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For Patty, Eileen and Peggy: we band of sisters


Chapter One

My God, my God, my God, he’s reading Gerald’s will.

It was as if someone had just dealt me a sudden and stunning blow to the head.

I stared at the lawyer standing in front of the closely clustered family group, and my fingers closed convulsively around each other in my lap.

I thought again, with shocked comprehension, He’s reading Gerald’s will.

I think it was the first time I truly understood that my husband was dead.

A deep voice from the chair next to mine murmured, “Are you all right, my dear?”

I pressed my lips firmly together and nodded. Uncle Adam reached over to pat my clenched hands gently, and then he returned his attention to Mr. MacAllister. The dry, dispassionate, legal voice droned on:

“In the event any part of my estate becomes payable to my son, Giles Marcus Edward Francis Grandville, before he attains the age of twenty-one, a separate trust shall be established for him, to be held by a Guardian, hereinafter named, upon the following terms, conditions, and for the following purposes.”

As Giles was only four years of age, it came as no surprise to me that the estate would be tied up for him in a trust.

Giles was the Earl of Weston now. Gerald was dead. I drew a long, unsteady breath and stared fixedly at the splendidly carved mahogany chimneypiece that rose behind Mr. MacAllister’s long, narrow head.

I had not been prepared for this kind of emotional reaction to the reading of the will. Perhaps that was why it had happened, I thought. It had caught me unaware.

The last few days I had felt as if I were living through an unreal nightmare.

After Gerald’s death, the servants had shrouded the house in black, and for twenty-four hours his body had lain in state in the Great Hall. All day long neighbors and tenants had filed past his coffin. Then, yesterday, hundreds of black-robed mourners had formed a great funeral cortege from the house to the church. Giles had been beside me all during the church service, and his small hand had held tightly to mine when the vicar had said the prayers over the casket before it was lowered into the vault that already held six earls of Weston.

Giles had helped me. I had needed to be calm for him.

But Giles was not here today. Nor were there hundreds of eyes watching me. And Mr. MacAllister was reading Gerald’s will. I breathed deeply, moved my eyes to the lawyer’s face, and struggled to focus my attention.

Mr. MacAllister was still on the topic of the trust: “The Guardian herein named shall have the power to manage, sell at public or private sale, lease for any terms, or otherwise convey without the order of any Court, and to invest and reinvest the trust property…”

It seemed unbelievable to me that my little son was now the earl of Weston.

The atmosphere in the room changed subtly. I sensed a faint rustle, as of people coming to stricter attention. I brought my own attention back to Mr. MacAllister and realized that he was coming to the naming of Giles’s Guardian.

Mr. MacAllister sensed the drama of the occasion and paused. He glanced up from the long, legal document he was holding and let his eyes run consideringly around the semicircle effaces assembled before him in the library of Weston Hall.

There were not many of us. I sat in the middle with Uncle Adam and his wife, Fanny, on one side of me and my mother on the other side. On the far side of Mama was Gerald’s uncle Francis Putnam, and next to him was Gerald’s cousin, Jack Grandville. The rest of the Grandville family had returned home directly after the funeral.

Mr. MacAllister returned his gaze to Gerald’s will and began to read slowly and clearly: “I hereby name, constitute, and appoint my brother, Stephen Anthony Francis Grandville, as Trustee and Guardian for my son, Giles Marcus Edward Francis, and Executor of this my Last Will and Testament…”

There was more, but we didn’t hear it.

“Stephen!” Jack’s voice completely drowned out Mr. MacAllister’s nasal drone. “Gerald can’t have named Stephen!”

Mr. MacAllister lowered his document and looked at Jack over the rims of his spectacles. “I assure you, Mr. Grandville, the earl did most certainly name his brother, Stephen. I was the one who made the will for him, so I should know.”

Mama’s clear, cool voice made itself heard next. “Stephen is in Jamaica,” she said. “He has been in Jamaica these last five years. He cannot possibly act as Giles’s guardian from halfway around the world. You will have to name someone else, Mr. MacAllister. I cannot imagine what Gerald was thinking when he named Stephen.”

Mr. MacAllister said calmly, as if he were totally unaware that he was dropping a keg of lighted gunpowder into our midst, “Mr. Stephen Grandville will have to be called home to assume his responsibilities. In fact, I have taken it upon myself to write and apprise him of the contents of Lord Weston’s will.”

“Well, that was damn cheeky of you, MacAllister,” Jack said furiously. His handsome face was flushed with anger.

“One of the family should inform Stephen of his brother’s death.” For once my mother agreed with Jack; she had always been a stickler for form. “Such news should not come from an attorney.”

“I also wrote to Stephen about Gerald’s death,” Uncle Francis said quietly. “Both letters will doubtless arrive in Jamaica on the same boat.”

“Suppose he refuses to come back?” Jack said. “After all, he could still be arrested for that escapade of five years ago, couldn’t he?”

“There was never any question of an arrest,” Mr. MacAllister said coldly. “The authorities were fully satisfied by his father’s promise to have him leave the country.”

“No charges were preferred,” Uncle Adam agreed. “Stephen is perfectly free to return to England should he choose to do so.”

My mother turned to me and demanded, “Did you know Gerald had named Stephen, Annabelle? “

“No, I did not.” I looked at the family attorney. “When was this will executed, Mr. MacAllister?”

“Shortly after Giles was born, Lady Weston,” he replied gently.

I pressed my lips together and tried to keep my face blank.

Mr. MacAllister attempted to reassure me. “Mr. Stephen Grandville is to be Giles’s guardian, Lady Weston, but I can assure you it was always Lord Weston’s intention that the care of your son should remain with you.”

I nodded.

“I cannot understand why Gerald did not name Adam,” Mama said.

I stood up. “This discussion is pointless. Gerald named Stephen. I am quite certain, however, that when Gerald made this will he had every expectation of living well beyond Giles’s majority.” My voice shook treacherously. “I am going upstairs,” I said.

“Mr. MacAllister has not finished with the will, Annabelle,” my mother said.

I didn’t answer. I simply walked out the door.

*

The dogs were waiting for me in the hall passageway, and as usual they trailed close behind me as I went up the stairs to the nursery, which was situated on the third floor of the house. I looked first into the schoolroom and found it empty. The dogs and I went along the corridor, past the governess’s room, and into the playroom. There I found my son and his governess, Miss Eugenia Stedham, sitting at a table, putting together a puzzle of a map. I had allowed Giles to resume his regular daily schedule today, hoping that after five days of mourning, the familiarity would help him cope with his grief.

Giles pushed back his chair the moment he saw me. “Mama!” he cried, and came running to throw himself against me. The dogs went to curl up on the blue hearth rug in front of the unlit fire.

I caressed the back of my son’s head, rejoicing in the feel of his strong, sturdy body pressed against my legs, his face buried in my stomach. I looked at his governess and said, “I think that Giles and I will go for a walk this afternoon, Miss Stedham.”

Giles pulled away from me and clapped his hands. “A walk! Just what I would like to do, Mama.”

“Have you eaten your luncheon?” I asked him.

He nodded, his gray-green eyes bright with anticipation. “I ate it all,” he said.

Miss Stedham had gotten to her feet. “It is rarely a problem to get Giles to finish his meals,” she said.

I smiled for the first time that day.

“Let Miss Stedham dress you warmly, Giles,” I said to my son. “It may be sunny, but it’s still rather cold.”

Miss Stedham said, “When shall I have him ready, Lady Weston?”

“Right away.” I ruffled my son’s sleekly brushed hair. “Come along to my dressing room when you’re ready, Giles. I have to change my clothes, too.”

“All right, Mama.” He turned to Miss Stedham. “Come on, Genie. Let’s go!”

I turned to leave, and the dogs got up and followed me.

*

Outside, the March day was sunny but blowy and chill. Giles skipped along beside me, delighted to be outdoors after a morning spent in the schoolroom learning his letters and his numbers. We set out from the south entrance of the house, the dogs racing before us, leaping wildly, circling back to us again, then racing on ahead once more. The path we took led us through the formal gardens, where the blue and pink hyacinths were coming out and a few early trees were showing promise of the blossoms to come.

A small stream marked the end of the formal gardens, and we leaned over the wooden bridge and admired the marsh marigolds and violets and lady’s-smock, whose brightness colored the grass along its banks. We continued on, following the path between two fenced paddocks where some of my Thoroughbred hunters were turned out on grass that was beginning to green up nicely. We stopped to say hello to the horses and to pat their necks before we continued on our way to the wooded hillside that was our destination.

Spring was showing herself in the woods also. The birds were singing, and we saw daffodils and periwinkles, primroses and the blue speedwell whose color I loved. The pussy willows were out, and Giles and I picked some to bring home to Miss Stedham.

Like my son, I was very glad to be outdoors. I had spent a seemingly endless week sitting beside Gerald’s sickbed, holding his hand and listening helplessly as his breathing became progressively more difficult. And then there had been the funeral.

I drew the crisp, cold air deep into my healthy lungs and felt life course through me. I looked up at the intensely blue sky, with high white clouds scudding along it like sailboats, and thought, Stephen is coming home.

“Mama,” Giles said, “where is Papa now?”

I looked at my son. His cheeks were ruddy, and the knees of his breeches were caked with dirt. I sat down on a fallen log, heedless of my skirt dragging in the mud. “Papa is in heaven, darling,” I said gently.

“But we putted him in the floor of the church yesterday,” Giles said. “How can he be in heaven if he is in the church?”

“Papa’s spirit is in heaven,” I said. “When we die our spirits leave our bodies and go home to God. Papa doesn’t need his body any longer, Giles, so he left it behind in the church.”

Giles scowled. “I didn’t want Papa to die, Mama.”

I reached out and drew him close. He had always been a cuddly child, and now he pressed his face against my breast. “I don’t like him being in the church floor,” he said.

Tears flooded my eyes, and I shut them tightly, forbidding them to fall. “I don’t like it either, Giles,” I said. “But Papa got very sick. There wasn’t anything we could do to keep him with us.”

He said, his voice muffled by my breast, “You’re not going to die, are you, Mama?”

“No, darling. I am not going to die.” I managed to say the words very clearly and firmly.

He lifted his face from my breast and looked up at me. “Never?”

His cheeks were flushed with healthy color, but his light gray-green eyes were filled with apprehension. “Everyone has to die someday, Giles, but I am not going to die for a long time.” The apprehension still clouded his gaze, and I added, “Not until you are a grown man with children of your own.”

The idea of himself as a grown man with children of his own was sufficiently impossible to him that he was reassured, and his eyes cleared. He began to turn away, but I put my hands on his shoulders and made him look back at me. “Papa left a will, Giles. Mr. MacAllister read it to us this morning.”

He was intrigued. “What is a will?”

“It’s a…a list…of things that Papa wanted to have done in case he died. One of the things he wanted was for his brother, your uncle Stephen, to come home to look after Weston for you.”

“Uncle Stephen?” Giles said. “I don’t know my uncle Stephen. He lives somewhere else.”

“He has lived in Jamaica for the last five years, so you have never met him, but Papa has said he must come home to look after Weston for you until you are big enough to do it yourself. You are the earl now, darling. I know it is hard to understand, but you have taken Papa’s place.”

Giles gazed solemnly back at me. “I know,” he said. “Genie said I was Lord Weston now.”

“You are Lord Weston,” I agreed, “but Uncle Stephen will take care of running Weston Hall and the farms until you are twenty-one. People will call you ‘my lord,’ but none of the responsibilities for Weston will be yours for many years.”

Giles frowned. “But Uncle Adam takes care of Weston Hall and the farms.”

I nodded. “I imagine he will continue to do that.”

“Then why do we need Uncle Stephen?” my son asked.

“Papa named him to be your guardian,” I said.

Giles, who was as sensitive to my moods as a tuning fork to a note, shot me an alert look. “Don’t you like Uncle Stephen, Mama?”

I laughed. I stood up. I gave my son a hug. “Of course I like Uncle Stephen. You will like him, too. He is fun.”

We began to walk back toward the house. “Does he like to play?” Giles asked eagerly.

I drew in a deep breath of air; I could feel a headache coming on. “Yes,” I said. “He likes to play.” Something flashed by the edge of my vision. “Oh look, Giles,” I said enthusiastically. “I think I just saw a bunny.”

“Where?” he demanded, his attention, as I had hoped, neatly diverted from the subject of Uncle Stephen.

*

When I walked into my dressing room some forty minutes later, my mother was waiting for me. The dressing room, which opened off the bedroom I had shared with Gerald, was supposed to be my private domain, but I could not seem to make my mother understand that. Of course, the room had belonged to Mama during all the years that she had been married to Gerald’s father, and I suppose she still felt a proprietary right to it.

She was seated in a chintz-covered chair in front of the fire, sipping tea, when I entered.

“I cannot understand why you did this room over,” she said, as she said every single time she came in here. “It was perfectly elegant when I had it. You have made it look so common, Annabelle.” Her exquisitely straight nose wrinkled as if it had been assailed by an unpleasant odor. “Flowered chintz,” she said in disgust.

When Mama had used the room, it had been done in straw-colored silk. It had indeed been extremely elegant, but I had always been afraid I would dirty the upholstery when I sat down, and the dogs had rubbed mud on the silk draperies. For my purposes, the cheerful chintz was much better.

Mama’s green eyes moved to regard my person. “Really, Annabelle,” she said, her disgust deepening, “how can you allow yourself to be seen in such disgraceful garments?”

“I took Giles for a walk,” I said. I sat down on the chintz sofa that faced Mama’s chair, stretched out my legs, and contemplated my muddy boots. “We both needed to get outside. It has been a difficult time.”

In respect for my grief, my mother forbore to comment on (a) the mud, (b) my posture, and (c) the dogs, who had curled up in the pool of sunlight in front of the window. “Poor Gerald,” she said. “How could so young and healthy a man get an inflammation of the lungs severe enough to kill him?”

She made it sound as if it were Gerald’s fault that he had died.

“I don’t know, Mama,” I said wearily. The headache was now lodged securely behind my eyes. “The doctor said that these things happen.”

“Well, they shouldn’t,” she said.

I had no answer to that.

She took another sip of tea. The silence lengthened. I looked at my mother, and for the first time I noticed a few strands of silver in the pale gold perfection of her hair. “I cannot understand why Gerald would name Stephen to be Giles’s guardian,” she said.

I went back to looking at my boots and kept my voice carefully neutral. “Stephen was his only brother. I should think it was a natural choice.”

“Nonsense. Gerald and Stephen were never close.”

I shrugged and said something about blood relationships.

Finally Mama got to the point. “Did you have anything to do with this decision of Gerald’s, Annabelle?”

I looked up from my boots. I met her eyes. “No, Mama, I did not.”

After a moment she looked away. “Gerald must have been insane,” she said. “What does Stephen know about running an estate like Weston?”

“He has been running the Jamaica sugar plantation for five years now,” I pointed out. “He is not without experience, Mama.”

My mother gave me a pitying look. “His father sent him to Jamaica because the plantation was in such bad financial condition that even Stephen couldn’t do it any more damage.”

“I understood from Gerald that Stephen has actually done a good job, Mama. At any event, the plantation has not gone bankrupt, like so many others in Jamaica.”

I heard what I was saying and scowled as fiercely as Giles. Why was I defending Stephen?

“At any rate,” I went on coldly, “I am quite certain that Stephen will want Uncle Adam to continue to look after Weston as he has always done.”

“I certainly hope so,” my mother said. “Stephen has always been sadly unsteady. He couldn’t even stay in school; he was always fighting.”

I opened my mouth, then shut it again. I was not going to fall into the trap of defending Stephen to my mother.

“If Stephen does come home, he cannot live in this house with you,” my mother said.

I stared at her in bewilderment.

“Do not play the innocent with me, Annabelle,” she snapped. “You cannot live here unchaperoned with Stephen.”

My bewilderment turned abruptly to disgust. I said, “Mama, Gerald is not yet cold in his grave.”

My mother lifted her chin. She is an incredibly beautiful woman, but the beauty is all on the outside. I have never liked her.

“I am only thinking of your reputation,” she said.

I do not think I have ever been so angry with her. I stood up. “Mama,” I said, “please leave.”

She looked at my face and wisely decided it was time to retreat. She swept to the door and paused for a moment, looking back at me, clearly intent on having the last word. “You should be wearing black, Annabelle,” she said.

She closed the door firmly behind her, leaving me alone with my headache.


Chapter Two

Normally, in March I would be finishing up the hunting season and getting ready to remove to London for the social season, but Gerald was dead and nothing was normal anymore. The resulting empty feeling of being alone and adrift was all too achingly familiar, and I spent a great deal of time with Giles. I told myself that he needed me, but in truth I think I needed him more.

A welcome touch of normalcy returned to my life with the visit of Sir Matthew Stanhope, our local squire and master of the Sussex Hunt, who came to see me on March 29, two days after the hunt season officially closed. We met in the small room behind the staircase that some years ago I had turned into an unofficial office for myself. I offered him some refreshment. He had wine; I had tea.

“Fenton’s shrubbery got trampled the other day,” he said as he settled back into the old velvet-covered armchair and drained off half his hock. “Some damn fool cousin of Watson’s got run away with.”

Keeping the local farmers placated was usually my job. “Oh dear,” I said. Fenton was one of the Weston tenants, and I knew how proud he was of his new shrubbery. “Has someone told him that the hunt will replace the shrubbery?” I asked.

“Went to see him myself,” Sir Matthew informed me. “He ain’t happy, though. His wife says, what if the baby was out in the shrubbery? The baby would have been trampled, she says.”

Unfortunately, Mrs. Fenton was right. I put down my cup in irritation. “How the devil did that fellow get into Fenton’s shrubbery, Sir Matthew? The hunt had to have been at least three fields away!”

“We were, Annabelle, we were. But the damn fool was riding a borrowed horse—a nervy Thoroughbred—and he couldn’t hold him. Horse took him right into the shrubbery.”

We regarded each other with shared disgust. Sir Matthew had the ascetic face of a medieval scholar, but he was a countryman and a horseman and the best damn master of foxhounds any hunt could hope for. He had known me since I was eight years old.

I said, “It won’t benefit the hunt if the local farmers begin to feel that they are not safe in their own gardens.”

“I know, I know.” Sir Matthew finished his hock, poured himself another glass, and got to the point of his visit. “Do you think you might go to see the Fentons, Annabelle? Get them to see that this was an accident, that it won’t happen again?” He cleared his throat. “Hate to ask it of you right now, my dear. I know you’re in mourning.” Sir Matthew’s thin, austere face looked appropriately grave. “But the Fentons are Weston tenants, and if Mrs. Fenton stirs up the other farmers’ wives…”

“The Sussex Hunt will be in trouble,” I finished.

We looked at each other in silence.

The Sussex Hunt was our mutual passion. As I mentioned earlier, Sir Matthew was the master, and our pack of very expensive foxhounds was quartered at his home, Stanhope Manor. The cost of hunting a pack of foxhounds was enormous, however, and Sir Matthew could not be expected to bear the whole of it. That was why our hunt, like so many others, ran on subscriptions.

To be a member of the Sussex Hunt, you had to pay a certain amount of money per year. Members were allowed to bring guests, and the guests, of course, also had to pay. We needed the money to run the hunt, but it was absolutely infuriating when people introduced riders who couldn’t be trusted to control their mounts. We had had another such disaster at the beginning of the hunt season in November, when a visitor’s horse had kicked a hound. I had thought Sir Matthew was going to have an apoplexy right on the field.

“I will speak to the Fentons, of course,” I said.

“Thank you, my dear. I can assure you that I have spoken quite sternly to Watson. Told him if he pulled such a damn fool trick again, he wouldn’t be welcome to ride out with us.”

I nodded agreement.

Silence fell. The sun chose that moment to come out from behind the layers of gray cloud that had filled the sky all morning, and the room brightened as if all the lamps had suddenly been lit. The office had always been the one room in the house that belonged solely to me, and I usually spent a part of each day working at the big library desk that was the room’s centerpiece. It was here that I kept the records of the household expenses as well as the expense records of my own hunter operation.

My eyes lifted now, as they so often did, to the oil painting by George Stubbs that hung upon the wall facing the desk. It was a picture of Thoroughbreds exercising on Newmarket Heath. Gerald had given it to me for my twenty-first birthday, and I loved it. Unaccountably, my eyes began to sting.

“How are you managing, Annabelle?” Sir Matthew said. “How is young Giles going on?”

I tried to smile. “We are doing as well as can be expected, Sir Matthew. It was such a shock. I don’t believe I have really comprehended yet that Gerald is gone.”

He shook his head. “A young man like that, so full of life. What was he…twenty-nine? “

“He was twenty-eight,” I said.

“How many times has he hunted all day in the rain, got soaking wet, and never even come down with a sniffle?” Sir Matthew demanded. “How could he have contracted an inflammation of the lungs in London?”

I rubbed my eyes tiredly. “I don’t know, Sir Matthew. He just did.”

“I’m sorry, my dear,” he said. “I’m a blundering old man to be prosing on at you like this. But you know that if you need anything from me—anything at all—you have only to ask.”

I gave him a real smile. “I do know that, and I am grateful. At times like this, one needs one’s friends.”

He gave me a shrewd look and asked, “Is the duchess still here?”

By “the duchess” he meant the Duchess of Saye, who also happened to be my mother. Two years after the death of the sixth Earl of Weston, Gerald’s father, Mama had snared the Duke of Saye for husband number three. She adored being addressed as “Your Grace.”

“She’s leaving this afternoon,” I said.

“Good.”

We smiled at each other with perfect comprehension.

“I heard from Adam that Weston’s will named Stephen as Giles’s guardian,” Sir Matthew remarked next.

“Yes.”

He nodded with approval. Stephen had once saved one of Sir Matthew’s prize bitches from being gored by a bull, and in Sir Matthew’s book Stephen would always be a hero. “Good thinking on Weston’s part,” he said now. “Adam is a great gun, but he’s too old to have charge of a young ’un like Giles.” Sir Matthew ran his fingers through his short, graying black hair and said loyally, “You know, Annabelle, I always thought there was more to that story of Stephen being caught smuggling than ever came out.”

“Perhaps there was,” I returned indifferently. “But it all happened five years ago, Sir Matthew, and I don’t think it much matters anymore.”

“I suppose not.”

I changed the subject. “Is it true that Durham is selling his pack?” I asked.

His whole body snapped to attention. “They’re sold,” he said, and paused dramatically before adding, “For two thousand guineas, Annabelle.”

“What!”

Sir Matthew nodded solemnly, poured himself another glass of wine, and settled in to tell me all about it.

*

The following morning I went to visit the Fentons. Their farm lay near the village of Weston, so I took one of the wide, grassy rides that crisscrossed Weston Park and eventually I reached the village road. It had rained before dawn, and the woods on either side of the ride were still wet and dripping. The world smelled fresh and new, the arched neck of my chestnut Thoroughbred mare was glossy with good grooming, and the springiness in her steps testified to her energy and her health. It was the kind of morning that makes one feel glad to be alive. I simply couldn’t bear to think of Gerald, so I touched Elf lightly with my heel and we galloped all the way to the Weston Road.

The Fentons’ farm was prosperous looking, with two large barns, a cart house, a granary, and a piggery. It would have looked even more prosperous if the small square of boxwood shrubbery that jutted out from the right side of the house had not looked as if it were the victim of a demented gardener. I surveyed it from Elf’s back, picturing in my mind what must have happened: the horse had come crashing in on one side and its momentum had carried it across the small square of grass and out through the shrubs on the other side.

The thought of a child playing in that small enclosed space, in the way of those murderous iron-shod hooves, turned my blood cold.

“My lady!” Mrs. Fenton was at the farmhouse door, wiping her hands on her apron. I smiled at her, dismounted, tied Elf to the front gate, and went inside.

Susan Fenton was a few years older than I, the daughter of one Weston tenant farmer and the wife of another. She took me into the kitchen to brew tea, and her expressed sorrow about Gerald’s death was undoubtedly sincere. I thanked her and we took our tea into the small, chilly sitting room that was used only for “company.” Susan Fenton placed the teapot on a gateleg table and gestured me to an oak chair whose seat was softened by a blue-and-white embroidered cushion.

I arranged the full skirt of my gray riding habit. “I’ve come to apologize about the shrubbery,” I said.

Her pretty face, with its fresh apple-blossom skin, was very sober. “I know you’ll make good on the shrubbery, my lady, that isn’t my concern. But my Robby often plays out there by himself. It’s protected, see.” She sipped her tea. “Leastways, I thought it was.”

“I was looking at it from the road. The horse came right through it?”

“Aye. Fair scared the heart out of me.”

I could see how it would have. “It wasn’t one of the hunt members, Susan,” I assured her. “It was some fool of a visitor on a horse he couldn’t handle.”

“It don’t matter to me who it was, my lady,” Susan said very firmly. “I know this is Weston land, but Fenton has a lease on it, and I don’t want no hunt coming near my house again.”

The grandfather clock in the room chimed the hour, and I waited until it was finished before saying, “They aren’t supposed to come near the houses, Susan. Sir Matthew says that the rest of the field was a mile away.”

“Small comfort it would have been to Robby’s grieving mama and papa that the horse wasn’t supposed to come near the house,” Susan retorted swiftly. “He was near the house, my lady, and he could have killed my baby.”

Perhaps I should explain here that Susan and I do not have the sort of relationship that usually prevails between a countess and the wife of one of her tenants. She had known me since first I came to Weston Hall as a lonely and unhappy child. She had taken me to pick blueberries and had taught me to plant a vegetable garden. It was Susan who had first told me about a woman’s monthly flow.

“You’re right, of course,” I said with resignation. The delicious aroma of baking bread wafted into the room from the direction of the kitchen, and I sniffed blissfully. “That bread isn’t finished by any chance, is it, Susan?”

Susan knew how much I loved her bread. “It will be finished in a few minutes, my lady, if you can wait.”

“For your bread, Susan, I would wait an eternity,” I said.

She looked pleased, and reluctantly I returned to the business that had brought me. “You have never had any problem with our own hunt members, have you?”

Susan frowned thoughtfully at the row of pewter plates arranged decoratively on her oak sideboard. “No,” she finally admitted.

“Suppose I recommend that in the future no one will be allowed to hunt with us except members?”

She looked uncertain.

“You know all our members, Susan,” I said reasonably. “There is no one among us who can’t be trusted to stay away from houses.”

The Sussex Hunt was remarkably democratic, and Susan did indeed know all our members. Several of the more prosperous tenant farmers hunted with us, as well as the owner of the King’s Arms in the village. It was the disapproval of this last personage, Harry Blackstone, that probably weighed the most with Susan. If Harry’s hunting was spoiled by Bob Fenton’s wife, Bob would find himself unwelcome in the taproom of the King’s Arms. This would not sit well with Bob.

“There will be a great deal of ill feeling toward you and Bob if you refuse to allow the hunt to cross your fields,” I said, ruthlessly exploiting this advantage.

Susan gave me one of her “That’s one point for you” looks. I smiled guilelessly.

“Would the rest of the hunt members agree to eliminate guests, my lady?” she asked.

“They won’t be pleased,” I said frankly. “It will probably mean that their subscriptions will have to be raised. But I think you have a valid concern. Either we will have to hunt solely on the Downs, or we will have to be more careful about whom we allow to come out with us. Your Robby could indeed have been seriously hurt if he had been playing in the shrubbery when that horse came crashing through.”

Over a second cup of tea arid a few slices of Susan’s bread, I promised to send men over from the hall with fresh boxwood plants to replace her ruined shrubs. I had finished my refreshment and was getting ready to reclaim Elf when Susan said, “Did you know that Jem Washburn was back, my lady?”

I subsided back into my chair. “No, I did not know that Jem was back.” My surprise sounded in my voice.

One of Susan’s cats, seeing that my lap was empty, jumped up to make herself comfortable, I began to stroke her soft gray fur.

“Washburn is dying, but I don’t think Jem has come back to say good-bye to his dear old pa,” Susan said ironically.

“Washburn is a pig,” I said. “Everyone always knew that he beat Jem, but no one would ever do anything to stop it.”

“Mr. Stephen tried to stop it,” Susan said.

My hand stopped its stroking motion, and the cat turned her head, fixed a commanding stare on me, and gave a sharp, indignant meow. I began to pet her again.

“Bob says Jem has come home to take over his father’s lease on the farm,” Susan told me, “but he’s afraid Mr. Grandville won’t give it to him. Jem was wild as a boy, but I hear he’s steadied now that he’s older.”

I scratched the cat beneath her chin, and her purr got louder. I said, “It is not Mr. Grandville who will make the decision about who is to get the Washburn farm.”

Susan’s pretty face was full of anticipation. “Is it true, then, my lady? Is Mr. Stephen really coming home?”

“Lord Weston named him to be Giles’s guardian,” I said. “Under the circumstances, I cannot see any reason for him to remain in Jamaica.”

“It will make us all so happy,” Susan said, “to have Mr. Stephen home again.”

*

The sun had burned off the rest of the clouds while I was inside Susan’s cottage, and after offering Elf a drink and tightening her girth, I mounted. Instead of returning home by the Weston Road, however, I turned my mare onto the well-trodden dirt path that led from the village to the Downs. Her ears pricked as she realized where we were going, and her trot became bounder.

I let Elf break into a canter as we drew closer to the rolling hills that marked the skyline to the north, and very soon we were cantering over the close, fine turf of the Sussex Downs. I felt the surge of Elf’s hindquarters under me as we began to climb. I was riding sidesaddle today, as I always did except when I was hunting, and I was careful to keep my weight balanced forward so as not to weigh her down as she drove uphill.

We reached the level top of the Downs and turned toward the double row of juniper bushes that made a sort of natural lane, about fifty yards wide, along the top of the hill.

Elf’s ears flicked forward until they were almost touching. She knew what was coming, and the instant I moved my hands forward, she accelerated into a full gallop. The wind whipped past my ears, and I clicked to Elf to go faster. She stretched out, a Thoroughbred in flat-out run, one of the fastest things in the world, and I bent low over her neck, and the ground streamed past beneath us, and the blood pumped strongly through my veins, and I wanted never to stop.

We did about a mile at full speed, and then we began to slow down. At the end of a mile and a half we were cantering easily. By the time we reached the point where I could pick up the path that would take me home, Elf was trotting.

The sky had turned a deep cobalt, with a few high white clouds sailing with infinite grace across an endless expanse of blue. I pulled Elf up and together we looked out across the small and sunny valley that was our home.

Weston Hall and Park occupied almost all of the eastern part of the valley. I could see the great stone house quite clearly, as well as the stables, the horse pastures, and the lake.

I could even make out the fishing pavilion on the lakeshore and the icehouse as well.

The village of Weston lay to the west of the park. From my vantage point on the Downs it looked like a mere cluster of trees and houses amid the spreading farmland. The church lay on the outskirts of the village, and its spire jutted up toward the blue heavens with graceful authority.

To the north of the village, nestled right up against the Downs, lay the second most import ant house in the neighborhood: Stanhope Manor, the home of Sir Matthew. I could see the beginning of the park, but the house itself was hidden from my view.

The rest of the valley comprised rich farmland, most of which was owned by the earl of Weston and leased out to tenants. I could not see beyond the ridge that formed the southern wall of the valley, but I knew that on the far side of that steep, wooded hillside the land sloped away for several miles before it reached the Channel and the small port town of West Haven. It was this ridge of land that sheltered the valley from the Channel winds and made it one of the most clement places in all of England.

After a few minutes, I sent Elf forward and we made our way downhill over the turf until we reached the dirt path that would take us back to Weston Park.


Chapter Three

When I reached home, Hodges, our butler, met me at the door to inform me that Gerald’s cousin, Jack Grandville, had come to visit. Hodges had put him in the library.

“He came with a portmanteau, my lady, but I have not yet sent his bag upstairs.” Hodges had a great beak of a nose, which had fascinated me ever since I was a child. It was a perfect indicator of his moods, and at the present moment it was quivering with indignation.

Jack had been visiting Weston for as long as I could remember. He was the only son of Gerald’s father’s only brother, and as such, he stood next in line after Giles and Stephen to inherit the earldom. As the son of a younger son, Jack was chronically short of money, and he had long made a habit of coming to stay at Weston when he needed to live cheaply for a while. I didn’t understand Hodges’s sudden disapproval.

“Why haven’t you sent his bag upstairs, Hodges?” I inquired as I stripped off my gloves.

“He is an unmarried gentleman, and he should not be staying in the house with you while you are alone, Miss Annabelle,” Hodges said. His slip into the old childhood name was the measure of his distress.

“Nonsense,” I said. “Mr. Jack is family.”

The beak veritably quaked with outrage. “It isn’t proper, Mi…my lady. If he stays here, there will be talk.”

As I regarded Hodges’s nose, it occurred to me that I did not particularly want Jack underfoot from morning until night. I slapped my gloves thoughtfully against my riding skirt, then said, “I suppose he could stay with Mr. Adam.”

The beak stopped quivering. Hodges smiled and said, “I will have Mr. Jack’s portmanteau sent to the Dower House immediately, my lady.”

“You had better check with Mrs. Grandville first,” I warned.

“Of course, my lady.”

I tossed my gloves onto a delicate Louis XIV table and said, “Have some lemonade sent to the library, Hodges, will you? I am rather thirsty from my ride.”

He was as pleasant as he could be now that he had gotten his way. “Of course, my lady.” He gave me a benign smile. “It is good to see you with some color in your cheeks.”

I couldn’t resist. I looked around the immense marble entrance hall in which we were standing, with its Roman-style columns and classical statues poised in pale green niches, and asked innocently, “Where is Mr. Jack’s portmanteau, Hodges?”

He said immediately, “It is under the stairs, my lady.”

We looked at each other. I knew, and he knew I knew, that he had sent it over to Uncle Adam’s even before I came in.

“It is nice of you to keep up the pretense that I am in charge here, Hodges,” I said amiably.

He had the grace to look abashed. I grinned and went across the gleaming black-and-white marble floor, past the great formal staircase, and into the corridor. Instead of crossing the corridor into the formal salon, I turned left and went along the passageway that led to the family part of the house. The door opposite the bedroom staircase was open, and I walked into the library, an enormous, chestnut-paneled room with bookshelves that reached all the way up to the high, gilt-ornamented ceiling. Above the green and white marble fireplace hung a portrait of the first Earl of Weston, a man who looked remarkably like Gerald dressed in the gaudy finery of the Restoration.

There was a man standing by the front window, and even though my feet made no sound on the thick, Turkish carpet, he turned to face me. The sunlight glinted off his fair hair, and for a moment, even though I knew who he was, my heart leaped into my throat.

“Annabelle,” Jack’s voice said. He came toward me, then frowned in quick concern. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s just…when the sunlight caught your hair…I thought for a moment that you were Gerald.”

“Oh, my dear. I am sorry. Sit down, you look alarmingly pale.”

I managed a smile. “I’m all right.” But I let him take my arm and lead me toward the group of four Chippendale armchairs that were arranged in a square next to the great globe. I sat and looked up into the face that bore the stamp of Gerald’s blond-haired, blue-eyed, good looks without Gerald’s geniality. There was a hardness about Jack’s mouth, a faintly hawk-like look about his nose that had not been present in my husband.

“Let me pour you a glass of Madeira,” he said.

My knees still felt a little shaky. “All right,” I agreed, and watched as he went to the Sheraton cabinet that always held a few bottles of wine and glasses. He poured, then handed me the glass in silence. I took one sip, and then I took another. I looked up into his concerned face and repeated, “I’m all right.”

He touched the bridge of my nose with a light finger, said, “You’ve been riding without a hat again, your freckles are out,” and went to pour some Madeira for himself.

I fortified myself with another sip of wine and watched him as he took the chair opposite to mine. “You probably think I’m here because I’m on a repairing lease,” he said, and took a healthy swallow.

“The thought had crossed my mind,” I replied frankly.

He grinned. “Not this time, Annabelle. In fact, I did fairly well at Watier’s last week. I rather think I won enough money to last me for a while.”

“My congratulations,” I said.

He settled his broad shoulders against the rose silk chair back. “I came because I was worried about you.”

I twirled the stem of my glass with my fingers. “There is no need to worry about me, Jack. I am going on very well.”

“London isn’t the same without you, Annabelle.” He looked at me over the top of his wineglass. “Even that muttonhead Byron wrote a poem about you—called it ‘Farewell Brightness,’ or some such nonsense.”

“Have you taken to reading poetry, Jack?” I asked in amazement.

The grin dawned again. “Not likely,” he said.

The door opened and a footman came in bearing a tray with a pitcher of lemonade and two glasses.

“Lemonade?” Jack said in horror.

I said firmly, “Thank you, William. You may set it down on the table there.”

William placed the tray of lemonade on a piecrust table close to my chair. He straightened and said in a wooden voice, “Mr. Hodges said I was to tell you that Mr. Jack’s portmanteau has been sent to the Dower House.”

Hodges, that wily old devil, was making sure that Jack knew he was not welcome. My gently spoken, “Thank you, William,” clashed with Jack’s much louder, “What the devil do you mean by sending my portmanteau over to Adam’s! I’m not staying with Adam, damn it.”

I nodded to William to go, which he did. Hastily. Then I turned to confront Jack. “Hodges says that you cannot stay in the house with me, as I am not chaperoned.”

His blue eyes blazed. “Damn it all, Annabelle, I’m your cousin! Of course I can stay with you.”

“You are not my cousin, Jack, you are Gerald’s cousin. And Gerald is...”

I could not say the word.

The quick anger left Jack’s face, and he leaned forward to take my fingers into his own hard grasp. “Annabelle, love, I’m sorry. You know I wouldn’t do anything to distress you.”

I thought as I left my hand in his for a moment before withdrawing it gently, Hodges is right. I ought not to be alone with Jack.

He gave me a charming, crooked grin. “I will even stay with Adam, if that will make you happy.”

I took a deep, unsteady breath. “It isn’t a penance to stay with Adam, Jack.” I took another breath, and this time my voice came out steadier. “He has been very good to me.”

Jack pushed himself out of his chair and paced restlessly to the window. He said, “I cannot understand why Gerald named Stephen and not Adam to be Giles’s guardian. The very thought of Stephen guiding anyone is enough to make one shudder.”

“He has done very well in Jamaica these last five years.” I poured myself a glass of lemonade. “Gerald said that ours was one of the few sugar plantations that has not had to declare bankruptcy.”

“My grandfather made a fortune out of that sugar plantation, but its time is finished,” Jack said. “Napoleon killed the sugar market when he barred British goods from Europe. You might just as well declare it bankrupt and be rid of it.”

I drank some lemonade and did not reply.

“I really don’t think I can stand more than two days of Aunt Fanny,” Jack said gloomily,

“Why not?” I said in surprise. Adam’s wife did talk a bit, but she was an extremely good-hearted woman who had kept an open house for all the Grandville children when we were young. We had all liked Aunt Fanny far more than we liked my mother.

“Because,” Jack said, “she will tell me—in great detail—all about Nell’s come-out. She has told me all about it the last three times we have met.”

“Nell had quite a success in London, Jack. She had four offers of marriage!”

“I know all about them,” Jack said, “I even know the color of each suitor’s eyes.”

I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing.

Jack went to the cupboard where the wine was kept and poured another glass. “One can’t help but wonder why Nell hasn’t accepted one of these desirable suitors,” he commented as he turned to face me again.

I shrugged. “Perhaps she didn’t care for any of them.”

“She hasn’t said anything to you?”

I shook my head.

“Well, she is certain to get other offers,” Jack said. “The word around town is that Adam has come up with a handsome dowry for her.”

The dogs, who had been whining pitifully from behind the door that led into the morning room, now began to bark. I went to the door and opened it to let them in.

“The ubiquitous hounds,” Jack said with resignation as they circled around his feet, reacquainting themselves with his smell.

“They’re spaniels, Jack, not hounds.”

“I say, Annabelle, must they slobber all over my boots?”

I snapped my fingers and the dogs came to my side.

Jack said, “Who was it that Fanny inveigled into helping her bring Nell out? Some old relic of a cousin, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.” I went back to my chair, and the dogs settled themselves on the floor at my feet. “Her name is Dorothy Grandville and she lives in Bath.” I bent down to scratch Portia’s long silky ears. “I offered to help with Nell’s come-out, but Aunt Fanny didn’t seem to want me.”

I tried not to sound hurt, but the fact was I had been hurt. After all, Nell was almost like my little sister. I had always assumed that I would assist in her come-out.

Jack was regarding me with amusement in his pale blue eyes. “Annabelle, darling, no mama in her right mind would want to exhibit her daughter with you alongside for comparison. The point of coming out is that people are supposed to pay attention to you—not to your chaperone.”

Merlin pushed his muzzle against my hand, and I switched from Portia’s ears to his. I didn’t reply.

Jack said, “Do you think you might coax this Dorothy Grandville to come and stay with you at Weston Hall?”

I looked up in astonishment. “Why should I want to do that?”

“To chaperone you, of course,” Jack said. “You can’t keep asking me to put up at Adam’s, Annabelle. Aunt Fanny will drive me straight to Bedlam.”

“I wasn’t expecting you to be visiting quite so frequently, Jack,” I said tartly. “The hunting season is over.”

“Stephen will expect to stay here when he comes home,” Jack pointed out.

I gave Merlin’s head one last pat and folded my hands in my lap. “I don’t even know if Stephen is coming home.”

“Gerald is dead,” Jack said. “Of course Stephen will come home.”

I kept my eyes on my folded hands. “I suppose he will have to. After all, he is Giles’s guardian.”

“He would have come home anyway, Annabelle,” Jack said, “and you know it.”

I felt myself getting into dangerous waters and tried to extricate myself by saying briskly, “Weston is Stephen’s home. Of course he will stay here.”

“Your mother will kick up stiff if you and Stephen are alone together,” Jack said.

I remembered Mama’s words the day of the reading of the will and had to acknowledge that Jack was probably right.

I said bitterly, “I am twenty-three years of age. I have a four-year-old child, and my husband has not been dead a month. Why is everyone treating me as if I were a girl in her first Season?”

Jack said bluntly, “You aren’t a fool, Annabelle. You must know how many men would love to take Gerald’s place.”

I could feel the pulses beginning to throb in my temples. I stood up. “If you will excuse me, Jack, I’ve promised to join Giles in the schoolroom for luncheon.”

Jack accepted his dismissal gracefully. “Very well, I will make my dutiful way to the Dower House.” He gave me a pained look. “Do I have to dine there as well?”

I found a smile. “No, come to the hall for dinner. In fact, if you wait a moment, I’ll write a quick note to Aunt Fanny and ask her and Adam and Nell to join us.”

Jack made a face, but he waited while I wrote the invitation. We went out of the library together, and in the passageway in front of the staircase we ran into Giles and Miss Stedham.

“We were out in the garden getting a little air before luncheon,” Miss Stedham explained.

“Miss Stedham, allow me to introduce my cousin, Mr. Jack Grandville,” I said.

The two of them shook hands, Jack’s eyes glinting with appreciation of Eugenia Stedham’s deep auburn hair and magnolia fresh skin. A little color stained her cheeks at the frank look of admiration in his blue eyes.

“Good-bye Jack,” I said with amusement.

As he turned to leave he murmured to me, “Invite Miss Stedham to dinner, too, Annabelle.”

I thought it was a good idea, so I did.

*

My maid, Marianne, laid out an evening dress made of plain black bombazine, one of several that my mother had had made for me after Gerald’s death. I had scarcely worn any of them, as I was in the habit of dining in the schoolroom with Giles when I was alone at the hall.

“Such a dull material,” Marianne said as she ran her finger up and down the sheenless bodice of the gown.

“In another month or so I can wear black silk,” I said.

Marianne nodded glumly, and I knew she was thinking of all the colorful dresses I would be wearing if I were in London. My young maid adored pretty clothes, and when I was home I tended to live in a riding skirt.

“I expect you are missing the Season this year, Marianne,” I said sympathetically.

“It is that London is so exciting, my lady,” she said. “So many different clothes to wear to so many different places! Balls and routs and Almack’s—” Her voice stopped abruptly, and she sank her teeth into her lower lip. “I am sorry, my lady. I should not be speaking of pleasures when you…when my lord…” She gathered herself and finished with dignity, “I should not have spoken so. You are not interested in parties now, my lady.”

In fact, I had never been interested in parties. It was Gerald who enjoyed London, not me. I would have been much happier spending April through June in the country, where the beauty belonged to nature and not to artifice.

I finished dressing and went along to the drawing room a little early, as Uncle Adam was famous for being exactly on time.

When Weston Hall had been built in the middle of the last century, it had been designed with a family section in the west part of the house, grouped around one staircase, and a formal section in the east part, grouped around another staircase. The family section contained the library, the morning room, the master bedroom with attached dressing rooms for the earl and the countess, and the room that was now my office. The public section of the house consisted of the hall, salon, drawing room, long gallery, and dining room.

The drawing room, where I received my guests, was a large, elegant room, painted a soft gray color, with a high rotunda ceiling set with gold medallions. Four long windows opened onto a terrace that faced south toward a vista of trimmed shrubbery interspersed with marble statues and flower beds.

I chose a gilt, tapestry-covered chair and sat down to wait for my guests to arrive. At precisely six-thirty, Aunt Fanny arrived in the drawing room, followed by Uncle Adam, Jack, and Nell.

“Annabelle, my dear girl,” Aunt Fanny said in her soft, breathless voice, “how good of you to invite us to dinner. Of course, you must be lonely in this great house all by yourself. Please do not ever hesitate for a moment to come to visit me. Or certainly you may ask me to visit you. You know how fond I am of you.”
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