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About the book


 


Elinor Bascombe, widowed and tied to an impoverished estate, has learned to ask little of life. With no hope of leaving, the years have passed her by.


Lord Ryde, exiled abroad after a scandal, has returned to strip his estate and make a new start in America.


A chance encounter changes their plans, plunging Elinor and Lord Ryde into adventure and not a little peril until, finally, they are forced to confront the mystery of what happened on That Night, all those years ago.


Are they both so entangled in the riddles of the past that they are about to miss this one last opportunity for future happiness?




 


About Jodi Taylor


Jodi Taylor is the author of the bestselling Chronicles of St Mary's series, the story of a bunch of disaster-prone historians who investigate major historical events in contemporary time. Do NOT call it time travel!


Born in Bristol and educated in Gloucester (facts both cities vigorously deny), she spent many years with her head somewhere else, much to the dismay of family, teachers and employers, before finally deciding to put all that daydreaming to good use and pick up a pen. She still has no idea what she wants to do when she grows up.
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Chapter One


Since no one had told her that Lord Ryde had returned to his neglected ancestral acres, Mrs Elinor Bascombe felt she was perfectly justified in feeling a little bit aggrieved when he blamed her for trying to kill him. His subsequent leap into one of his own ditches did nothing to improve his temper, either.


The day being blustery but fine, Mrs Bascombe, had, as usual, dispensed with the services of her groom and set out alone. Having successfully inspected the early crops in the North Field, met two of her more remote tenants and listened to their grievances without committing herself in any way, she was consequently feeling pleased with herself and life in general. She and her horse, Rufus, celebrated their brief but welcome freedom with a good gallop along Green Lane.


Spring was now considerably advanced. Soft new leaves were thrusting themselves from every shoot. Birds sang in the overgrown hedgerows and a brisk but warm breeze pushed white fluffy clouds around the sky like so many obedient sheep.


It was, Mrs Bascombe reflected, a good day on which to be alive and she intended to make the most of it. She pushed Rufus onwards and, nothing loth, he picked up the pace. The miles flew by under his easy stride, until finally, she pulled up so both horse and rider could regain their breath before turning for home.


Suspecting that the hour was later than she thought, Mrs Bascombe decided on her favourite shortcut. That this involved a brief excursion across one of Lord Ryde’s fields troubled neither her nor Rufus one whit. His lordship was a careless landlord and had been absent these many years.


Mrs Bascombe put Rufus at the hedge at her usual spanking pace. He pricked his ears, shortened his stride, and cleared it with a good six inches to spare. They had only a very fleeting glimpse of his lordship, as, with a thunderous oath, he threw himself sideways, landing in the ditch with more of a squelch than a splash.


Pulling up with some difficulty, Mrs Bascombe wheeled her horse around, and more frightened than she would care to admit, returned to the scene of her crime.


‘What the devil …?’ roared his lordship, pulling himself free from a closer inspection of his ditch than he had possibly intended that morning. Never sartorially magnificent in the first place, immersion in mud and stagnant water had not improved his appearance in any way. Coat, breeches, and boots were all liberally mired and the aroma of ditchwater hung about him.


Correctly apprehending that the unknown but furious figure before her was unhurt, and conscious that she was guilty of both trespass and careless riding, Mrs Bascombe shortened her reins and prepared to flee the scene. Before she could do so, however, his lordship, hatless and stickless, strode forwards and seized her bridle. Unaccustomed to such treatment, Rufus snorted and plunged. His lordship was forced to relinquish his hold and his temper worsened.


Each contemplated the other.


Mrs Bascombe saw a tall, carelessly-dressed, hard-eyed stranger, at the moment quite pardonably flushed with rage. Some inkling began to dawn upon her.


His lordship, a stranger in his own land, had no such advantage and found himself at a loss to place her. He saw a female, well past her best years; only a little younger than he himself. Her horse, fretting to be off again, was a prime bit of blood and not at all what was proper, or indeed safe, for a female of her advanced – for a female not in her first flush of youth. On the other hand, the lady – as he reluctantly must suppose her to be – was unaccompanied by a groom. He stifled his first urge, which had been to drag her from her horse and box her ears.


Now quite confident her victim was uninjured, and conscious of being very much in the wrong, Mrs Bascombe demanded to know, in haughty accents, if he was aware that he was trespassing.


The urge to physically assault her returned in force.


‘I’m trespassing?’ he exclaimed, too astonished by this barefaced gall to make a more telling retort.


‘Yes, you are. I thought we had established that. This land belongs to Lord Ryde and you should be grateful his lordship has not set foot here these last twenty years, or you would find yourself up before the magistrates.’


‘I am very well aware of who owns this land, madam. The question is, are you?’


A nasty, cold certainty settled upon Mrs Bascombe.


‘You’re Lord Ryde, aren’t you?’


‘I am, madam, and as such, entitled to walk my own fields without let or hindrance. I certainly do not expect to be menaced by some hoyden barely able to control her husband’s horse. I do not know who you are, madam, nor do I wish to know, but I beg leave to inform you that your behaviour …’


‘Is none of your business, my lord. You yourself have said you are not my husband. I am not accountable to you for my actions. And I take leave to inform you that this path has been so heavily used over the last twenty years or so that it has practically become a right of way. And that if you cut your hedges occasionally we would easily have seen each other. And that neglect of your ditches has contributed far more towards the currently – informal – state of your clothing than anything I may have done. In short, my lord, you are justly served for your neglect.’


This was too much. His lordship, wet and simmering, took a hasty step towards her, again reaching for her bridle.


‘By God, madam, if you were mine I would beat you.’


Mrs Bascombe’s mud-freckled face grew very white and still. A certain contempt showed in her eyes. Over the years, Lord Ryde had endured many women looking at him in many ways, but very few with such scathing scorn and – yes – repulsion. He was suddenly aware that she was alone, miles from anywhere, and not a soul within earshot should he decide to carry out his threat. He was conscious of a sudden shame and a need to make reparation for ungentlemanly conduct.


Too late.


She pulled herself up in her saddle.


‘You are right, sir. The fault is mine. I am trespassing. My badly-managed horse and I will depart forthwith. May I suggest your time here would be better spent attempting to bring your lands into some sort of order, rather than recklessly hurling yourself under the hooves of chance-met neighbours. Good day to you.’


And then she was gone, thundering across the field and popping her horse neatly over the hedge at the far end.


His lordship, reflecting that there was nothing more irritating than being denied the last word, particularly when one was in the right, declined to re-enter his infamous ditch to retrieve his hat and stick, and stamped off back to his ancestral pile in no good mood.


Which was not improved any upon his arrival. Entering through his own front door – left ajar for some reason – he found his secretary and general factotum, Mr Charles Martin, crossing the hall. Waiting in vain for the appearance of that erratic retainer, Munch, to divest him of his coat, his lordship, in exasperation, flung it across the dusty table just inside the door.


‘Good God,’ said Mr Martin, surveying his employer and friend of many years in astonishment. ‘What in the world has happened?’


Lord Ryde looked down at himself.


‘I’ve been in a ditch, Charles. Ridden down by a madwoman. Have you ever actually seen a horse from underneath? My life flashed before my eyes. Even including those two days in Prague we agreed to forget.’


The aged retainer, Munch, put in a belated appearance, causing his lordship to reflect, as he often did, on the disadvantages of a bachelor establishment. However, since the only unacceptable alternative was to fill the place with even more unacceptable females, he was prepared to tolerate these disadvantages with good grace. Munch, however, although aged, bent, stubborn and, when it suited him, deaf, apparently had no difficulty identifying the culprit.


‘Chestnut. White blaze. Blue riding habit. Rides like the devil.’


‘Yes,’ said his lordship, disentangling this without difficulty.


‘Mrs Bascombe,’ announced Munch.


Startled, his lordship looked around. ‘Where?’


Munch sighed. ‘Mrs Bascombe, my lord. Her land borders yours to the west.’


Enlightenment dawned. ‘Ned Bascombe’s wife? What the devil is he doing letting his wife career round the countryside like that?’


‘Not a lot, my lord. He’s dead.’


‘What? Ned Bascombe’s dead? Why does no one ever tell me anything?’ demanded his lordship, unconsciously echoing Mrs Bascombe’s complaint on her return to her own house.


‘Dead these last five years and more, my lord.’


‘Oh? Did she trample him into the ground, too?’


Mr Martin intervened.


‘He broke his neck, I believe. Hunting accident.’


‘Why don’t I know this?’


‘Because, sir, you never pay any attention either to your estate, or your neighbours. Because your stated intention was to arrive, raise as much money as possible, in as short a time as possible, and be gone again before having to waste any time being polite to the natives.’


‘Did I say that?’


‘That was the abridged version, my lord. The original was a great deal more vigorously expressed.’


‘Well, why should I bother? They don’t care for me any more than I care for them. They can go to the devil for all I care. Mrs Bascombe first.’


The front door bell rattled. Its pealing days were long gone.


Somewhat startled, Lord Ryde and Mr Martin watched the elderly Munch embark on what his lordship privately thought of as his death-shuffle, returning moments later to announce, ‘Sir William Elliot, my lord.’


Mrs Bascombe, meanwhile, had returned to her own home, Westfield, by the more conventional route, but still at her normal, headlong pace. Her particular friends, Miss Laura Fairburn and Lady Elliott had long since ceased to remonstrate with her. Her ladyship had once, long ago, mentioned her concerns to her husband, Sir William.


‘Why?’ she wailed. ‘Why must she career all over the countryside in that fashion? It’s not only unseemly, Sir William, it’s downright dangerous. My dear, you must speak to her.’


This however, Sir William had refused to do and if he had his own ideas about why Mrs Bascombe felt compelled to hurtle headlong around the place on a horse more suited to a young blood than a middle-aged lady, he kept them to himself.


Westfield was an old building, modernised by Mrs Bascombe’s late father-in-law. South facing, it was built of a warm, grey stone that had mellowed well. The grounds were small, and mostly turned over the production of fruit and vegetables. Like Mrs Bascombe herself, everything was neat and in its place.


Cantering up the avenue at Westfield, her front door was opened by the immaculate Porlock, her butler of many years standing, and on more than one occasion in the past, a loyal friend.


Once inside, she stripped off her gloves and glanced around in approval. Her house was clean and comfortable – unmistakeably a woman’s house. No fishing rods or muddy boots littered her spotless floor. The tiles shone, the wooden furniture gleamed, and everything smelled faintly of beeswax and lemon. Crossing the hall towards the stairs, she enquired of the whereabouts of Miss Fairburn.


‘Gone to visit the Misses Crosby, madam,’ he replied, deftly taking her hat, gloves and whip. ‘You will not have forgotten Lady Elliott is lunching with you today?’


‘No. I’ve plenty of time to change, but thank you.’


With these words, she caught up her habit and ran lightly up to her room where her maid, Tiller, awaited her. Watching his mistress go, Porlock reflected that she had not lost as much of her youthful spring as she sometimes thought she had. Sighing, he returned to decanting the sherry. Mrs Bascombe hated the stuff, but her ladyship was partial to a glass before lunch.


Muttering darkly, Tiller assisted her mistress into a neat morning gown of dark blue and made high at the neck, admirably becoming to her plump figure. Whilst riding, Mrs Bascombe’s hair had, as usual, escaped her hairnet. Tiller redressed her soft, fair hair and proffered, without hope, a very pretty lace cap with pale blue ribbons to tie under her chin. As she knew her mistress would do, Mrs Bascombe waved it aside. Tiller knew better than to press the matter. It took all of her time and energy to persuade her mistress to wear something on her head outside the house. Within her own walls, Mrs Bascombe was steadfast in her refusal.


‘Thank you, Tilly. Once again you have made a silk purse from a sow’s ear.’


Her maid merely sighed and despite the stiffness of her left arm, began to collect up Mrs Bascombe’s discarded habit and boots. Neither lady mentioned this awkwardness and Mrs Bascombe knew better than to offer to help. Reminding her mistress again of Lady Elliott, Tiller withdrew.


Running back downstairs, Mrs Bascombe again encountered Porlock, on the watch for Lady Elliott, who was a big favourite of his, and requested a moment of his time. She led the way into her parlour, a small but sunny room, papered in the modern style, where a cheerful fire burned.


‘Porlock, do I understand Lord Ryde has returned to the district?’


Porlock inclined his head. ‘I believe so, madam.’


‘Tell me quickly, before Lady Elliott arrives. Why does no one ever speak of him? What did he do? No one even mentions his name.’


‘It all occurred before your time, madam.’


‘Yes, I know, but what did he do?’ Recalling that carelessly dressed figure with those hard, grey eyes, she could believe him capable of almost anything.


Porlock hesitated.


‘A not-unfamiliar story, madam, but none the less regrettable for all that.’


‘But what did he do that was so bad?’


He sighed.


‘Master Jack – as he was then, was …’ he paused, lost in the past for a moment. ‘A tall boy, he was, a real Ryde, madam, if you will excuse my saying so. Athletic. Clever. He read Classics at university, I believe.’


‘But you are describing a virtuous man.’


‘Oh no, madam. Not at all. He had his faults. Many of them. He was careless, restless, mischievous, and very easily bored.’


‘Ah.’


‘Just so, madam. It’s not my place to say, of course, but I always felt the old lord made a mistake not encouraging Master Jack – Lord Ryde, I should say – to interest himself in estate management. Very autocratic, the old lord. He alone must hold the reins. I sometimes wonder if Master Jack might not have shown a little more affection for the place if … if perhaps he had been given a small manor of his own to manage for himself; if he had been entrusted with a little responsibility … but old Lord Ryde wouldn’t, madam. He wouldn’t let him go to London, either. And when one considers Master Jack’s excesses perhaps he had the right of it. Be that as it may, he kept him here, dancing attendance on him. It was bound to lead to trouble.’


‘What happened?’


‘Well, I never heard he turned to poaching, but other than that, madam, nearly everything. Cards, of course. For very high stakes. Cockfighting, milling, slipping out to attend prize-fights, steeplechasing, you name it. He challenged Sir Matthew Reeth – he’s gone now, you didn’t know him – to a curricle race on the old pike road and nearly killed them both. Rumour had it he was involved in smuggling further up the coast. Nothing was ever proved though, and it was quickly hushed up.’


‘But apart from the smuggling, these are the occupations of any bored young man with too much time and no occupation.’


‘Indeed, madam, but …’ he hesitated.


‘Tell me please, Porlock. What don’t I know that everyone else does?’


‘There were – incidents – with the ladies, madam.’


She was conscious of sudden, irrational disappointment.


‘Village girls?’


‘Oh no, madam. No one eve laid those charges at his door. Give Master Jack his due, he stayed with his own kind. Married ladies, madam, with conveniently complaisant husbands, if you know what I mean.’


‘I do. Go on.’


‘Sir Matthew Reeth, madam, had a wife. A very pretty wife. And Master Jack, handsome and bored …’


‘I understand, go on.’


‘Only Sir Matthew wasn’t quite as complaisant as he seemed. There was a meeting.’


‘A duel?’


’Indeed, madam.’


‘What happened?’


‘They met at Cranham Woods. Master Jack deloped. The action of a guilty man, they said. Sir Matthew – a crack shot – put a bullet in him that just missed his heart. If it wasn’t for the seconds and Dr Joseph, he’d have bled to death on the spot.’


Mrs Bascombe shivered.


‘It hardly bears thinking about. To delope, and then stand, waiting, for a crack shot and wronged husband to take aim … What must have gone through his head …?’


‘He never budged, madam. In fact, local rumour has it that he called out to Sir Matthew to take his time. There was no haste …’


He paused for a moment, lost in old memories and then pulled his attention back to the moment.


‘There was, if you will excuse the expression, madam, the devil to pay. His lordship got him out of the country. Master Jack really wasn’t fit to be moved, but the magistrates had been informed, so he had no choice. It nearly killed Master Jack, but his lordship was adamant.’


‘But surely, Sir Matthew was the guilty party?’


Porlock’s slightly wheezy voice continued expressionlessly.


‘Yes, madam. But Lady Reeth and Master Jack – well, they had been caught in a very compromising situation – very compromising indeed, ma’am, if you understand me. Not open to any misinterpretation, you could say. So Sir Matthew was the wronged man and Master Jack was bundled off abroad.’


‘And never came back?’


‘And never came back, ma’am.’ He moved around the room straightening ornaments unnecessarily. ‘Some eighteen months later, Sir Matthew’s wife was found in a similar situation with yet another gentleman, and there were expectations that old Lord Reeth would relent and recall Master Jack, especially when Sir Matthew and his wife left the district, but he remained adamant. He wouldn’t have him back. His lordship felt that Master Jack had disgraced the name of Ryde. He made him a small allowance on condition he remained out of the country.’


‘It seems an excessive punishment. At the time, Lord Ryde – the present Lord Ryde – must have been a very young man.’


‘That was the general feeling, ma’am. Perhaps even Master Jack expected – but it didn’t happen. His old lordship was very stubborn and Master Jack hardly less so. And by then, of course …’


‘Yes?’


‘Well, by then Master George had left Oxford and come to live with you and Mr Bascombe and as you know, the old lord took one of his fancies to him. I’m not saying any word of blame against Master George, madam. Possibly, he was not old enough to consider what Master Jack’s feelings must have been. I’ve often thought it was a good job for his present lordship that his estates were entailed to the male line, otherwise who knows what might have happened.’


His perambulations around the room brought him to the fireplace and he busied himself with building up the fire. Straightening, he sighed.


‘And if the old lord hadn’t been so fond of Master George then perhaps … well, we all remember That Night, so I won’t speak of it now. Bless my soul, madam, here’s Lady Elliott.’


Back at Ryde House, Sir William Elliott stretched one booted foot towards a hastily kindled and somewhat inadequate fire, shifted uncomfortably in his chair, and reflected that any establishment was always the better for having a few females around. The brandy, however, was excellent, so much could be forgiven. Lord Ryde, obviously, had decided that since this morning visitor was inevitable, the ordeal could be somewhat lessened by a good brandy. He refocused to find himself under scrutiny.


‘I think I remember you, Sir William. You had that high-perch phaeton. Dark green. Whatever became of it?’


Sir William peered back down the tunnel of time and smiled into the fire. ‘Smashed to pieces on the Rushford road. Along with my collar bone. Lord, I haven’t thought of that in years. Between m’father scolding fit to burst and m’mother weeping as if I’d been carried in on a hurdle, which actually I had been, you never heard such a racket.’


He then remembered he was addressing Lord Ryde, whose early years had consisted almost entirely of just such rackets, cleared his throat and wished to God he’d told his wife to go to the dev – that is, that he had remembered a previous engagement as soon as she first mentioned the idea of sending her husband to pay a morning visit to Lord Ryde, and ascertain his intentions.


‘And I, Sir William,’ she had continued, inexorably, ‘will visit dear Elinor, just to give her a gentle hint that while this man is in the neighbourhood she would be very wise to remain within her own grounds, or if she must go abroad, to take the carriage.’


Sir William, amused, privately wished his wife good luck with that particular suggestion. He had been less amused when his wife insisted he escort her own carriage that morning, as if she and every other lady had not been safely driving around the district for years. In fact, he thought to himself, happily accepting another glass of excellent brandy, you would be hard put to find a safer or more sedate neighbourhood in all of England.


A slight cough recalled him to the present. The cause of this reluctant excursion was regarding him with so much quiet understanding in his eyes that Sir William quite warmed to him. He was not sure what he had been expecting; the Devil in disguise perhaps, but what he saw was a tall, loose-limbed man, whose somewhat harsh, deeply lined features and tired eyes made him look older than his actual age. Which must be around forty-three or forty-five, thought Sir William, doing a quick calculation in his head. His hair, although still plentiful, was heavily thatched with grey. His lordship’s years did not lie lightly upon him.


Recalled thus to the purpose of his mission, he enquired politely as to his lordship’s immediate plans.


They were as he had hoped. Lord Ryde had no plans to remain in Rushfordshire, or even in England. The estate was simply to provide the wherewithal for his next adventure. The only difference was that this time, his lordship planned to collect his own rents before disappearing again for foreign shores.


‘I don’t know why I had a sudden fancy to see the place again,’ he said. ‘But I did.’


Sir William suspected his lordship’s financial circumstances had rendered this temporary retreat to his ancient home not only desirable but necessary.


‘You won’t be here for long then, my lord?’


His lordship did not miss the hopeful note in his voice, smiled sardonically, and returned an evasive answer.


‘Far too quiet, surely,’ pursued Sir William digging himself in deeper. ‘Why, I can’t believe the last time we had any excitement around here. Not for years. Not since …’ he broke off suddenly as he realised where this sentence was leading him. The last excitement in this particularly quiet corner of this particularly quiet county had been the occurrences of That Night.


Lord Ryde, noting Sir William’s confusion, took pity upon him.


‘Actually, sir, you are mistaken. Only this morning I had occasion to leap for my life. I have to say,’ he continued thoughtfully, ‘I had forgotten I could move that quickly. But move I did. It’s a miracle you see me sitting before you this afternoon.’


Sir William, gratefully clutching at his straw, enquired how this came about and listened with growing amusement to his lordship’s only slightly embellished tale.


‘You laugh, Sir William, but I fancy I frightened the lady. In the heat of the moment, I informed her that if I were her husband, I would beat her. In an instant, I could see I had said something wrong. It was unintentional, but I fear the lady was alarmed.’


Sir William regarded him steadily for a moment, then put down his wine. Subtly, the atmosphere in the room changed. The genial, slightly foolish country squire disappeared and what Lord Ryde suspected was the real Sir William took his place. ‘That would be Mrs Bascombe.’


Lord Ryde nodded. ‘I believe so, yes.’


‘That is unfortunate indeed.’ He glanced sharply at his lordship. ‘I wouldn’t normally gossip, of course, and especially about Mrs Bascombe, a lady who has endured more than her share of misfortune, but it occurs to me that, indirectly, this particular tragedy involves your family, if not you yourself.’


His lordship put down his own glass.


‘How so?’


‘Mrs Bascombe … Elinor Bascombe was old Wilmot’s daughter. You remember him, I expect. All to pieces and selling off his daughters to the highest bidders. Mr Bascombe senior favoured the match. Ned was always rather wild, of course, but she had breeding and character and it was hoped, I think, that she would steady him. And I think she did, for a time. Certainly while Ned’s father was alive. He was very fond of her, quite doted on her in fact. Well, all that changed after his death. Ned went to the devil just as fast as he could go – drinking, gambling, you name it. And he wasn’t an amiable drunk, either, if you take my meaning.’


Lord Ryde silently cursed himself and nodded.


‘Ned went up to London, which brought her some relief, but of course, the temptations there were much greater. Mrs Bascombe remained at home, and being a woman of intelligence, did what she could to stem the haemorrhage of money. It was useless, of course. The more she found from the estate, the more he demanded of it. In ten short years, he ran through nearly everything. I think, although I’ve never asked, that she and their agent, Masters – a very sound man, I’m happy to say – were able to squirrel away some small amounts out of his reach. Small enough not to be noticed. Illegal of course, but who could blame them? Ned, I’m sure, suspected something of the kind and employed every means to discover the truth. It was around this time that Mrs Bascombe suffered a number of – falls – that frequently prevented her appearing in public. I’m proud to say Lady Elliott made a point of calling at Westfield at least once a week to see her. And sometimes, I went too.’


He paused to pick up his brandy again.


Lord Ryde felt slightly ashamed of his earlier impatience with his visitor. That this apparently unexceptional, kindly, and undoubtedly overworked family man and his wife had found time, every week, to drive to Westfield … he could imagine Sir William and Lady Elliott, quietly but firmly insisting on seeing Mrs Bascombe. And her husband reined-in only because he knew that at least once a week, he would have to present his wife …


Sir William continued. ‘Well, Ned was going to hell in a handcart and we thought things were about as bad as they could be – and then his younger brother, George Bascombe, arrived.’


His lordship’s attentive expression shut down. He reached for his brandy, saying languidly, ‘I cannot believe the appearance of Mr George Bascombe could possibly improve any situation, far less this one.’


Sir William regarded him steadily. ‘Well, you have your own reasons for saying that, my lord. I won’t deny there’s good and bad in the boy – well, he’s a man now, I suppose. I don’t know the ins and outs, so I won’t comment, if you don’t mind.’


His lordship inclined his head.


‘Things did get worse. Very much worse, as you know. Georgie summed up the situation at a glance and immediately appointed himself his sister-in-law’s protector. There were some dreadful scenes apparently, and, I’m ashamed to say, I was several times on the point of instructing Lady Elliott to cease her visits. It seemed to me that we were heading towards a tragedy. And I was right.’


‘Allow me to refill your glass.’


‘Thank you. Just a little, if I may. Well, there was a frightful scene one night. You know the night I mean. Creditors besieging the house. Ned desperate for money. Any money. Obtained anyhow. He started on Elinor, of course. George was out that day, shooting, I believe. He arrived back at Westfield to find his brother shaking Mrs Bascombe by her hair and that’s putting it rather mildly. Blood was running down her face. George stepped in and Ned, who was, if you remember, bigger than both of them put together, gave George the thundering good thrashing he thought he deserved.


‘Georgie, to his credit, picked himself up and rattled in again, calling to Elinor to lock herself in her room. The poor girl could barely stand, however. Ned picked up George and bodily slung him out of the house. The lad had no coat, no hat, was in his shirtsleeves, in fact. He tried to get back inside, and Ned, seizing a pistol from somewhere, first threatened him and then fired at him as he ran down the avenue. He would have hit him, too, at that range, but Mrs Bascombe threw herself at him and spoiled his aim.’


‘At some risk to herself, surely?’ murmured Lord Ryde.


‘Indeed, yes. George escaped into the darkness and Ned, blind with rage, turned his attention to the one person still within his reach. She probably owes her life to Porlock and her maid, Tiller, who bravely intervened and tried to get her away. Porlock was knocked down and Tiller had her arm broken. It never mended properly. And later that night, Mrs Bascombe lost the child she’d been carrying.’


He stopped and drank his brandy.


Lord Ryde stared at him. ‘Good God, this is appalling. Frightful is not the word to describe it. How did he escape the consequences?’


‘Well, again as you know, my lord, George fled to your father at Ryde House and we all know what happened next. The events at Ryde House rather overshadowed those at Westfield. However, old William Crosby, who was alive then, Sir Timothy Relton, Mr Osborne from Whittington, and I all visited Ned Bascombe together and gave him to understand that such behaviour would not be tolerated in this neighbourhood. He was, I think, more than a little frightened at his actions and for two or three years we had no trouble from him. Mrs Bascombe recovered – although not completely, I suspect, and they lived reasonably peacefully until he took a bad toss out hunting one day, and was brought home dead. No great loss.’


‘And after he visited Ryde House that night,’ said Lord Ryde carefully, ‘Mr George Bascombe was never heard of again.’
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