunt only in the library before dinner, when she gave no indication of having missed her necklace. She was reluctant, however, to attempt to defend herself by disclaiming her presence near this room or pointing out the obvious—to herself—fact that she had no reason to take the jewels. She feared she might not be believed.

“And yet,” Philip interrupted again, “you do not hesitate to accuse Miss Stanyon of knowledge of the missing necklace—if that is indeed what you are doing.”

“I did not say so,” Honoria said.

“Because you have no reason to do so.”

“Stop!” Fleur said at last, when the two appeared again to be on the verge of an unseemly shouting match. “It is very simple. You may search my room—now, if you please, before I have any opportunity to flee with my ill-gotten plunder.”

Philip looked at her in astonishment at this uncharacteristic sarcasm, but then smiled.

Lady Edwina hesitated for a moment, looked to her husband for his tacit approval, and said, “Very well.”

The entire company thereupon left the room and proceeded in single file in the direction of Fleur’s room. Philip brought up the rear, smiling more sardonically as the trek lengthened, bringing home to the others the distance between Fleur’s quarters and those of the rest of the family. Perhaps, he thought, she should pitch a tent of her own on the lawn.

He sobered, however, when they reached Fleur’s room and Philip suddenly realized that if someone—he dared not speculate who—had wished to discredit Fleur for whatever reason, that person could easily have secreted the necklace in Fleur’s room while they were enjoying their sherry in the parlor several doors away. He dreaded to imagine what sort of scene might follow general knowledge of their meeting. He could only hope that Evans, given the task of ascertaining any news of the incident from below-stairs, had been successful in thwarting any such threat.

However, Edmund being allotted the task of searching every drawer and shelf, found nothing. Lady Edwina, putting herself in charge of looking among Fleur’s clothing and other personal possessions, likewise could find nothing amiss.

Edmund, reaching up into the high reaches of a cupboard and finding nothing there either, ended his search with a sardonic smile and a show of his empty hands. “There is nothing amiss—unless one finds more books than hats to be odd in a young lady’s room.”

Lady Edwina refolded the topmost garments in the drawer she had been carefully probing. “I am satisfied that there is nothing here,” she said. “I am sorry to have worried you, Fleur.”

“She might have hidden them anywhere in the house,” Honoria ventured from the doorway where she had been hovering, the room being too small to accommodate additional persons. “She knows the Hall very well, after all—including areas where the rest of us would not venture.”

Philip stared in astonishment at Honoria, who was clearly surprised at something. Why, she seemed to have expected to find the missing jewels in Fleur’s possession—no, had been certain of it!

Lady Edwina too seemed to sense this increased antipathy in her son’s betrothed and hastened to give Fleur’s hand a pat and thank her for being agreeable to this intrusive search. “We will leave you alone now, dear, and do forgive me for imposing on you.”

“May I make a suggestion?” Philip said, detaining his uncle at the door.

“By all means, Nephew,” Augustus said.

“I will speak to Pomfret and ask him to interview the kitchen servants to ascertain what knowledge they may have of the matter.”

“Excellent!” Augustus declared. “We will accompany you.”

“Perhaps not. We would not wish to cause undue consternation by all of us traipsing downstairs, particularly at this hour, when most of the servants will have gone to bed. If you need a witness, perhaps…yes, Bertram would be ideal, since he has not taken part in this little…charade.”

Philip looked to Miss Wilton when he said this, but she had regained her poise and refused to take umbrage—or even meet his eyes.

“Edmund,” Lady Edwina said then, assessing the feeling among the various parties, “kindly escort Miss Wilton to her own room. I daresay she needs some sort of restorative and a night’s rest. I assure you, my dear Honoria, I am not nearly so put out as you may imagine about this…embarrassment. I am certain the necklace will turn up, no doubt in someplace I put it myself and quite forgot about.”

Frowning now, his earlier amusement at the absurd situation gone, Edmund bent over to whisper something to Honoria, then took her arm and led her gently away. Augustus performed the same office for his wife, leaving only Philip standing in the open doorway and searching Fleur’s face for her feelings. She did not return his look.

“Shall I send Mrs. Bingham to you?” he asked. “Perhaps I should ring for tea, or”—he smiled—“a sweet liquor?”

“Nothing, thank you,” Fleur said, her color returning as she sank into an armchair—the only comfortable one in the room, Philip noted. At last she looked up and smiled. “I shall do.”

“I will leave you then. Please send for me if—”

She shook her head. “Thank you. I must…. I must think….”

“I know.”

He closed the door, but still reluctant to leave her alone, went in search of the housekeeper, who was not difficult to locate, having heard that something was amiss and put off retiring for the night. Philip apprised her of recent events, to Mrs. Bingham’s great consternation, and sent her to Fleur’s room.

He then went in search of Mr. Shaw. He hoped that Bertram would understand that Philip wished to only make it appear that a thorough investigation would be conducted among the household staff, although he in fact hoped to contain any hint of such an intrusion to the senior members of that staff. Bertram was not one to carry tales, he believed—if only to ensure his own position in the new earl’s future household.

 


Chapter 18

 

Mr. Shaw showed no astonishment at the earl’s odd request, confirming Philip in his supposition that the secretary knew when to keep his tongue between his teeth and his opinions to himself. Making no comment, he obligingly followed the earl to the housekeeper’s parlor. Mrs. Bingham joined them five minutes later, assuring Philip that Miss Stanyon was quite herself again and required nothing.

“Or so she said,” Mrs. Bingham added. “I will look in on her again before I retire.”

Philip thanked her, but had no opportunity to question her further on this head before Pomfret entered the room, bowed to the earl, and raised an enquiring brow at his colleague. Philip invited them both to be seated and outlined the events of the evening, of which Mr. Shaw was likewise ignorant. But it was he who gave the most sensible advice.

“Perhaps Pomfret and Mrs. Bingham might compile a list of all the servants present in the Hall tonight and ascertain—discreetly—the whereabouts of each since, let us say, five o’clock this afternoon.”

“Thank you, Bertram,” Philip said. “An excellent suggestion, which will avoid raising too much of a dust or set about the notion that any of the staff are under suspicion—which they are not.” Philip did not add that he was bringing the servants into the matter solely to satisfy certain members of the family. He well knew from past experience that there was little need to reveal family secrets to their retainers. They knew them all already.

Pomfret looked gratified at the idea of conducting the enquiry in this manner, but Bertram looked questioningly at the earl for his approval. Philip added, “The cook and kitchen staff are unlikely to have been above-stairs at any time during the day, since this oddity would have been noted. However, you might also enquire of anyone who may have seen just the opposite—that is, a member of the family below-stairs this evening.”

He smiled to indicate that this was no more than a formality. Then, not wishing to raise this minor tempest in a teacup to a major storm while it was still, he thought, containable, Philip was about to call a halt to the proceedings and send his obliging staff to their delayed beds when Mrs. Bingham interrupted. “My lord, I wonder….”

“Yes?”

She glanced apprehensively at Bertram, who remained observant but silent behind Philip’s chair. “I have not seen Thomas since this morning, my lord.”

Philip glanced up at Mr. Shaw. He knew from Evans’ reports that Thomas’s position in the household was by no means established, despite his uncle’s best efforts to tame the young man. What was more, he had the distinct impression that Thomas did not get along particularly well with the other footmen, so much so that they would eagerly volunteer the information had they seen him where he should not be at any time. He trusted Pomfret to keep this in mind when he questioned the footmen, but….

“Bertram?”

Mr. Shaw looked thoughtful, but conceded that he had not seen Thomas since early that afternoon either. “I may have told him he might have the afternoon off to visit his mother in Ilminster,” he said, “but I could not tell you where else he might have been during that time, if indeed a visit to his mother was any more than a pretext.”

Philip considered this. “Very well. We will look into his whereabouts. Thank you, Mrs. Bingham, and should you have further thoughts on this matter, do not hesitate to seek me out. Otherwise, you need not take any further action, I think.”

Philip left Mr. Shaw to confer with the butler and housekeeper and, as he was confident Bertram would do, to emphasize the earl’s desire to keep the whole matter as quiet as possible. Philip, for his part, was beginning to have a glimmering of an idea as to what might have happened, but he needed to interview one more household member before he could begin to put the story together.

 

* * *

 

“I did not steal that necklace!” Edmund protested when Philip ran him to earth in his own former suite in the far reaches of the upper hall. Edmund sat by a window, a single candle on the table beside him, but the book on his lap unopened. At Philip’s query, he showed more resignation than surprise and added only, “Why would I?”

“A reason does present itself,” Philip said, lighting more candles, then sitting opposite his cousin, the better to gauge his reactions. It occurred to him that this room had been Edmund’s hideaway before his cousin had been allotted it, but that was a conversation for another time.

Edmund was suspicious, but asked in an only slightly less aggrieved tone, “What reason?”

“Does the name Lloyd Coutts mean anything to you?”

Edmund hesitated, then gave a rueful smile. “Audacious of a moneylender to name himself after two banks, don’t you think?”

Philip took in a breath. He had not been certain whether Edmund would attempt to deny knowing the man, or would attempt to defend himself in some way. He himself had not been precisely straightforward, setting Evans to follow Edmund as soon as he’d an inkling of his activities away from the Hall.

“I confess,” he said now, “that I was at a loss as to where you might find a gaming hell in this neighborhood, but we were able to establish that there is not one only, and that the games move from one inn to another pub and back to a different venue the next week. Very clever of Mr. Coutts—or whatever his name may be—to develop such a…slippery as well as profitable enterprise.”

Edmund rose to replace his book on a shelf and remove himself to a more comfortable chair. “A born Somerset man, is my guess,” he said, “if only because he seems to know every back room and empty stable in the county. How, by the way, did you discover the details of the operation when you scarcely seemed to bestir yourself? Or perhaps I should ask instead, who is ‘we’? I presume you set your man Evans to do the detective work. I wish Williams were so obliging, but I can never be sure he will not carry tales, so I must spin him some Canterbury tale whenever I leave the Hall. No doubt he thinks I have a sweetheart amongst the dairymaids at some neighboring farm.”

Philip smiled, certain now that he had been right in assessing Edmund’s character His activities away from home were, clearly, merely an extension of the boredom resulting from a young man’s desire to strike out on his own, something which he had not been allowed to do legitimately.

“Indeed, Evans has proved most resourceful,” he conceded. “But answer me this in return: How did you come to cross Coutts’ path?”

“Put a guinea on a horserace in Yeovil last year and won. Wasn’t supposed to be a betting race, but Coutts was taking on all comers behind the scenes, and I suppose I was more interested in besting him than winning the race. After that, well….”

“How much were you in to him for?”

Edmund sent him a shrewd look, which Philip returned, waiting to see if he would attempt to lie about his debt. But Edmund shrugged, hesitated only an instant more, then confessed to a sum that was almost precisely what Philip had ascertained by his own enquiries.

“But you knew that, didn’t you?” Edmund asked, suddenly percipient.

“How were you intending to pay your debt?” Philip asked, in the same courteously inquisitive tone he might have used to offer his cousin a glass of wine.

“Out of my quarterly allowance. My father is very generous. I am never even obliged to ask him for more.”

Philip laughed. “God forbid you should be in debt to your father when you can pay an exorbitant interest to a moneylender instead!”

“Well, I never sold any family treasures to pay my debts—nor stole them!”

Philip believed him, but went on, in the same tone of idle curiosity, “So who do you suppose did steal them?”

Edmund got up to find a bottle of wine in a niche in the bookcase—one of Philip’s own, he realized, which he had apparently forgotten in his move to his new quarters—then sat down again. “My guess is that the necklace has simply been misplaced, despite my aunt’s assurances that a thorough search was mounted, and that it will turn up eventually.”

“Very complacent of you,” Philip said. “But then, it’s not your jewelry. How did you pay for Honoria’s betrothal ring, by the way?”

Edmund scowled. “It was my grandmother’s.”

“I beg your pardon. I did not think before I spoke.”

After a few moments, during which Edmund seemed to discard any thought he might have had of being offended, Philip said, “So, how will we discover the real thief?”

That did surprise his cousin, who raised his brows. “Does that mean I am absolved?”

Philip smiled. “It means I think you may be able to—what is the phrase the Bow Street runners use?—assist in my enquiries. Now…who had the opportunity to take the necklace?”

“And why?”

“Why is less important at present. Let us focus on when the jewels might have been stolen and eliminate anyone who was not in a place to take them.”

Edmund seemed to warm to the notion of solving a puzzle, and immediately drew a sheet of paper from the desk and begin compiling a list. Philip was pleased at his eagerness and resolved to delay telling Edmund what he had done for him as a possible incentive to enlist his help, which he now had, as he had hoped, willingly.

In any case, Edmund need not know just yet that his cousin’s pockets were deep enough to have paid off his debts and sent the abominable Mr. Coutts on his way, along with the admonition that he had best never show his face in the district again. That favor Philip would keep to himself. For now.

 


Chapter 19

 

Fleur had no sooner descended from the horse she had borrowed—telling no one but the solitary stable boy awake at four in the morning, that she had taken it—than she was seated at Martha’s kitchen table pouring out the story of her humiliation to her friend’s sympathetic ears.

“I fail to see why you should feel at fault in any way,” Martha said, removing her nightcap and controlling her temper with difficulty. “You did nothing. It is those…those other persons who are at fault, to insult you in such a way. Where was Philip during all this?”

Fleur dabbed at her eyes with her damp handkerchief. “He was the only one who protested my treatment. Were it not for that, I would not have had the courage to allow a search of my room to settle the matter once and for all.”

Martha considered this for a moment. “I suppose that was the best course—although if someone had hidden the necklace in your room….”

Fleur stopped dabbing her eyes and looked at her friend in astonishment. “But why?”

“I would think ‘who’ is more to the point. Think about it.”

“I cannot imagine….”

Martha sighed. “That is because you will not think badly of anyone. Who do you imagine might have taken the necklace, for whatever reason?”

When Fleur again hesitated, Martha said, apparently apropos of nothing, “You were a great success at the soirée, you know. Several of the guests remarked on it when they left, and others when I encountered them in the village more recently.”

“I hope they all enjoyed themselves, but it was not all my doing, you know.”

“I meant only that every one of our friends remarked on how well you looked in your new gown, and how much you seemed to enjoy yourself.”

“I did, but….”

“And indeed that you were the belle of the ball. And danced with the prince.”

Fleur seemed to realize at last what Martha was saying, and from blushing with pleasure, went pale with apprehension. “Oh, no, the evening was Philip’s, and he scarcely spoke to me, but briefly during the dance. And I did nothing. It was Miss Wilton who entertained us so delightfully at the pianoforte…”

“…and received all the attention she deserved, I’m sure,” Martha finished for her. “Whether it occurred to her that she was being outshone by Cinderella….” She shrugged, seeing that Fleur was beginning to see the drift of her words, and elected to let her consider the matter in her own good time.

She well knew, however, that Fleur would find some fault in herself before she accused anyone else of one, so she said, to give her young friend’s thoughts another direction, “Let us contemplate the smaller company of persons at the Hall at the time the necklace was discovered to be missing.” She rose to find a pen and paper, then sat down again. “We will make a list of everyone present last evening and consider what reason each might have had to take the necklace at all, leaving aside for the moment the reason anyone might have had to accuse you.”

The ladies had accomplished enough of this task to have a long list of names before them, most of which could be crossed off with little further thought, when they realized they were hungry and made a pause to prepare a breakfast. They were sitting down to this meal when a rapping came at the garden door. Fleur looked up, apprehensive, but Martha had already risen to answer the knock.

She came back a moment later to find Fleur on her feet, as if preparing to flee.

“It is only Mr. Evans,” she said, understanding that Fleur was uncertain that she wished to see Philip, despite her assurances that the earl had been her loyal defender. When Fleur saw the stormy look on Evans’ face, however, she was distracted from her own thoughts.

“Whatever is the matter?” Fleur asked when Martha had invited Evans to be seated, but then realized, “I beg your pardon. That was a thoughtless question, when a great deal seems to be the matter. Sit down and tell us the most recent news.”

“Thank you,” Evans said, with a thin smile, accepting a plate of eggs and ham from Martha. “I do beg your pardon for intruding at this unconscionably early hour.”

“Nonsense,” said Martha, waving aside his apology, but recalling suddenly that she was still in her nightdress and robe. She excused herself to dress properly, and Evans, seeing the list they had begun on the table, placed it by his plate and perused it as he ate.

A few moments later, he said, “I was about to suggest to his lordship that we compile just such a list when he informed me, not an hour past, that he had already done so and was on his way, with Mr. Edmund, to pursue their conclusions, which I was not privy to. However, when he learned from a stable boy that you had set off by yourself earlier this morning, Miss Stanyon, he sent me to ascertain your well-being.”

Martha, returning to the kitchen at that moment, was amused to see Mr. Evans in unaccustomed discord with his friend, apparently having expected to be by his side now, rather than Edmund. Now was not the time to reason him out of his sulks, but she hoped that if he was made to feel useful in another way, he might recover his usual good humor shortly.

Fleur reseated herself, after depositing a pot of fresh coffee on the table and cups in front of each place, and gave Evans an assessing glance. Martha took this to mean her impression had been similar to her own.

“I am well…now,” she assured Evans. “I’m sorry you were obliged to come all this way, but…perhaps you may help us try to solve this puzzle.”

Still holding the list they had begun, Evans studied it and, taking up the pen, crossed off the names of the outdoor servants, saying he had been with them most of the evening prior to the discovery that the necklace was missing.

His hand hesitated, however, over one name. “Had you seen Thomas at all today?” he asked.

“The new footman?” Fleur asked. “Bertram’s nephew?”

“The new aspiring footman. I did not know he was Mr. Shaw’s relation,” Evans said, looking thoughtful. “That might portend a further complication.”

“Do you suspect him—Thomas, that is to say?”

“Let us say rather that I do not trust him. He has too ingratiating a way about him, yet as soon as you turn your back on him, he puts aside whatever task he has been allotted and takes his ease as bold as you like.”

Fleur was struck by this assessment. “You are very right, Mr. Evans. I too found something…unpleasant about the young man, yet he was always courteous.”

“Indeed,” Evans said dryly.

“Would he have had opportunity to steal the necklace?” Martha asked, bringing the discussion back to more practical considerations.

“It must have been while we were all at dinner this evening,” Fleur said. “Lady Edwina was not wearing the necklace then, although she told us she had seen it before dinner. Still, it would have been an hour or more afterwards before it was missed….”

“Long enough for a reason to arise for you to be accused,” Martha observed. “And long enough for anyone to have taken it.”

“Not quite anyone,” Evans said. “I daresay that between the two of us, we can account for at least some of the persons present in the house. You, Miss Stanyon, were with his lordship, for example.” He smiled. “I trust you were at least able to enjoy a glass of sherry before being so rudely summoned.”

Martha directed a sharp look at Fleur, avid to ask the particulars of this assignation—which her friend had thus far neglected to mention—but when Fleur blushed and lowered her eyes, she thought better of it.

Evans glanced from one lady to the other, realized he had said something amiss, but apparently thought it best not to pursue that subject.

“When you were called to your aunt’s room, his lordship requested that I ascertain from the below-stairs staff the whereabouts of anyone present that evening. I was able to do this quickly, in part because news of the theft had not yet reached the servants’ quarters, and my questions roused no especial curiosity. Those present were easily able to account for themselves. All but Thomas, that is.”

“What did he say?”

“Nothing. No one had seen him since before dinner. However, the cook, guessing the direction of my enquiries, volunteered that she had suspected young Thomas of pilfering certain small items and had been watching him carefully. She was of the opinion that he would not have intended to take such a valuable item, but given the opportunity, he might not have been able to resist.”

The ladies were thoughtful, this notion giving a different direction to their speculations. Suddenly Martha looked at Fleur and said, “That means that Thomas might have seen someone secreting the necklace in your room and took advantage. You do not lock your door, I believe.”

Fleur confirm this careless habit, but said, “But who would do such a thing? Someone in the family, I presume we are considering now, not a servant.”

“Who would need money?” Martha asked. “Or imagine he does,” she added, as one who had never desired riches and was content with what she had.

“Young Edmund, I fear, amuses himself overmuch with gaming,” Evans said.

Fleur nodded. “I guessed as much, but did not believe he would—what is the expression? Find himself in Queer Street? Uncle Augustus has often remarked on the generous allowance that Edmund receives.”

Evans smiled. “Only one unfamiliar with that particular compulsion would not understand that no allowance is enough, when the excitement of winning is all.”

“Do we know Edmund’s whereabouts during the relevant time period?” Martha asked.

“He was at dinner,” Fleur said. “And I saw him enter the library with the others before I…before I went upstairs at half eight, I suppose it was.”

“To your room?” Martha asked, remembering Evans’ earlier hint that Fleur had spent at least part of the evening with Philip.

“Perhaps Edmund employed Thomas as a go-between,” Evans suggested, as if on sudden inspiration. “That is, if Edmund did indeed take the necklace to sell. He would have needed a way to convert the jewels into cash.”

Fleur shook her head sadly. “I still cannot believe Edmund to be so…calculating. Or desperate. Of course, I have known him forever and perhaps I cannot see what an outsider might,” she added, addressing Evans as that impartial outsider.

She was not to hear Evans’ opinion just yet, however, for there was now another knock at the door—the front door this time. Fleur rose to answer it, thought better of it, and retreated to the parlor to conceal herself behind the door, leaving Evans mystified and Martha amused.

“Why, Mr. Shaw!” she said just loudly enough to be heard throughout the cottage as she opened the door to yet another visitor.

“Miss Jenkins….”

“Do come in, sir.”

Bertram saw Evans taking his ease at the kitchen table, and a moment later Miss Stanyon offered him a cup of coffee, as all three gazed expectantly at him.

“I beg your pardon, ladies…Mr. Evans,” he said, declining the coffee. “Is his lordship here as well?”

Evans scowled, but Martha answered pleasantly, “We have not seen him, sir. Mr. Evans tells us he has gone with young Edmund to….” She glanced at Evans, realizing that she had no notion where the young gentlemen might have gone. He shrugged.

“Have you then seen my nephew?” Bertram asked, to no more avail. “I beg your pardons again, therefore, but I cannot stay. I must find one or the other.”

He turned to go, but Evans asked, “Has Thomas absconded with the necklace?”

This brought Bertram up short. He turned to observe them all again and apparently realized that they knew much more than he would have wished.

“I fear so,” he said, sinking into a chair at last. Fleur placed the cup she had been holding in front of him, and he took a grateful sip, then sighed.

“I had such hopes for the boy…. He had an unhappy childhood, you know. His father deserted the family when he was scarcely ten. His mother, my sister, did the best she could but could not control the boy as he grew and at last applied to me to take him in and attempt to instill some sense of responsibility, train him to a respectable position. I had thought I was succeeding.”

His three listeners cast about in their minds for something encouraging to say, but the picture before them now was not one to encourage a positive outcome. Martha, however, was finally able to say, with sympathy born of experience, “You did what you could, Bertram. Do not blame yourself.”

He smiled weakly at her. “Still, I must do what I can to not make matters worse, perhaps find Thomas before he is able to sell the jewels.”

“But why did you ask after Phil—the earl?” Fleur asked, struck by a sudden fear.

“I saw his lordship earlier—that is, late last night, when he asked me to accompany him to the housekeeper’s room to make enquiries. It was there that we ascertained that Thomas had not been seen since all day.”

He shook his head sadly. “I regret that Thomas had fallen in with some bad company before he came to me. I had thought he had rid himself of them, as he rarely left Wolcott Hall and then went no farther than the village. So far as I knew. But that does not mean he would not be able to find those men again. They would perhaps pay him for the jewels.”

“Or steal the jewels from him in turn,” Evans offered.

“I am concerned about precisely such an outcome,” Mr. Shaw admitted. “These are unscrupulous men.”

“But…” Fleur interrupted again. “If Philip has gone after Thomas, even with Edmund’s assistance…he may be in danger as well!”

She stood up abruptly. “We must find them!”

The gentlemen rose, agreed that they must find all three young men, but assured her that they would set off at once on this mission, urging her to stay with Martha until they returned.

“Mr. Shaw will have more idea than any of us of where Thomas might have gone,” Evans reminded her. “We will no doubt find them quickly.”

But Fleur heard none of this. Already on her way to the stables, she was concerned with but one thought.

“Philip may be in danger!”

 


Chapter 20

 

It was past noon the following day when Philip and Edmund wearily approached the Coach and Horses in Roxbury, having reached the same conclusion as Fleur and Evans but spent a good portion of the previous night following a cold trail.

Indeed, far from encountering any danger to Philip’s person, he and his cousin had failed to find Thomas or any of his associates despite enquiring at every inn along the road between Roxbury and Yeovil after a call at the boy’s mother’s cottage in Ilminster revealed that Mrs. Green had not seen her son for a month; he had sent that lady frequent short letters, but a glance at these missives told Philip that they were meant only to allay her fears for his well-being and prevent her from attempting to contact him.

They at last gave up the search at midnight and went to earth at the Feathers in Yeovil. There only Edmund—seemingly put at ease by his cousin’s apparent forgiveness of his past foolish behavior—enjoyed a sound night’s sleep. Philip lay awake mentally berating himself for not having thought out their plan of action in more detail before haring off in no good order. How Evans would shake his head when he learned of this folly on the part of his previously level-headed and cautious commanding officer.

Worse, his loyal friend would likely understand precisely why Captain Millington had abandoned that caution. Evans had not voiced this idea, but Philip had discovered in himself a propensity to act the knight errant, or at least, more prosaically, a strong desire to save a lady further embarrassment.

In his state of wakefulness, however, Philip inadvertently solved one part of the puzzle of Thomas’s involvement in the jewelry theft. It was not a part he had given any thought to since the matter had come up between himself and Edmund, but when he heard unusual noises emanating from a private parlor in the same part of the Feathers where their bedroom was located, he roused himself and peered out the door.

The noise, a low intermittent hum of different voices coming from the end of the hallway, was more obvious here. Philip returned to his bed to retrieve his coat and then, seeing that Edmund was still fast asleep, crept out and down the hall.

He listened for a moment at another door, smiled in satisfaction, and entered the room.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” he said affably to the four persons seated around a small table that appeared to have been brought up from the tap-room downstairs. Three of the gentlemen looked up, startled at this intrusion. The fourth, a stout fellow in a red waistcoat and a variety of fobs and chains, greeted the earl genially but with a wary glint in his eye.

“Come looking for a bit of play, my lord?”

“Not tonight, Mr. Coutts—or whatever you are calling yourself today. Suppose I call you Smith, or Jones if you prefer, to save further insult to the banking gentlemen.”

Philip flipped over the cards the players had instinctively laid down when a stranger entered the room. “Not whist, I see. Or any other gentleman’s game.”

He remained standing to be sure the others understood that he had the advantage on them, and glanced at each of the other men in turn. Two were florid burgers of middle age, who had thus far ventured, or won, no more than a few shillings, judging by the piles of coins on the table before them. The third was a fresh-faced young man with a worried aspect and a pile of guineas in front of him.

Philip made up his mind and gathered up the coins, then said to the older men, “Get out before I call the authorities.” He moved to one side as they made haste to the door. The young man rose to follow, but Philip put a hand on his shoulder to compel him to sit down again.

Mr. “Smith” watched all this with more interest than apprehension, but then made the mistake of asking, “Has young Edmund been dipping deep again, my lord? If so, it has nothing to do with me, much as I would like to sell you his chits, if I had them, for another tidy sum.”

“I believe my cousin has learnt his lesson, and is sleeping soundly now as a result,” Philip said coldly. “Also as a result, I am in a mellow mood myself, and will not remind you of my previous—er, request, that you vacate the district. As to whether I will press charges against you—”

“Charges?” Smith sputtered. “What charges? You have no evidence of any impropriety I may have committed. Which I haven’t.”

“Can you be sure of that? If I chose to make trouble for you, I have no doubt you’ve done something that can be unearthed and for which you can be charged. Even if I needed to invent something, whom do you suppose the local magistrate would believe?”

“What do you want?” Smith said, sputtering to a halt when he found nothing more to say in his own defense.

“Answer me two questions, and you may go. Out of the county, for otherwise I will be on your trail again like a champion hound.”

Smith shrugged and waited. Philip said, “Do you know a young ne’er-do-well named Thomas Green, who may go by Thomas Shaw?”

“Never heard of him.” Smith looked Philip in the eyes when he said this, and Philip believed him.

“Perhaps you have taken a sideline in fencing stolen goods?”

Smith assumed an affronted expression. “Certainly not! What do you take me for?”

Again Philip gave the man a moment to reveal more than he said, but he did not.

“You would not wish to know what I take you for, but I will take you at your word in this matter. No doubt you have found fleecing innocent young fellows like this one here, and then dunning them for payment, sufficiently lucrative that you have not yet needed to take up another illegal profession.”

Smith puffed himself up further. “I have never committed an illegal act in my life, so help me God.”

Philip laughed. “A fine distinction. As I say, whether your activities are illegal or merely unsavory would matter little should I choose to pursue retribution. Very well, you may get out too—and remember, if you show your face in Somerset again…. I will hear of it.”

But Smith had gone.

Philip turned to the young man still at the table, now staring goggle-eyed at him, and seated himself opposite. “What is your name?”

The young man, having not yet learned to lie convincingly, told Philip his name. The earl recognized it as belonging to a long-established family in the town. They were not dependents of his, but he could find them, and their business in the neighborhood, easily enough should the need arise. He preferred that it not.

“Let me tell you a story,” he said.

Half an hour later, the young man had gone away with a lesson thoroughly drilled in him about the dangers of trusting strangers and seeking spurious excitement.

Philip made his way back to his room and this time fell quickly asleep.

 

* * *

 

In the morning, their only remaining course seemed to be to return home and enlist Mr. Shaw’s help in locating Thomas. Along the way, Philip regaled his cousin with the tale of his night’s adventure, making a joke of it to prevent Edmund’s showing embarrassing gratitude, but although the younger man appeared to understand his cousin’s real motives in disposing of a blight on the county, he was wise enough to only laugh at the appropriate moments and say nothing else.

Arriving in Roxbury, however, Edmund suggested that they pause their homeward journey at the local inn for sustenance and to send a note to Wolcott Hall. Enjoying a clearer head this morning—or so Philip excused himself—Edmund had made the sensible suggestion that Mr. Shaw come to them to avoid any questions about where they had been all night. In addition, although Philip refrained from mentioning it, his arm was paining him after harder riding than he had subjected himself to for some time. This had not passed Edmund’s notice, he could see, but thus far his cousin had maintained a discrete silence.

They slowed as they traversed the High Street, looking for the rear entrance to the establishment on the chance, which Edmund had also raised, that their quarry had gone no further afield after all.

Acknowledging his cousin’s precaution but suppressing further speculation on this point, Philip led the way, having learned the layout of the inn from his recent occupation. Neither man spoke until they had dismounted and entered the inn, surprising Mrs. Clark emerging from the stairs to the kitchen on her way to the dining parlor. She stopped abruptly on seeing them, nearly spilling the soup out of a tureen she carried.

“My lord! I beg your pardon. We did not expect you.”

“You did not, ma’am, and I do beg your pardon for the intrusion. Is Miss Stanyon here, by chance? Or, ah, anyone else from my family?”

“Why, no, sir. Our only guests are an elderly couple traveling to Bath.” She indicated the tureen. “I was just bringing them breakfast—if you will believe soup for breakfast, and at this hour. They enjoyed it so much last night, they tell me, that they asked if there might be more.” She shrugged, as if to say there was no accounting for some tastes.

Philip smiled to put her more at ease. “Then please continue on your way, Mrs. Clark. We shall wait in the tap-room for now.”

The landlady promised to send her husband to them at once, and as good as her word, Mr. Clark appeared within seconds of the gentlemen making themselves at ease in the otherwise deserted, but warm and well-lit tap-room.

Good day, gentlemen,” said the landlord, bustling in. “How may I serve you?”

Philip ordered two tankards of the inn’s best ale. “And one for yourself,” he added, “if you will join us for a moment.”

“Thank you, my lord,” said Mr. Clark as he placed their order before them and returned to the bar to draw one for himself.

“I would have expected you to order wine,” Edmund whispered when the landlord was momentarily distracted. During the course of their ride the day before, Philip had confided the story of his French vineyard to his cousin, who had expressed himself duly awed.

Philip smiled. “When in Rome, dear boy.”

Mr. Clark returned, bearing a loaf of bread and a large stilton. “We will be happy to provide a full meal, my lord, since you gentlemen are—you’ll forgive me—looking a bit peckish, but for now the loaf is fresh baked.”

“I gather breakfast is ongoing today in any case,” Philip said. “Perhaps your dinner guests later will ask for eggs and steak.”

Mr. Clark laughed when Philip explained that they had encountered his wife on their way in. In response to Philip’s next question, Mr. Clark betrayed mild surprise but answered readily that Thomas did indeed frequent the Coach but had not been seen there for several days to the landlord’s knowledge. He further ventured the opinion that Thomas might have been there without his knowledge, since had occasionally slept in the stables. Philip forebare to enquire from whom Thomas might have been hiding in the stables, but when he asked Mr. Clark his opinion of the young man, the landlord hesitated just long enough to give Philip the answer he sought.

He let their host go on his way with no further questions and sat back, closing his eyes as if giving way to sleep. Then he sat up abruptly, startling Edmund, who was about to doze off himself.

“I wonder if Fleur is at Miss Jenkins’ cottage.” At Edmund’s raised eyebrow, he explained, “She is inclined to flee there when she is upset, and Lord knows she had reason enough to be so yesterday. I did not think to enquire of Mrs. Bingham if she kept to her room at the Hall the entire night.”

After a moment, he added with a sigh, “For that matter, I see now that I did not think very clearly at all.”

Edmund smiled and was about to respond when both gentlemen were distracted by signs of arrival from another part of the inn. This should not have been unusual in a posting inn, but something about the voices that accompanied the normal sounds of incoming horses brought both to their feet.

 


Chapter 21

 

“Gentlemen, gentlemen, please!” Mr. Clark expostulated. “And Miss Stanyon! What, if I may be so bold, is the meaning of all this?”

Fleur was the last to enter the common room—fortunately unoccupied at that moment, the couple from Bath having proceeded on their way—behind Bertram and Evans, who had Thomas in a firm grip.

“Oh, Mr. Clark, do forgive us,” she said, “but will you send for the magistrate, please?”

Evans thrust Thomas unceremoniously into a chair, and Bertram took a stance behind him while holding up a canvas bag. “We have apprehended a thief, sir, and wish to remand him to the magistrate’s custody. Miss Stanyon knows the gentleman and will go with you if necessary to explain the situation.”

“No, no!” said Mr. Clark, eyeing Thomas cautiously. “That will not be necessary. I will send a boy to fetch him.” He hesitated but an instant, giving the apparently subdued Thomas a last glance, and left the room—just as the door to the tap-room flew open.

“Fleur! What in heaven’s name—?”

Philip took but a few steps into the room, coming to an astonished halt with Edmund just behind him. He should perhaps not have been surprised when Fleur threw her arms around him in delight.

“Oh, Philip, what a happy accident that you are here! We have had such an adventure, I wish you might have been with us!”

From behind him, Philip heard what at another time he might have thought a snort of derision from his cousin, but chose to disregard it. Instead, finding Fleur’s embrace unexpectedly calming, he tightened his own hold on her.

She scarcely noticed. “Edmund, you as well? As you see, we have solved the mystery.”

Edmund’s gaze took in all those present but apparently none of the faces told him what precisely the solution was, although he could guess that the “mystery” involved the fate of his mother’s jewels. He raised a hopeful eyebrow at his cousin.

Philip reluctantly unfastened Fleur’s hands from around his neck and said, “Perhaps you had best explain…ah, Bertram, I would suppose you to be more in possession of the facts that any of us, as well as more able to articulate them.”

Fleur giggled at this and sat down in a window seat, scarcely noticing her own floral arrangement on the table beside her as she looked expectantly toward Mr. Shaw.

“Well, my lord…” he began, at which point Mr. Clark entered the room again, bearing refreshments for the gentlemen. He was followed by Mrs. Clark with a pitcher of lemonade for Fleur, which she placed on the same table as the flowers before sitting down beside her young friend, with the obvious intent of providing her with suitable chaperonage in a roomful of gentlemen. What she thought of Fleur’s riding off with two of the gentlemen to who-knew-where and by what means, and overnight, she did not say, but her expression was forbidding.

“Thank you,” Philip said when offered a tankard, choosing discretion as a safer alternative than remarking on Mrs. Clark’s actions. Then, when Mr. Clark had dispensed the last of the tankards but one and sent Philip a questioning look, he added, “Thomas is no doubt in greater need than any of us of a liquid buttress.”

Thus given leave, Mr. Clark handed the tankard to Thomas, who accepted it but shot Philip a look that conveyed little gratitude. He took a quick swallow and pretended to look out the window. Philip glanced at Evans and murmured, “Alba de Tormes?”

Evans, recalling only too well a disciplinary difficulty Captain Millington had encountered whilst camped at that Spanish village, smiled and nodded. That had been not the first such incident from which his commanding officer had learnt precisely how to deal with young and heedless miscreants.

“Forgive the interruption, Bertram,” the earl said only. “Where—and how—did you track our young reprobate down?”

“Well, my lord, with the help of Evans here, as well as Miss Stanyon, we first looked for Thomas in his mother’s home with no expectation of success, although she did mention your visit and seemed apprehensive about our additional interest in her boy. Thanks to Miss Stanyon’s sympathetic persuasion, however, she conceded that she had not seen him since he left for the Hall some months before, but that he still had friends in the town. On being further appealed to, she revealed their names and the locations of one or two of young Thomas’s old haunts where he might have gone aground.”

“One of them was a doss house,” Fleur volunteered, almost gleefully.

“We did not permit Miss Stanyon to enter any of these places, my lord!” Mr. Shaw hastened to assure his employer, appalled that he might have given the impression of not caring for the young lady’s reputation.

“I do not doubt you, sir—not that you could have stopped her, I daresay,” Philip assured him, not daring to ask who had taught Fleur a term she ought not to know or understand, but that was a scolding for another time. Just now it was all he could do not to laugh—at himself as well, for having wasted his time in not confiding in Fleur—and Bertram—to begin with. Clearly both possessed a better instinct in this matter than he had.

“We located him at the home of a friend,” Mr. Shaw went on, “who was unaware of Thomas’s activities and blithely led us to the bedchamber he had offered Thomas for the night. I should mention that it was Mr. Evans who confronted my nephew, while I kept Miss Stanyon company outside.”

He looked directly at the earl to be sure he understood this added reassurance about his care of Fleur, then went on, “Thomas had the necklace with him, as well as a number of other items that appear, some of them, to come from Wolcott Hall. We concluded that he was preparing to, er—fence the items.” He handed the canvas bag he had been carrying to Philip, with what Philip could only interpret as a sigh of relief, not untinged with guilt at his relative’s fault.

“Is this true, Thomas?” Philip said, accepting the bag and addressing the young man. Thomas shrugged but did not answer.

“Why did you take them?” Still no answer.

Philip handed the bag to Evans, who had more curiosity than his employer and opened it at once to check the contents. Philip approached Thomas’s chair, placed both hands on the arms, and leaned over so that his face was mere inches from Thomas’s. He repeated his question in a lower, much less amiable voice.

The younger man, startled, found he could not back away from the only unanswerable eyes he had ever had the misfortune to face, and said only, “I—I don’t know, I swear! It was only…so easy to do. You wouldn’t miss them baubles anyway,” he added belligerently, looking past Philip’s shoulder to avoid his eyes.

“I daresay I might not,” Philip said in the same quiet but implacable voice, “but Lady Edwina was considerably put out about her necklace, not to mention causing great distress to Miss Stanyon when she was accused of taking it.”

Thomas glanced at Fleur. No one else spoke.

“I did not know that. I…I did not intend to take anything, but when I saw the lady go into that bedroom—was it Miss Stanyon’s? I didn’t know—with the necklace…. Then she came out without it, and I…took advantage. That’s all. I never stole anything so valuable before, my lord, believe me.”

Philip said nothing. To Thomas’s credit, he met the earl’s eyes finally, but then looked away, forcing back a sob. “I didn’t mean anything, my lord, truly, it was only a lark….”

Philip backed off, as if dismissing the boy from his consideration, but he had been impressed favorably by Thomas’s articulate, if rambling speech as much as he was negatively by his actions and thought there might be some good in the boy yet. Still, he could scarcely let him off scot-free.

“You will still be handed over to the magistrate,” he told Thomas, not unkindly. “I will speak to him in your favor as much as I may, but you will take your punishment like a man. Whether you may return to live at the Hall will be your uncle’s decision. But I recommend that you also consider your mother’s feelings in all this. Do you really wish her to hear this tale?”

Thomas lowered his eyes as shame flooded his face, confirming Philip’s impression that he had been merely bored and in search of excitement and taken up a career as a thief for no more than that. He would have to speak to Bertram about his nephew’s future. Clearly, both Thomas and Edmund were badly in need of useful occupation.

But that was a task for another time. He turned then, to find the others, family and friends, staring at him in mingled astonishment and awe. No one dared speak, but at that moment, the magistrate arrived and was apprised of the situation by Mr. Shaw, who was the first to find his voice. He and the official and Thomas went away, and Philip, glancing around, caught Fleur’s eye and smiled.

“And so the dance concludes. Edmund, will you kindly escort your cousin home? Evans, stay a while—I think there is much more I need to hear about this entire adventure!”

 


Chapter 22

 

Dinner at the Hall that evening was considerably delayed as a consequence of the participants in the day’s adventure having to repeat the tale once again. Edmund took charge on this occasion, finding in himself an unexpected talent as a storyteller. Philip, amused at this display, allowed him to regale his listeners, even if he occasionally strayed from the strict facts of the case to impress his audience with his own exploits.

“So that’s what happened to my inlaid snuff box!” Augustus exclaimed, so taken by this revelation that he scarcely heard the rest of his son’s tale. He demanded the list of stolen items, which Philip had obtained from the magistrate before he was allowed to carry the items themselves to the Hall to determine which might belong to his family.

Edmund’s fond mama, although pleased to see her sapphires again, found little to object to in Edmund’s tale, but as it reached its conclusion, a frown flittered across her brow, to settle in her troubled eyes.

“But Edmund, dear, who…?”

She paused, and Philip was almost able to see dawning enlightenment cross her face and stop her words as she realized what she was asking—and what the answer must be. He intervened before she was forced to give words to her thought.

“Miss Wilton,” he said. “I believe you owe Miss Stanyon an apology.”

Fleur, startled, sat up in her chair, but Honoria, who had been sitting quietly beside Edmund as he told his tale, appeared not to hear, maintaining her air of superiority, as if this entire episode had not resulted from her accusations.

“But Philip,” Fleur said, speaking up when Honoria would not. “I don’t understand how Miss Wilton can have any part in this.”

Philip resisted the temptation to kiss Fleur for her unwavering presumption of good intentions in all the world. “I believe Miss Wilton knows why you were accused of stealing the necklace. Or perhaps she will simply tell us why she seemed so surprised when it was not found in your room.”

He approached Honoria’s chair and pulled another close beside it, seeking the most conciliatory approach he could manage in order to coax her to tell her own story. When she did not, he shrugged lightly but did not take his eyes from her face.

“You put the necklace in Fleur’s room, didn’t you. You wanted to…discredit her somehow. I do not pretend to know why, since I am certain you could not be jealous of her, of the esteem in which she is held by…everyone she deals with. Myself included.”

Honoria raised her eyes at last, but said only, “I am very sorry, Philip, if I have somehow offended you—”

“It is not I who has been offended, my dear.”

At that, Honoria turned her head and pressed a lace handkerchief to her face, but said finally in a choked voice, “Then I do apologize to both you and Fleur. You must know, I was…very fond of you those years ago and was reluctant to let you go away, knowing you would forget me. But when you returned, I suppose I hoped that you still felt….”

She looked at him. “No, I should have realized the moment we met again….” She turned to Fleur. “And you, Fleur dear, I never intended to—”

Edmund, who had fallen strangely silent during this exchange, now moved closer to his fiancée, put his hand on her shoulder to halt her words, and announced, “I fear Honoria is at a loss for words because she does not wish to implicate me in what she was about to say. The fact is that she was surprised that the jewels were not found in your rooms, Fleur, because she knew that I had taken the necklace and intended to secrete it somewhere no one would think to look—or so I supposed. I had not reckoned with anyone seeing me, including Thomas.”

When all eyes went to Edmund, round with curiosity or, on his mother’s part, dismay, he continued, “Some of you”—he looked meaningfully at Philip and Mr. Shaw when he said this—“will know that I had been dipping rather too deeply of late and was in serious debt as a result of my penchant for gambling more money than I had. I am finished with this foolish course of action, as I hope I have made clear to my cousin, but I cannot let another take the blame for my fault.”

No one spoke. Indeed, Philip thought, what was there to say? He had to admire his cousin’s tactic, based on just enough truth to make it plausible that he rather than Honoria would have secreted the necklace in Fleur’s room. He was, Philip noted, careful not to attempt to explain away that part of the story, instead turning attention to his supposed reasons for his supposed action, since anyone who thought twice about his speech would realize that what he described could not have happened.

He glanced at Fleur, who for once met his eyes, then raised her brows slightly as if to say, Well played, young Edmund! He had to agree; Edmund had developed an unexpected gallant side.

Lady Edwina rose and came quickly to her son’s side. “Oh, my dear, you ought to have confided in me. I would happily have given you the money….”

“Please, Mama. The debt was mine and is resolved now. It won’t happen again.”

At that, Philip was again astonished, since despite their shared confidences on their travels the day before, he had not yet informed Edmund that he had settled his debt to the moneylender. What was in Edmund’s mind? He must have found out somehow from the wretched “Mr. Smith” that his debt had been paid.

Then he saw Honoria’s look of mingled admiration, astonishment, and—could it be?—shame. She hesitated, then placed her hand over Edmund’s and began determinedly, “Lady Edwina, I must correct….”

“My dear, say no more,” Lady Edwina interrupted. “I am delighted, and I will not hesitate to say a little surprised, to see that your affection for my son, and his for you, is deeper than I would have thought.”

Honoria, having no response to this, blushed, and lowered her eyes, but did tighten her grip on Edmund’s hand.

His doting mama continued, “Furthermore, Edmund dear, while I had no notion that you might be in distress, I am pleased that you have found your way out of whatever troubled you without my intervention. I am further gratified to see that you and Miss Wilton have come to a greater…understanding.

“Therefore”—she gently touched the jewel box, to which her sapphires had been returned—“I will happily give the necklace to Honoria, on your marriage, as a token of my faith in you both.”

Edmund bent to kiss his mother’s cheek, as Honoria smiled at them both with what appeared to be genuine happiness, and relief. No one spoke for a moment, so Philip, gathering his thoughts as swiftly as he could as events seemed to be racing ahead of him, finally rose and placed himself in front of the fireplace, where all eyes could find him.

“I likewise am happy to see this particular match come to fruition,” he said. “I would, further, wish to clarify some misunderstandings that you all may have acquired about my intentions now that I have—admittedly to my surprise as well as yours—come into the title. I will be brief, so that we may all finally get to our dinners.”

He glanced around the room and saw that he had everyone’s undivided attention.

“First, I apologize for my clumsy efforts to upset your perceptions of me, which I feared were erroneous. If they were, it was as much the fault of my mischievous streak as of my lack of candor about my circumstances. I had thought I had cured myself of that imperfection, thanks to the lessons I learned from my fellow soldiers. In the army, we cannot dissemble, or attempt to gain an advantage by being less than honest with one another, for any slip of that kind would be fatal.”

He smiled to take any sting his words conveyed out of his meaning. “I do not expect everyone here present to suddenly reveal all the secrets of your hearts, and I will not press you on any doubts I may still have about my welcome home. I will simply accept it as a sincere one.

“I am not, furthermore, here to put anyone out of their home, nor to take advantage of the estate I have come into for my own gain. Indeed, had I any choice in the matter, I would not have accepted the title, being well able to support myself and my dependents without the inheritance.”

This elicited not a few surprised looks, but no one interrupted. “I will not go into those details here either, but I have sent for my solicitor and will consult with him when he arrives, after which I will speak to all of you separately to clarify my—our—new circumstances. Be assured that your wishes are my command, and that I will do my utmost to see that family events to come at the Hall will all be happy ones—beginning with a wedding in September.” He smiled at Edmund. “If not sooner!”

When still no one spoke, Philip intervened again. “I trust your silence means that all’s well that ends well.”

He put his arm around Edmund’s shoulder and beamed at Honoria, feeling for the first time like the lord of the manor, charged with overseeing the welfare of all those in his charge, be they ne’er so base. He almost laughed at himself, but instead suggested that they should all leave Edmund and his betrothed alone to have the conversation that must be overdue—and, if they pleased, to set a date for the wedding as soon as may be so that Lady Edwina would have something more important than a soirée to occupy her.

Edwina graciously ceded her place to her son’s soon-to-be wife and said she would see them both at breakfast.

Augustus, waking from his contemplation of the stolen items which Mr. Shaw had kindly laid out on a table for him to confirm provenance, said, “Quite right, my dear. What say you, shall we have a quiet dinner in our own suite and let the youngsters celebrate in the dining hall?

Edwina agreed to this proposal and departed, arm in arm with her husband. Philip, prepared to do the same with Fleur, looked around.

She had disappeared.

 


Chapter 23

 

Martha Jenkins smiled broadly when she opened her cottage door very early the next morning to find Earl Wolcott impatiently raising his hand to knock again. She had arisen betimes in the hope of this visit coming to pass before the day was very far advanced.

“Good morning, my lord,” she said cheerfully, not betraying any more anticipation than a casual call on the part of a neighbor. “Is there something I may do for you?”

“I wish to see Fleur,” Philip stated baldly.

“So I would suppose,” she observed, but did not move to allow him into the cottage, being unable to resist teasing him just a little more. “It is very early.”

“I know for a fact that she never lies abed later than seven.”

Martha raised one eyebrow. “And how, may I ask, do you know any such thing…my lord?”

Philip was about to reply testily to this absurd question when he looked directly at Miss Jenkins, noted the twinkle in her eye, and simultaneously realized that he was behaving like an arrogant, unrecognizable version of himself, for which she was perfectly justified in taking him to amused task. He sighed.

“I beg your pardon. The events of the last several days have left me quite out of sorts with the world—not to mention in doubt of my own reason.”

Martha smiled. “In that case, allow me to show you into my world.”

Gratefully, Philip doffed his hat and stepped over the threshold. “Will she see me, then?”

“Ah. That is another matter,” Martha said, relieving him of his hat. “You are correct that Fleur has been awake for some time—since dawn in fact. Furthermore, she will not take breakfast and has been pacing in the garden for the past half hour, apparently trying to make up her mind about something. I suggest that you give her no time to reach a conclusion but rather impose one on her. You know what you both want. She is unsure even of herself.”

Not entirely surprised at his old nurse’s insight, Philip judged it best to take her advice and made for the door to the garden. He was relieved to find that the morning breeze was less brisk there and it was even sunny. He did not care to battle the elements as well as his own dread that his errand would find no favor with Fleur.

He found that Fleur had temporarily ceased her pacing but, absorbed in something outside the garden wall, did not at first notice him. He took a moment to study her profile, which was nearly as heart-stoppingly lovely as her features head-on. He wondered why he had ever thought her doll-like, for her expression, while a little dreamy, was thoughtful and very much that of a desirable woman.

After a moment, she become aware of his presence, by what means he knew not, and turned toward him. Her expression was a mix of her customary welcoming joy and an apprehension that all was not as it had been between them. He realized that their usual comradeship had meant a great deal to her and that she feared it had come to an end. He hoped that the alternative he intended to propose would find as much favor with her.

“Good morning,” he said, when she only smiled shyly but remained silent. Then, in exasperation, “I wish you will not continually run off, Fleur. I had thought life at the Hall had become more comfortable for you of late. How am I to convince you to stay put?”

She smiled at that. “I fear I am being something of a coward, after what has recently transpired. The prospect of being fawned over and drenched in apologies, particularly by your aunt and Miss Wilton, is even more daunting than being invisible. I was almost coming to enjoy that state.”

He approached her then and reached for her hand, but she would not yet give it, folding her own into her skirts.

“May we not sit down?” he said, indicating the wooden bench against the wall. She complied and, as if to atone for her standoffishness, made room beside her for him to join her.

“Excellent!” he said, too heartily, he realized, and lowered his voice. “Do you forgive me, then—and my cursed stiff-necked family—for our many grievous faults?”

Unexpectedly, she blushed. “You have no faults—that is, there is nothing to forgive.” Saying so, she blushed even more at her own candor.

“That is what I love about you, Fleur—one of the things. Your unconditional and undoubted loyalty. I scarcely think I deserve to bask in it.”

She looked down at her hands, which she saw were now mangling her apron, and quickly smoothed out the cloth, but did not look at him for several minutes.

“Psst!”

Philip looked toward the sound and saw Martha at the parlor window, gesturing unmistakably at him to “get on with it!”

Out of habit (he told himself), he obeyed. Grasping Fleur’s hands, he said, “Can you love me, my dear, despite my family’s and my own faults?”

She looked at him at last and said unhesitatingly, “Oh, Philip, I have always loved you.”

“In that case….” He looked down, saw that the sun had long since dried the dew on the grass, and went down on one knee on the ground beside the bench. “Will you marry me, Fleur?”

“Yes,” she said, as honestly as she always had.

Martha, still watching from behind the curtains, smiled in satisfaction when Philip kissed Fleur’s hand, then resumed his seat on the bench to perform the same office to her lips. Martha turned away, certain that matters were now well in hand.

“Philip…” Fleur began, when she could catch her breath.

“Hmmm?”

“I thought you might still…have an affection for….”

“Honoria Wilton? I never did, you know. Had you not run off last night, you might have heard that in my somewhat incoherent speech to the assembly.”

“She seemed to think she could…attach you again.”

“She was wasting her wiles on me. I as good as told her so.”

“You did?”

“In any case, I thought I made that clear to her,” he said, striving to be as strictly honest as she was herself. “I think she has realized at last that she could love Edmund, if she could love anyone. That is unjust, perhaps, but you saw her last night. What do you think?”

She considered this. “I think she could be content as his wife. She will have a comfortable life with him, with no upset to her habits…oh, dear, I should not speak so, as if she were a woman of no feeling. That cannot be true, and I daresay we will get on perfectly well as sisters. But Philip…?”

She removed herself just far enough from his embrace that she could look at him. “Must we live at the Hall?” she asked with some trepidation.

“Not at all. We will move to France and lie in the sun and drink sherry. Or would you prefer Spain? The climate there is even more agreeable, or Italy—or perhaps Kent, which has no moors, of course, or Yorkshire, which has perhaps too many—”

She giggled and admonished him fondly, “Silly!”

He sighed and conceded that she was, as always, in the right. “It’s my family you don’t want to live with, isn’t it. No matter. I’ll throw the lot of them out. On the other hand, do we really want that great barracks of a house all to ourselves? I shall remove us instead. Give the old place to Edmund. We can live at the Dower House and be merry as grigs by ourselves.”

“Can you do that?”

He sobered up then. “Where do you want to live, Fleur?”

She sighed. “I should like to live here, but I know that is impossible. You have your duty to the estate….”

“That does present a problem,” he conceded, watching her mental processes, so clearly written on her face, until at last she reached a startling conclusion and turned beseeching eyes to him.

“I do not dislike Wolcott Hall, you must understand, Philip dear. It has been my home as long as I can remember. I know no other.”

He smiled. “It will be different when you are its mistress, you know.”

“Oh, but…what about Lady Edwina?”

“You must know that she and my uncle have been only custodians, as you might say, in my absence. They will no doubt be content—I daresay, relieved—to finally return to their own home.”

This slightly eased her concerned expression. “And Edmund…?”

“I will encourage him to carry Miss Wilton off to Gretna Green as soon as possible. I will even pack his bags and order the carriage—or if necessary obtain a special license so that they may be married in the village church.”

She giggled again, but he gave her no opportunity for further questions. “I have other holdings, you know,” he reminded her. There is a house in Surrey that Honoria will dote on. It is close to London and she will have any number of stuffy neighbors to play lady of the manor for.”

She smiled at the picture. “Do you really think they will all be agreeable to leaving Somerset?”

“Spoken like a true daughter of Camden Hill. Yes, they will be agreeable, I assure you. And we will not be precisely alone, you know.”

“Martha will visit, of course. And Mrs. Bingham will stay, I am certain, and the other servants will be happy to serve you—even Bertram. Evans will wish to return to Wales, I know, but he will visit also, will he not?”

“He will always be welcome. But I thought of giving Bertram the Dower House. What do you think of that?”

“Oh, yes, that will be perfect. He must have become fond of the house after putting so much effort into its renovation. And being close by, he can continue to serve you, without…that is….”

“Without getting underfoot, you mean. Or plaguing us with his constant curiosity. I know—we must find him a wife!”

This prospect sent them both into whoops of laughter, although in the end, Fleur stated loyally that it would not be such a daunting task. Mr. Shaw was not yet an elderly gentleman, and not unpleasant to look at….

Philip could see that she had found a new cause and was quick to divert her.

“And not all the family will decamp, you know.”

She looked a question at him.

“Would you like to have your father with us?”

“My father?” She moved an inch backwards on the bench to stare at him. “But…how could that be? We have thought him dead all these years.”

“I have not been as idle as I may have seemed, as I attempted to explain last night. I have also had inquiries made about your father, who is my cousin as well, you know, and it appears that he is now the Reverend Matthew Bell and is alive and serving the poor in Calcutta. I understand that he is not in such robust health as you might wish, but because of that—and for your sake—I believe he may be persuaded to take his retirement in Somerset. I daresay he can find good works to do even here.”

Fleur looked at her betrothed in wonder. “Oh, Philip! That would be the most wonderful wedding present I could possibly receive!”

She threw her arms around him, reminding him forcefully of the day he returned to claim his inheritance and she was so guilelessly pleased to see him.

He hugged her tighter. “Indeed, it seems that soon two prodigals will be returned to their own homes!”
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