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Chapter One

Sir William Trent died on a rainy Thursday afternoon at the advanced age of seventy-two. His had been a protracted, declining illness that gradually took away the soundness of his mind. Margaret, his eldest daughter, tended his bedside in dignified sorrow, as did his physician—likewise in dignified sorrow—as Sir William had been a great patron of his therapeutic but ineffective services.

And as with so many other gentlemen, Sir William’s holdings went to his closest male relative, in this case a cousin’s grandson, believed to be named George. Or maybe it was Frederick. Perhaps Edward? Whatever the moniker, his parents had christened him after some Hanoverian prince, and neither Margaret nor her father could remember the name of the boy—a boy now grown with his own children, but, in the mind of Margaret, forever a child in need of having his nose wiped or his posterior cleaned.

The funeral occurred the following afternoon. It should have continued to rain, but the weather, never one to accommodate mere mortals, shone bright and sunny, albeit exceptionally cold and frosty for a November day. Margaret was the chief mourner. In fact, she was the only mourner. The villagers of Edgecombe, while paying their sincerest respects—after all, they had liked the old gentleman—could not properly be called mourners as he was not a local and his family had come to the village only twenty years earlier. Hardly enough time to get to know him at all. Lord and Lady Latham politely declined to attend, as—they felt—they would take precedence over the chief mourner if their noble presence graced the occasion, and that just would not do.

Nor did Sir William’s other daughter, Jane—the younger of his two surviving offspring—attend her father’s final rites as her husband deemed the distance to the neighboring county much too far to travel on such short notice, especially since the hunting at his box in Berkshire was so much more... more than the hunting at Edgecombe Hall in Wiltshire. Besides, they would be returning home to London any day now. His lady wife, in keeping with her perpetual habit, conceded to her husband’s better judgment, despite her grief, and conveyed her regrets by post.

Of course, the Reverend Mr. Henry Ogden, the vicar of St. Winifred’s, officiated. Had he not presided, one could have called him a mourner. Over the past five years since arriving in the village, he and the deceased had become friends, despite their age difference. Reverend Ogden viewed the gentleman as a colleague, owing to his vast library, skills at chess, and exceptional—but slowly dwindling—mind.

And so, Sir William Trent departed this life, in sure and certain hope of resurrection to eternal life, while leaving mere mortals to deal with the more mundane matters he left behind.

***
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More than a fortnight later, on yet another frosty morning, Reverend Henry Ogden sat in his study, surrounded by his books, his papers, his writings, his research, and only God knew what else. It was very much the abode of a bachelor. A good fire blazed on the hearth, and all Henry needed was a hot cup of tea to be happy as he sorted through the morning post.

Unfortunately, the letters included a response from the Prince Regent’s librarian, a Mr. Clarke, denying Henry’s request to visit Buckingham House in order to view His Majesty’s drawings by Holbein in the Royal Library. Instead, much to Henry’s frustration, Mr. Clarke referred him to the most recent edition of Chamberlaine’s fully-illustrated monograph on the subject—a much-studied copy currently lay on the floor by Henry’s fireside chair. But the engravings rendered by modern artists failed to match the genuine article. Though beautiful, the flawless engravings lacked all the imperfections that made a work unique and lovely.

Henry considered writing a letter of thanks by way of reply to the librarian in the hope that one day in the near future, the librarian might reconsider the request. But no. He decided some other route of access could yield better results—surely one of his cousins knew someone who knew someone who could arrange it.

The morning would be better suited to preparing this week’s sermon. Perhaps his congregation needed reminding of the Tenth Commandment—“Thou shalt not covet Thy Majesty’s 16th Century silverpoint drawings by German artists, even when Thy Majesty is mad and locked away in Windsor.” Henry suspected it sounded better in the original Hebrew. And really, Henry didn’t covet the works. He merely wanted to get a good look at them. For several hours. Perhaps followed by a cup of tea. And an invitation to come again at his leisure.

A violent tapping at his window startled the vicar out of his thoughts. On the opposite side of the glass stood a grinning Jack Carden, the stable boy from Edgecombe Hall, all rosy-cheeked with ringlets and the vapor of his breath creating a very false cherub-like appearance. He waved a note clutched firmly between the hand and thumb of his mitten. Had it been summer, Henry would have just opened the window and taken the note—no doubt with Jack crawling through in the process to land in a jumble on the carpet. But with these cold days settling in and thoughts of summer far away, Henry was not about to open the window. He probably should not have even drawn the curtains but he couldn’t resist the sun pouring into the dark room.

“Go around,” Henry said and motioned the boy toward the back of the house. Holbein, Mr. Clarke, His Majesty the mad king, and even God would all have to wait for the more pressing matters of village life.

Henry met the boy inside the hall by the back door and took the note.

“You should hear Miss Trent!” Jack exclaimed with much too much eagerness. “If she weren’t a lady, she’d be swearing like a groomsman.”

“Ah. None of that, now,” Henry calmly scolded, then pointed toward the kitchen. “Have Mrs. Brown give you something hot to warm yourself. There may be a reply.” Between the boy and Henry’s housekeeper, the vicar knew the whole village would know of the goings-on at Edgecombe Hall within the hour.

As Jack scampered off to the kitchen—Mrs. Brown shouting for the boy to walk and refrain from behaving like a little heathen—Henry broke the seal on the note.

It was a summons from Miss Margaret Trent. Or more precisely, from Mr. Jonah Henderson, the late Sir William’s London solicitor’s junior partner who had called on Miss Trent that morning. He reported the lady was quite hysterical—how Henry hated that word, especially as he doubted Miss Trent had ever been anywhere near exhibiting such symptoms in her entire life—and that she needed Reverend Ogden to come immediately to offer comfort and consolation in her time of bereavement.

A solicitor, especially one up from London, never boded well. And this note reeked of mendacity. While anyone and everyone in the village could more than happily lecture on what exactly Miss Trent needed, comfort and consolation in her time of bereavement were definitely not among them. If anything, the gossips said she demonstrated an unusual lack of emotion upon her father’s death. Never one to put store by gossips, Henry knew Miss Trent to be dignified, proud even, and that she would never allow for a public display of her feelings to all and sundry. Tears were a private matter reserved for intimates.

Margaret Trent, in Henry’s view, was probably the most self-reliant of all his parishioners and therein—he suspected—lay the reason for her continued spinsterhood. She managed quite well on her own, and whatever the situation unfolding today at the hall, Henry sincerely doubted Miss Trent needed him for anything.

He took out his pocket watch and clicked it open. Quarter to eleven. Blast and blazes! He would have to do without his eleven o’clock tea. Worse—well, maybe not worse—the farrier had told him not to ride his horse until after Christmas due to a recent bout of lameness. Walking from the vicarage to the church was easy enough, but all the way to Edgecombe Hall, a distance of at least two miles, in this cold, would be miserable. Still. Needs must. If Jack could manage it as cheerfully as he did, so too could Henry. And the lad could keep him company on the way.

Henry informed Mrs. Brown that he had been called to Edgecombe Hall about a matter and did not know when he would return home. He checked himself in the mirror; despite his dark, spiky hair and the ever-growing number of faint lines around his eyes, he would do. He bundled up against the cold, wrapped a muffler around his head, pulled on his gloves and hat, and, seeing Jack was finished with his cup of tea and biscuit, headed out into the gray frosty world with the boy tagging along beside him.

Within no time, Henry found it difficult to keep up with Jack. And he realized why the boy seemed impervious to the cold. He ran, he skipped, he jumped, he trotted, he prattled on down the road, full of energy and exhausting to behold. Henry half-expected him to start doing cartwheels and somersaults. And somewhere in the midst of it all, Henry managed to learn nothing further about Miss Trent’s supposed summons, except that the entire household was in a tizzy—Jack’s word—over the arrival of the gentlemen—two gentlemen—from London this morning to see the mistress.

Henry also realized very quickly that he had dressed inappropriately for the weather. The brilliant sun and stunning blue sky belied the reality of the embracing icy grip Henry found himself struggling against. Despite the lack of wind, the cold stung his face, like a frozen fire burning his bare flesh. Frigid pain gnawed his fingers within his gloves, and he tucked his fists under his arms in a vain attempt to keep them warm. His toes fell asleep—he supposed that was numbness—and he tried to move them, wiggling them around in his shoes, only he couldn’t feel if the toes actually moved.

By the time Henry reached the hall and Jack had run off to the kitchen via the servants’ entrance, the vicar was half frozen and breathing hard. He simply wanted to thaw out before a fire and then slip off to bed with a warming pan, even though it was not yet midday. Never had he ever experienced such a raw winter.

To his great relief, the door opened and he found himself inside, the butler, Mr. Harvey, and the footman assisting him with his overcoat.

“Where on earth is your horse?” That was Miss Trent, dressed in black but draped in a great, indigo Indian shawl. “Don’t tell me you walked here. In this weather. Surely not!” He had failed to see her arrival in the entry hall, but she was there, unwrapping his muffler and freeing him from his gloves. Only, once finished with the task, she grasped one hand and then the other, rubbing each vigorously in turn, her pale chiseled features just inches from his frosted face. Her blue eyes focused on her task, while his focused on the great mounds of dark hair, flecked with rare strands of silver, piled atop her head in a becoming but unfashionable style.

As a vicar, Henry was accustomed to unexpected behavior when entering a home, especially one where death lingered. From tearful embraces to angry dismissals, he had experienced many varying receptions. So he would not have been surprised by the bereaved clutching his arm or grabbing his hand. However, the fact that Miss Trent did the grabbing and clutching today surprised Henry to no end. Only then did he realize he shivered uncontrollably.

Clasping his hand, Miss Trent led him to the library, Sir William’s library, still strewn with the late gentleman’s papers and piles of books. It looked much like Henry’s own study, albeit with a vastly greater number of books, perhaps ten times as many, arranged haphazardly on shelves. She led him past the library table overflowing with stacks of books, around the settee loaded with an equal number of books, and finally to the fireside chair, book free.

There, in the blessed warmth before the fire, Henry stood, shivering and holding his hands before the flames as he waited for Miss Trent to take the seat opposite him. Only, she did not take it. Instead, she turned him to face her and began unbuttoning his jacket.

“Miss Trent!”

With a fierce glance at him—they were nearly the same height and met almost eye to eye—she said, “Your fingers are too cold to do it,” and continued working the buttons. Once she finished that, he reluctantly allowed her to tug his jacket off, leaving him standing there in his shirtsleeves, much to his discomfort. Really, it was most inappropriate, especially before a lady.

She carefully laid the jacket over the arm of the settee and gathered up a blanket there. She wrapped it around the vicar’s shoulders, motioned to the waiting chair, and then busied herself in the corner of the room. Henry heard glass clinking against glass, and she soon handed him a brandy.

“It’ll thin the blood and keep it flowing and warm your toes while it’s at it,” she said all in one breath. Arms akimbo—and appearing very tired, Henry noted—she looked him over, exhaled deeply as if frustrated, and sat down on the nearby footstool. At last, Henry sat down. No sooner did his bottom touch the seat cushion than she was up again. Henry endeavored to rise as well, only to be met with a stern “Stay!” from Miss Trent. It was the sort of command one did not ignore, and despite his uneasiness over the idea of sitting before a standing lady, Henry obeyed the mistress of Edgecombe Hall.

But his anxiety quickly worsened. Miss Trent reached over to the opposite chair and picked up the lap rug lying there in her father’s chair. She shook it out and then spread it over him. She knelt to tuck it about him before sitting back down on the footstool.

She cocked her head to one side and asked, “Where is your horse?” as if he were a child who had mislaid his shoes near a mud puddle while playing outside on a glorious summer day.

“He’s gone lame.”

“Then you should have sent Jack for the carriage.”

“You worry about me, but not the boy?”

“We can barely keep him inside as it is, and if he got into trouble, it would be from eating too many sweets at Mr. Forbes’s shop, whereas you...,” Henry half expected her to shake her forefinger at him, “...spend all the winter indoors beside the fire with your books about you.” He had to admit, she was right about that, and he wondered how she had gained such insight into his private life.

At that moment, Mr. Harvey, the footman, and Sir William’s very burly valet, James, entered the library. Between them they carried a large porcelain basin and two cans of water. Henry’s discomfort now turned to mortification as he realized what they were about. Miss Trent moved out of the way, and as expected, they set the basin at his feet.

“No, no,” he assured them, “this is quite unnecessary.”

“You have no say in the matter,” Miss Trent countered as the footman poured steaming water into the basin. James the valet added additional water from his can—presumably filled with cold water. They set their cans down, and Henry feared Miss Trent would take over now. But to his relief, James the valet took over, removed Henry’s shoes and stockings, and the vicar placed his now bare feet in the basin of hot water, to the agony of his toes, which seemed to scream in protest over being defrosted as sensation returned to them and they remembered their pain.

The servants left, leaving the library door appropriately opened, and finally, Miss Trent took up her position in the chair opposite his own. She gave him a look, not unkind but quite serious, and calmly said, “If you ever come again on foot in such weather, you will suffer the same indignities all over again.”

He felt duly chastened. Despite his embarrassment over everything, he knew she was right. He should have taken more care.

“Understood, Miss Trent.” What a sight he must be, he thought, sitting there, his feet soaking in a basin of water, blankets tucked about him, as if he were already in his dotage. A grim vision of his future passed before his mind’s eye—the shivering old man hunched over before a fire. Next, he’d probably call for his pipe and then call for his bowl. What he really wanted was a cup of tea, but instead, he took a sip of the brandy. It burned all the way down to his stomach and gave no satisfaction.

“So,” Henry asked, “you sent for me?”

Miss Trent’s face transformed from confident mistress of the house to an expression of pain and confusion, with her brow creasing in consternation. She lowered her eyes and turned her face away from him toward the fire. When she looked at him again, she attempted a weak smile.

“As a wiser soul admitted,” she said, “I know little Latin and less Greek.” Henry recognized the quote from Shakespeare. She took a deep breath. “You have always been honest in your dealings with me. My father trusted you and respected your opinions.”

“How may I be of service to you, Miss Trent?” He spoke calmly, trying to assure her simply with the tone of his voice.

“I need an advocate... or in the very least, someone who can confirm whether or not what they tell me is true. Because I don’t understand any of it.”

“‘They?’ You mean Mr. Jonah Henderson and...?”

“Mr. Martin Wells.” She ground out the name, her previous commanding disposition instantly returning. “My brother-in-law’s solicitor.”

“They’re here now?”

“Heaven help me! They are in the drawing room, and if I survive the day without throttling one of them, it will be a miracle worthy of the Apostles.”

Henry knew she was not serious, but whatever the news they brought her could not be so bad as to warrant such a reaction. Miss Trent did have a reputation for being difficult—although he had never found her so—and perhaps that explained the current situation.

“You will see soon enough,” she continued. Realization suddenly covered her face, and she stood. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I forgot.” She reached for the bell. “I’ll have Mrs. Jenkins bring you....”

At that moment, before Miss Trent’s hand touched the bell pull, two immaculately dressed gentlemen appeared in the doorway and entered the library without invitation.

“At last,” the taller of the two said with an exasperated sigh when he spotted the vicar.

Henry attempted to rise, but Miss Trent held out her hand to stop him and said, “They do not deserve the courtesy.”

“I beg your pardon!” the short, round solicitor exclaimed, bristling with indignation, while the taller one stood with his mouth wide open.

The vicar spoke in a calmer voice. “Miss Trent. Please.”

“Very well then.” She turned to Henry and did not hide her disdain as she said, “Reverend Ogden, I present to you Mr. Jonah Henderson, junior partner to my father’s solicitor, and Mr. Martin Wells, solicitor to my illustrious brother-in-law.”

“I must protest!” the short, round one—Mr. Martin Wells—said. “I resent you speaking of my client in such a tone. And Mr. Henderson and I take precedence over a clergyman.”

“With all due respect,” Miss Trent said with a tilt of her head, the smile blatantly false, “the grandson of an earl, the nephew of an earl, the grand-nephew of a duchess, the cousin of a viscount and several viscountesses, as well as the godson of the Bishop of Rochester takes precedence over two mere gentlemen.”

Henderson and Wells now looked at Henry with more regard than before, especially given the vicar’s present state of undress, and seemed notably impressed. His paternal relations were remarkable, Henry had to admit. However, his mother was the daughter of a shopkeeper. But what surprised Henry so much was the fact that Miss Trent clearly knew his familial background. He could not recall ever discussing it with her or even with her father. He didn’t know whether to be frightened or amazed by her, this Valkyrie standing before him. And like any warrior under attack, she did not back down but stood her ground.

“Tell Reverend Ogden what you told me,” she ordered the two men and folded her arms over her chest. Henry half wished they might defy her; if his treatment by her that morning gave any indication of her wherewithal, she’d probably grab their ears and drag them from the house like naughty schoolboys.

Mr. Henderson, the tall one, junior partner et al., cleared his throat and said, “Trent Abbey and all of Sir William’s land there and the revenues earned from that land is, of course, entailed and goes to his heir, Augustus Trent.”

“Ah, that’s it. After the Duke of Cumberland.” Miss Trent turned to Henry. “We knew it was after some Hanoverian prince. Just couldn’t remember which one.” She scrunched up her nose and shook her head. “Disgraceful, if you ask me.”

How could she be so glib? “Does this mean you’re left with nothing, Miss Trent?” Henry asked, fearing what would become of her.

“Oh no,” Mr. Wells assured him, “quite the opposite.”

“So you claim,” Miss Trent said.

“You and your sister...,” Mr. Wells began.

“Mrs. Knowles,” Mr. Henderson provided.

“...are well provided for,” Mr. Wells continued. “Three thousand a year for you and two thousand a year for Mrs. Knowles.”

The figures impressed Henry, and he smiled. “Oh, that is quite nice, Miss Trent. You will want for nothing.”

“Wait,” she calmly said, “there’s much more.” She waved her hand at the two solicitors and said, “Pray, continue.” It was only then that Henry realized the gentlemen spoke without notes or even a copy of the will. And why, he wondered, did Mr. Wells relate this, when he represented Mr. Knowles, not the late Sir William.

“Edgecombe Hall, of course,” Mr. Wells said, “was Lady Trent’s property, which your father had for his lifetime along with any income. With his passing, the estate is now jointly the property of Miss Trent and Mrs. Knowles.”

This revelation left Henry speechless. Despite Sir William’s estate being entailed, Miss Trent was an heiress, a lady not only financially secure but with landed property—extensive lands. This great house now belonged to her, along with the land and the monies earned from it—albeit shared with her sister. He could not understand how she could be so upset over the matter. True, she gained her fortune at the loss of her father, but she should at least be satisfied her parents had provided for her so extremely well. Perhaps some truth lay behind the rumors about Miss Trent, that she was an ungrateful, difficult, peevish, termagant who could frighten a harpy into Hades.

“Miss Trent,” he said at last, his voice full of astonishment, “you are an heiress. A wealthy lady. More than amply provided for by your parents.”

“Yes.” She smiled again, but Henry could tell it was forced. “It does sound that way, doesn’t it? But for some reason I can’t quite fathom, that is simply not the case.”

Henry glanced from her to the gentlemen—both of whom suddenly reminded him of cornered rabbits—and he asked, “How so?”

“Gentlemen, please explain to Reverend Ogden what you are forcing me to do.”

“Miss Trent,” Mr. Wells said with an adamant shake of his head, “no one is forcing you to do anything.”

“No? Then why am I being driven from my home?”

“I beg your pardon?” Henry asked. Surely he misheard her.

“Ah,” she said, this time with traces of a genuine smile, “you begin to see the problem.”

Chapter Two

She is too fond of her own way. Lady Latham had said as much about Margaret once at an assembly. Not in Margaret’s presence, of course, but Margaret heard the words clear enough from across the room during a pause in the music. She always remembered those words, and now she saw these men, in her home, and she knew they thought much the same, even Reverend Ogden, although she knew him to be too considerate to actually ever say such a thing. He simply had that look about him, that questioning look of how could she not be pleased with such an inheritance? Because she was difficult, a virago, a harridan, an old maid with too much time to think and in need of a man to set her straight. That was what they all thought. She was that most unacceptable of creatures: a female who spoke her mind.

The knowledge that she would never want for anything—anything material that is; she would always want for her family—was a comfort and a relief. Of course, she had always known Edgecombe Hall would pass to her and Jane. She had also always known she would have an income as well, her share larger than her sister’s since their father had settled a portion on Jane at the time of her marriage to Frederick Knowles. But to have it all confirmed had been a relief.

Only, these two glorified clerks had appeared on her doorstep that morning, and now nothing was truly settled. It was all wrong. And she couldn’t understand how this could happen. To lose her home after everything they’d been through.

“You must be mistaken, Miss Trent,” the vicar said, “No one can drive you from Edgecombe Hall. It’s yours by law.”

Poor Reverend Ogden. She had undoubtedly humiliated him this morning, and he would probably never forgive her. But he had jeopardized his own wellbeing by coming here on foot in such dangerous weather. Jack could run off to the village and back without the least bit of concern for the frigid temperatures. The boy was used to it and had sense enough to know when to come in. But Reverend Ogden was a man of books and learning, made for sitting indoors, not for enduring such harsh conditions, as his buckled shoes, knee breeches, and plain overcoat confirmed. No, he was not a man who could easily deal with physical discomfort.

However, with all his learning and high education, he might find a way out of this mess for her.

Mr. Wells, as usual, spoke for the two solicitors. “Miss Trent is only partially correct, Reverend Ogden. She owns only half of the property. The other half belongs to her sister, Mrs. Knowles.” Margaret found it so interesting that Mr. Wells, solicitor for Mr. Knowles, did all the explaining; it told her exactly who pulled the strings in this calamity.

“Be that as it may,” Reverend Ogden said, “It doesn’t require Miss Trent leave her home. It simply means the earnings from the estate will be divided between the sisters.”

Margaret sat down opposite the vicar, pulled her shawl tight about her, and couldn’t help but smile. Yes, his understanding of the situation matched her own.

“See,” she said, “just as I told you, gentlemen.” There was so much more to come, she knew, but whatever else they might say about her, they could not say she was irrational. Even the learned vicar educated at Oxford concluded as she did. All the rest of it had to be some nefarious scheme concocted by the two solicitors and Mr. Knowles.

“No, you don’t understand.” Mr. Wells said.

“What’s to understand?” Margaret asked, knowing full well what came next. They had been telling her all morning, as if she were a simpleton.

“Miss Trent.” Mr. Wells used a tone normally reserved for small children. “As we’ve tried to explain, the house and all its contents are to be sold.”

A horrified look passed over the vicar’s face.

“That’s outrageous!” he said.

“Oh, good,” Margaret said, “I’m not the only one who thinks so. It’s bad enough the house is to be sold, but all the contents as well? It’s unreasonable.”

“But Miss Trent.” Mr. Henderson spoke for a change, finally finding his voice; unfortunately, he sang the same tune as Mr. Wells. “You won’t have any place to put the contents once the house is sold.”

Margaret felt the blood in her veins turn to ice and pierce her stomach. “I beg your pardon?”

“It’s just that,” Mr. Henderson continued, “a lady, such as yourself...” What exactly did he mean by that? “You won’t need all these furnishings and trappings. You’ll live quietly, modestly, in a small abode, with no need for entertaining. All of this...” He waved his hand about the room. “...will be a burden to you.”

Ice turned to fire. Margaret felt the anger boiling up inside her, and just as it prepared to spew forth, another angry voice lashed out, calm and contained, but with a dangerous, controlled edge.

“How dare you decide what Miss Trent needs or doesn’t need.” Reverend Ogden rose from his chair, one bare foot still in the basin, the other dripping on the Aubusson carpet. There he stood in his shirtsleeves, barelegged from the knees down—Margaret suddenly wished she had been less concerned about his wellbeing and had left him properly dressed so he didn’t look quite so ridiculous right now. But, oh, what a relief she felt. For once, she was not the one who had to shout and raise a fuss about a matter.

He didn’t stop there. “And someone had better explain why the estate or anything else for that matter must be sold. There is absolutely no reason for Miss Trent to be turned out of her home.”

The two solicitors both spoke at once.

“But she’s not being turned out.” That was Mr. Henderson.

“Because Mr. Knowles has no need of this property.” That was Mr. Wells. And at last, someone revealed the truth behind the whole matter.

Margaret stood up, pointed her forefinger at Mr. Wells, and demanded, “What was that?!”

Mr. Wells took a fearful step backward and said, “Mr. Knowles has no need of another property, especially one so far from Town, and he feels everyone would be better served....”

“But the property belongs to Mrs. Knowles,” Reverend Ogden pointed out.

“Well, yes, but....”

“Oh, I see.” Margaret moved toward Mr. Wells, who took another step backwards. “It is bad enough that the black man is deemed property by some...”

“There is no need to bring your radical politics into this,” Mr. Henderson spat out, his voice full of disdain.

“...but that my sister should be nothing more than that man’s property....”

“You misunderstand, Miss Trent.” Mr. Wells held his hands up to her in a futile effort to placate her. “According to the law....”

“They have made the law a tyrant! And my property, by some twist of that law, is Mr. Knowles’s property as well, it seems.”

“No. No. Not at all.” Mr. Henderson jumped in. “Your property belongs to you.”

Margaret turned on him. “Then tell me, sir, how is it Mr. Knowles can force me to sell my property?”

Neither solicitor spoke.

“He can’t.” That was Reverend Ogden. “But he can take you to court and the courts would order everything sold in order to obtain an equitable division.”

Margaret turned and looked at him. His words took all the fire out of her. She knew he spoke the truth. And she knew Mr. Knowles could do worse. He could take the matter to the courts and have her declared unfit. He could easily pay two physicians to sign the necessary papers. Then, as her nearest male relative, Mr. Knowles would have control of the entire estate, not just Jane’s portion. Margaret would be left with nothing, assuming she managed to stay out of Bedlam.

She looked about the room, her father’s library with all his books. The core of the collection belonged to her mother’s family, but for the last ten years, Sir William had devoted his free time to reading and collecting. Each shipment brought such joy when it arrived. She and her father had opened those crates from London with such anticipation, whether it was a case of newly published volumes or forgotten tomes hunted down in ancient manors. Now, all of it would be divided up and sold, just because Mr. Knowles didn’t see a need for any of it. Margaret knew exactly what her brother-in-law needed—other than a swift kick in the head. He needed money for his horses and his stables and his hunting parties. Her father’s labor and their family’s sacrifices would pay for Mr. Knowles’s amusements.

It made Margaret sick. There wasn’t even a good reason for it all, just the whim of Mr. Knowles. And despite the inevitability of it, she saw no reason to be pleasant about it.

She sank down into the chair. Reverend Ogden followed suit and began drying off his feet with a towel the valet had left behind. Margaret turned to the solicitors.

“So,” she said, “how exactly do we go about dispersing the remnants of our lives? Am I to be allowed to keep my possessions, or are those to be sold off as well, with Mr. Knowles receiving half the money?”

“Miss Trent,” Mr. Henderson said this time, “there’s no need for that.”

“No?”

“Of course not.” Mr. Wells sounded too confident of the situation. “You will keep your possessions.”

“And who, pray tell, is to decide what is mine? Will you be going through my drawers and marking down what is mine and what belongs to the estate?”

Mr. Wells looked uncomfortable and hesitated before speaking. “I’m sure what is yours and what belongs to the estate will be obvious when it comes to it.”

“Such as the pair of portraits by Gainsborough?” Margaret asked, “They could fetch as much as six guineas for the pair. And I wouldn’t want to deprive Mr. Knowles of his three pounds three shillings.”

“Perhaps something could be arranged and you could....”

“What? Pay Mr. Knowles for portraits of my parents? How magnanimous of him.” Margaret was pleased with herself for not shouting at the two men. “Quite the quagmire, isn’t it? Perhaps it would be best if Mr. Knowles tended to his own house and left mine alone.”

Mr. Wells glared at her. “I’m afraid that’s not possible, Miss Trent.”

Reverend Ogden finished putting on his shoes and stood up.

“Gentlemen,” he said, taking his jacket and putting it on, “before any decisions can be made, an inventory must be compiled and everything must be appraised. This will take time, of course. And I would like to offer my assistance toward that endeavor.”

In an instant, with the shock of those words, Margaret’s fine opinion of the vicar plummeted, and she struggled to contain her composure. Despite her bravado, doing battle with the two solicitors distressed her greatly, and now, for the vicar to betray her as well cut deep. For some reason, though, she held her tongue as the anger built up inside her.

“This library alone could bring in a tidy sum,” Reverend Ogden continued, “only none of us is qualified to appraise these books, and if we act too hastily, a small fortune could be lost.”

Margaret wanted to scream. This man, this man of God, was dividing up her father’s books and speaking of them as monetary assets, not as true treasures containing the thoughts and ideas of human minds for thousands of years, voices from the past speaking to the generations yet to come. Reverend Ogden owned a small library, she now recalled, and she quickly concluded he contemplated expanding that collection at her expense.

“What do you recommend?” Mr. Wells asked the vicar.

“I have a number of friends in Oxford and London.” Reverend Ogden moved over to the short, round solicitor and laid his hand on his shoulder, all the while speaking softly, in a conspiratorial manner. “Librarians, book dealers, scholars, antiquarians. I could write to them and invite them to come and examine the collection. You’ll be doing me a favor as well, as it will be an excellent excuse for my friends to visit me. And I can commence on an inventory as soon as possible. We’d simply fill in the assessments at a later date.”

His cheerfulness at the prospect sent the blood in Margaret’s head pounding in her temples and roaring in her ears, while she saw the scheme brighten Mr. Wells’s face. He reached for the vicar’s hand and shook it, thanking him profusely with a look of victory. Margaret could take no more. She rose and rang the bell. The butler, Harvey, appeared in the doorway without the slightest delay—he was probably listening in the hall.

“Mr. Henderson and Mr. Wells are leaving.” Margaret glared at the two men but addressed the butler. “They can wait outside as their carriage is brought around.”

Mr. Henderson gave a gasp while Mr. Wells looked as if he’d been struck, but neither said a word.

“Gentlemen,” Margaret continued, “there is a posting inn just three miles down the road. I’m certain you will find it most agreeable. Good day.”

They turned to follow Harvey from the room; however, Mr. Wells turned back one last time.

“Oh, I forgot,” he said, “Mr. Knowles will be coming here for Christmas.”

“I beg your pardon?” Horror filled her mind at the prospect of Frederick Knowles coming to this house.

Mr. Wells smirked, far too pleased with himself. “Along with his family. Good day, Miss Trent.”

And at last, the solicitors departed. But Margaret felt no sense of relief.

The moment the door closed and Harvey returned to his duties elsewhere in the house, Margaret turned on the vicar. She spoke softly, her voice keen and sharp, even to her own ears.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE

FRGEAN T
DHRISTHAS IIID

AND OTHER YULETIDE TALES

ANNA D. ALLEN





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





