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  Dedication




  Thanks to Julian Fellowes. While I don’t know the gentleman personally, his Dalton Abbey inspired my Firthley Hall.




  Chapter 1




  The depot wagon had a top but no sides, so it gave little protection from the cold wind blowing a misty rain. Catherine had draped one side of her cloak around a huddled Molly and had pulled Robbie close to the other side of her body. Although the boy bravely tried not to show it, she could tell he was as exhausted as his little sister. In fact, they were all exhausted—not just from traveling today but from the weeks of uncertainty they’d just lived through.




  The wagon turned onto a lane whose overhanging trees made the stormy evening darker. Had they at last reached Firthley Hall? The station master had been almost ominous when he’d advised Catherine to take a room in the local Inn and send word of their arrival in the morning. “The new earl don’t look kindly on visitors,” he’d said.




  She’d refused to squander her limited funds on a night’s lodging when their final destination was so near. But when the trees finally thinned, and she saw the dark outline of the mansion looming against the twilight sky, she wondered if the station master had been right. The house seemed deserted. No—there were slivers of light coming from two windows near one corner of the first floor. She reassured herself that the servants would all be in the back of the house. Those lights must be from the earl’s rooms. She’d been right to come here.




  The driveway curved between two multistoried wings jutting out on either side of the main entrance to the house. The wagon crunched to a stop in front of three steps that led up to tall double doors. The driver sat motionless and stared at the house with a fixed expression as if he feared something dangerous might burst out. For a moment, Catherine stared with him, but then she shook herself back into her sensible nature and asked the man to please help the children out of the wagon.




  He did, but as soon as they were all on the ground, he busied himself with the luggage, leaving Catherine no choice but to approach the doors holding a child’s hand in each of hers.




  She released Robbie’s hand, caught hold of the large metal ring resting in the mouth of a bronze lion’s head, and rapped three times. Nothing happened. Houses as large as this one usually had a footman attending the front door day and night, but when no one responded, she rapped again with more vigor. A faint light flickered in the windows beside the door. The sound of a bolt being thrown warned that the doors were about to open, but only one side cracked open, revealing part of a man’s face.




  “What’s all the racket?” he asked with irritation in his voice.




  “My name is Miss Catherine Brawley and it’s important that I see the earl.”




  “The earl ain’t in.”




  “I can see his light. These children are—”




  Apparently he hadn’t noticed the children before, but after glancing down, he opened the door for a better view, still keeping one hand on the edge of the opened door. Seeing an opportunity, Catherine pushed against the back of Robbie’s collar, and that bright lad understood her message and darted through the newly enlarged opening.




  “Here now,” the doorman called and whirled around to catch Robbie.




  Knowing Molly would never move fast enough, Catherine grabbed her up, shoved the door fully open with her shoulder, and rushed into the entry hall. “Bring the luggage in,” she called to the wagon driver.




  The doorman, who had trapped Robbie in a corner, turned back. “No, you don’t. Nobody comes in unless I’ve been told they’re to come in.”




  Catherine looked around frantically, wondering if she might find the earl on her own, but there was only one candle flickering on a nearby table, so the rest of the entry hall loomed like a dark cavern. Then a branch of flaming candles appeared out of the darkness near the ornate staircase leading up to the first floor. An older, more dignified man appeared carrying the candelabra. Could he be the earl?




  “What’s going on ’ere?”




  His accent dashed Catherine’s hopes, but she doubled her resolve not to leave this house before speaking to Lord Firthley. Hopefully this new arrival would be more pliant than the doorman.




  * * * *




  Basil Woodall, the eighth Earl of Firthley, roused himself from his stupor. “What the hell is that noise?” he muttered. The servants knew better than to disturb him and his neighbors should know by now that he didn’t welcome visitors.




  His lap robe had fallen to the floor, but Hackles had built up the fire so that Basil didn’t miss its warmth. Nevertheless, his left leg, propped on a heavily cushioned stool, was throbbing, so he carefully swung it down to the floor. The leg became more painful if it stayed in one position too long.




  Footsteps thudded on the main staircase. The first change Basil intended to make around this old pile was to put heavy carpeting on those damn marble stairs. Hopefully Hackles was coming to explain what the ruckus was about.




  In another moment, the former army sergeant-turned-butler appeared in the doorway.




  “Who the hell’s causing all that noise?” Basil demanded.




  “It’s a woman who says she’s brought your wards,” Hackles replied.




  “My what?”




  “Two small children, who she says are your niece and nephew. What shall I tell her, Captain?”




  “Tell her to go to the devil,” Basil muttered. “And after you’ve done that, pour me another brandy.”




  He heard the unmistakably shrill tones of a woman’s voice and Hackles was shoved aside by a bedraggled woman in a long, black, hooded cloak, carrying one child and dragging another one behind her. From their sodden appearances, he realized it must be raining outside.




  Before looking directly at her, he reached up to be sure the black patch over the hole that once housed his left eye was in its proper place.




  “Are you Lord Firthley?” the woman demanded, sending shivers down Basil’s spine.




  “Who the devil are you, and how dare you barge into my quarters uninvited?”




  “My name is Miss Catherine Brawley.” The hood of her cloak still covered her head and shadowed most of her face. “I worked for your late brother as a governess, and I have brought the children.”




  She pulled on the boy’s hand, making him take a couple of hesitant steps toward the earl’s chair. “This is Robert. He’s nine.” She released his hand and gestured toward a small girl who seemed to be burrowing into the woman’s shoulder. “And this is Molly. She’s five.”




  “Why have you brought them here?”




  “Where else could I take them? Both of their parents are deceased and you are their nearest kin. I wrote to you about the matter.” The last statement was delivered as an accusation.




  Basil reached for the brandy decanter, only to discover that the damn thing was empty. He shook the bottle so that the glass stopper rattled and wobbled precariously and Hackles leaped forward to take it and hurry out of the room. At least somebody was concerned about his needs. With nothing to do while he waited for a fresh supply of brandy, Basil turned his attention back to his unwelcomed guests.




  “I sent your letter to my solicitor. He’s looking into the matter.”




  “He isn’t looking fast enough,” the dreadful woman snapped. “The rent was due and the pantry was empty. I had no choice but to bring the children straightaway.”




  Basil was rapidly developing a blazing headache, and this dratted woman was causing it. “I have not seen or corresponded with my brother in almost ten years. How do I know these children are even his?”




  “I’ve brought papers,” Miss Brawley said. She placed the little girl in the chair opposite Basil’s and began to rummage under her voluminous cloak. The girl, of course, started whining. The noise knifed into Basil’s headache so sharply that he was forced to support his head with one hand. The young boy must have sensed Basil’s distress for he moved to his sister’s side, placed his hand on her shoulder, and calmed her somewhat.




  Miss Brawley pulled a stack of envelopes from under the cloak and extended them toward Basil.




  “What the devil are these?”




  “There’s a letter your brother wrote you just before he passed, and copies of marriage and birth certificates concerning his family.”




  He stared at the papers in her hand without moving, so she pushed them closer, almost under his nose. Basil disliked women in general and pushy women in particular. “What do you expect me to do with these?”




  “Read them, so you will have no doubt that these children are indeed your relations.”




  “And what if they are my relations? This is a bachelor’s household. I can’t set up a nursery.”




  She dropped the papers on the table beside his empty glass. “You’re a bachelor?”




  Something he said had at last impressed her.




  “I am, and I intend to remain so,” Basil assured her forcefully.




  Miss Brawley gestured toward the boy with an air of triumph. “Then Robert is your heir. Surely you will want to see him properly educated?”




  Basil blinked his one eye, and for the first time since he’d come home from the Crimea, he wished he hadn’t had so much to drink tonight. He couldn’t sort through this in his present state.




  Fortunately, Hackles returned with the refilled decanter and Basil decided another brandy might soothe this throbbing head. As soon as his glass was filled, he took a long fortifying gulp and came to the obvious conclusion that this mess couldn’t be sorted out tonight, and as much as he might want to, he couldn’t turn a woman and two small children out into a cold rain.




  “Hackles, see that beds are prepared for these three in the west wing.”




  He turned back to the quarrelsome governess. “You will stay in the west wing until I send for you.” He waved his glass toward the children. “That goes for you two as well. Under no circumstances are you to come into this part of the house.”




  The little girl stuck her lower lip out as if on the verge of tears, but the boy nodded. Basil felt reassured by the little fellow’s manliness. If the boy really were his heir, Basil would be relived of a big part of his responsibility toward the title. He needed to think this through carefully—tomorrow.




  As Hackles led Miss Brawley and her charges from the room, Basil heard her say, “Can we get some food? We’ve been traveling all afternoon and haven’t had anything since midday.”




  Isn’t that just like a woman? As soon as she gets one concession she starts demanding another.




  Basil hated the thought of having a woman, any woman, but especially a grumpy governess, under his roof. But as long as the children were here, he had to have someone to take care of them. What if they did prove to be his responsibility? He’d have to find somewhere else for them to live.




  He needed a good night’s sleep so he could think all this through. Perhaps one more brandy would deaden the pain in his head and his leg enough to make sleeping possible.




  * * * *




  Catherine led the children behind the butler to the hallway crossing from one side of the mansion to the other. The great marble staircase, rising from the marble-floored entry hall, opened onto this passageway. Molly chose this moment to limply sag against Catherine’s leg, hold her arms up beseechingly, and whine. Catherine shuddered at the prospect of having to lift the girl again. Carrying her up those stairs had eaten Catherine’s last drop of strength.




  But the exhausted child was Catherine’s responsibility. As she reached for the girl, the butler said, “I can take her for you, Miss.” He stepped forward, held his arms out, and Molly, amazingly, allowed a stranger to take her without a protest—a sure sign of just how exhausted the child was.




  With Molly cradled in one arm, the butler stopped to pick up the candelabra he’d left on a narrow, mahogany table at the head of the stairs and then continued to walk toward the west side of the house. Seeing their forlorn stack of luggage in the lower entryway, Catherine said, “Ah, Mr. Hackles, we’ll need some of our bags.”




  He stopped and whistled through his teeth—a very un-butler-like thing to do. The head of the man who’d opened the front door popped into view. “Get Benny and you two bring the luggage up to the west wing,” Mr. Hackles called. Catherine expected far more formality in an earl’s home.




  The butler moved into a hallway running the length of the western wing, having to hold the candelabra high to illuminate the inky darkness. Gripping Robbie’s hand a little more tightly, Catherine drew closer to Mr. Hackles. “Is this part of the house closed?”




  “Not closed, Miss. There’s just nobody using it. But don’t you worry, we’ll find you and the children snug places to rest your heads.” About midway down the hallway, he opened a door. “This is a nice big room and it connects to the one next door so there’ll be plenty of space for the three of you. Let me get some candles lit.”




  He gently sat Molly in a chair, took a flaming candle from the candelabra, and began lighting other candles in wall sconces and table lamps. An old-fashioned room appeared out of the darkness. The large bed standing against the far wall had tapestry curtains hangings all around it. All the furniture was ornately carved wood, and the several rugs scattered on the floor looked oriental.




  The footmen arrived with the luggage. At least Catherine assumed they were footmen, since neither of them wore livery. They had on long trousers and neatly-buttoned jackets like a clerk might wear. As they stacked the bags near the doorway, Hackles said, “You fellows get some linens and make up however many beds Miss Brawley needs, while I go see about getting some food.”




  After he left, Catherine opened a door in the inner wall and saw the dim outlines of a room similar to the one she was now in. Apparently there weren’t any closets, so she opened a large armoire, hung her damp traveling cloak in it, and then went to work removing the children’s outer clothing.




  By the time she had finished, the two footmen had pulled away a dusty coverlet and were smoothing sheets over the mattress.




  “Aren’t there any female servants in this house?” Catherine asked.




  “There’s some who work in the kitchen and the laundry, but none of ’em are allowed beyond the green baize door,” one of the footmen replied.




  “Good heavens, why is your master so prejudiced against women?”




  “Can’t say, Miss. But he was in the army, and he’s hired some ex-army men to work for him. I guess he feels more comfortable with us.” Catherine noticed that the man’s elbow was frozen at an odd angle.




  The other footman, who had a pronounced limp, asked, “You want us to make up the bed in the next room or would you like to use the trundle bed in here?”




  “We’ll use the trundle tonight.” Catherine definitely wanted to keep the children close in this weird household.




  Chapter 2




  February, 1855




  





  Dear Basil,




  I know you agreed with our father’s decision to disown me and that you have paid a grievous price for my refusal to fill the Woodall family tradition of a younger son devoting his life to military service. I would not presume to ask a boon from you for myself, especially since you are still recovering from your war-wounds, but I must ask for my children. The doctor has told me that I have a defective heart. I’ve already had two attacks and can have a fatal one at any time.




  Robert and Molly lost their much-loved mother two years ago. Molly, who was only three at the time, hardly remembers her, but Robbie does and still grieves. I shudder to think of my two tykes losing both their parents in so short a time.




  I’ve managed to support my family from my earnings as a journalist, but I’m now unable to work and medical expenses have eaten away at my savings. I beg you to help my children. If I could come to you on bended knee to deliver this petition, I would do so. They are good children, bright and obedient, and they are blood of your blood. Please don’t let them become homeless waifs.




  Miss Brawley, their governess, has agreed to contact you when my end comes. She has worked for me for the last three years and has been a God-send. In the last few months, she has taken on far more responsibility than anyone could reasonably expect of a governess. If you employ her, she’ll know how to best care for the children.




  I shall draw my last breath believing that you, as head of the family, will not fail my precious ones.




  





  Your brother,


  Cecil




  





  Basil let the letter fall to the floor as he rested his head against the back of his chair.




  Cecil.




  His rebellious younger brother. Gone. And once again he’d cast his responsibilities onto his older brother’s shoulders.




  Wasn’t it enough that Basil had gone to war in Cecil’s stead and had his life blasted apart? Must he now sacrifice the scant serenity he’d managed to carve from what remained of his life?




  “Family be damned,” he growled.




  But Cecil had died of a bad heart only months after their father had been struck down by the same malady. What did that portent for Basil? He already had so many health problems he could barely drag himself from his bed. Perhaps his heart was failing as well. How could he possibly care for two children?




  He heard an uncharacteristically loud clicking of shoe heels in the hallway, and then Hackles’ voice called, “He hasn’t sent for you yet, Miss.”




  “I’m tired of waiting for his lordship.” The last two words dripped with disdain.




  The door flew open and the woman stalked into his sitting room. In the light of the late afternoon sun, she looked younger than Basil had thought her to be last night. Maybe her mid-twenties. Without her voluminous cloak, her generous bosom, heaving in obvious ill-temper, was evident.




  “My God, woman, has no one ever taught you to knock before barging into a man’s chamber?”




  For a second she looked unsure of herself, but then rock hard determination stiffened her spine. “I’ve been waiting all day for your summons; I can wait no longer. I’ll be leaving in the morning, and I’d appreciate a coach ride into the village.”




  “Leaving?”




  “Yes, I must return to London immediately.”




  Hope surged through Basil. “Are you taking the children with you?”




  “They are no longer my responsibility.”




  Damn.




  “I thought you had soft feelings for them.”




  “I’m a woman alone who must support herself. I had to spend from my own savings to bring the children here, and I didn’t receive my last quarter’s wages from Mr. Woodall. I have no choice but to seek employment immediately.”




  “Why can’t you work here?”




  She looked at him as if he were one of her duller pupils. “I’ve not been offered employment here.”




  Basil had the distinct impression this Amazon was maneuvering him, but he couldn’t let her abandon those children to his care. “What was my brother paying you a quarter?”




  “Ten pounds.”




  “I’ll pay what he owed you and the traveling expenses, and henceforth, fifteen pounds per quarter. Will you stay?”




  She didn’t smile, but the furrows cleared from her forehead, and she nodded, causing a sprig of wiry, copper-colored hair to burst from her severely upswept hairdo. Then, without an invitation to do so, she sat in a chair across from him.




  Not wanting to appear easily manipulated, Basil hurried on. “I have conditions. You will keep the children and yourself out of the east wing. You can have the entire west wing, but I do not want to be disturbed.”




  “The furnishings in the rooms we had last night are not appropriate for children. The beds are too high.”




  “Children’s furniture is in the old nursery upstairs. Hackles can see to getting it moved.” Then he jabbed with his forefinger for emphasis, “But only at times that do not disturb my rest.”




  “The rooms we’re using need a thorough cleaning. I can’t do all that and care for the children too.”




  Will the woman never be satisfied?




  “Hackles will assign some of the men to help with that.”




  “I prefer maids, since I’ll occasionally need someone to watch the children for me. Why can’t I use some of the women who work in the back of the house?”




  “Those women are not allowed outside the servant’s quarters.” He pounded his fist on the arm of his chair and felt the beginnings of a new headache.




  “As long as they are only in the west wing, how will they bother you?”




  “Women talk in high-pitched voices that carry.”




  “Did you hear me speaking to the children today?”




  He frowned and refused to answer her stupid question.




  Her mouth thinned, and her hands drew into fists. He reached for his cane just in case he needed to defend himself.




  “I cannot watch two children twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. And I do not think it proper to place a five-year-old girl in the care of a footman.”




  By now Basil was willing to agree to anything to get rid of her. “All right, you can use some of the female servants, but they are not to go anywhere but the west wing. And I better not hear one giggle—or—or I’ll move the lot of you out to the stables.”




  Once again she nodded her satisfaction. “I see no reason why this arrangement won’t work. How often do you want to meet with me?”




  “Why on earth would I want to meet with you?”




  “To discuss the children’s progress and their needs. As a matter of fact, Robert needs new shoes now. Children’s feet grow quickly, you know.”




  He didn’t know or care how children’s feet grew. “Put any requests in writing and send it to me through one of the servants—the male servants. Do I make myself clear?”




  She nodded and stood. Thank goodness she was finally leaving. After taking several steps toward the door, she paused and looked back at him. “Does your injured limb cause you a great deal of pain?”




  He huffed. “Why is my limb any concern of yours?”




  “I just wondered if pain causes your ill-temper.”




  Using his cane, he pointed at the door. “This interview is over. Make sure I don’t see you again unless you’ve been sent for.”




  He thought he saw a tiny smirk twist her lips as she dropped him a half-hearted curtsey. Then she hurried out the door, and he sighed in relief.




  * * * *




  On her way back to the west wing, Catherine paused on the gallery, rested a hand on the banister, and sighed in relief.




  Perhaps this will work out after all.




  She hadn’t wanted to abandon the children in this dreary house with their sot of an uncle, but she couldn’t go on letting the sad affairs of the Woodall family keep her from seeing to her own problems.




  At least the earl wasn’t a miser. If he paid her what he’d just promised, she could save what she needed more quickly. Then she could go to America, find out what happened to Frank, and get on with the rest of her life.




  It saddened her to think of leaving the children, but she had to remember they weren’t her children, and on her present course, she would never have any children of her own. But it was a shame that the earl was such a curmudgeon. After losing both parents, Molly and Robbie sorely needed loving guidance which he seemed determined not to give.




  But they were both admirable children. Surely, once he came to know them, his stony heart would melt. Not if he continued to barricade himself in his rooms and never saw them. Somehow, she had to find a way around his orders.




  The sun must have emerged from the clouds, for light suddenly streamed through the windows in the front wall and those forming the sides of the dome in the center of the hall’s ceiling. Unlike the dark cavern of the night before, the entry hall suddenly became an elegant space. Black and white marble tiles formed the floor. The walls soared up two stories high and at regular intervals Doric columns stood against the walls, framing the heavily carved wooden doors opening off the hall. Above the columns, plasterwork decorated the walls with designs of a geometric nature. Catherine thought the room gave the impression of a Greek temple.




  Then she noticed scuff marks on the floors and a haze of dust on the ornate balustrades marching up the staircase and along the front of the gallery. Obviously, the three male servants who were allowed in the front of the house weren’t sufficient to keep the place as it should be kept.




  But that wasn’t her problem. She had to concentrate on getting the earl to like his charges. Perhaps, if he became more interested in the children, he’d want them to live in a well-ordered household.




  * * * *




  After lunch Basil sat back in his chair, took a long drag on his cigar, and considered returning to bed for a nap. He’d been awakened earlier than usual by all the creaks and bumps and voices caused by furniture being moved from the second floor of the east wing over to the first floor of the west wing.




  And he’d heard that woman’s voice. She’d definitely accompanied the men when they went to get the furniture, despite all of his strict orders for her to stay out of his side of the house. He’d even held off drinking away his pain out of fear the bossy female might again barge in on him with more of her outrageous demands.




  At least, when they were on their side of the house, he couldn’t hear shrill female or children’s voices. He’d thought having such a large house a burden, but now it seemed a blessing. If he had to keep those children, he could keep them far enough away so they wouldn’t bother him. He might even go over to the west wing in the next day or two to see if they were comfortably settled. Or he could just ask Hackles how they were doing.




  A noise from the front of the house attracted his attention, and with the help of his cane, he lifted himself from the chair and hobbled over to the window overlooking the front driveway. A heavy coach bounced toward the house. Just before it swung onto the portion of the drive leading to the front of the house, Basil saw the crest on the side door—the same one that embossed the door of his coach.




  Mother. Will this invasion of troublesome women never end?




  He hurried over to his dressing room and scrambled into his jacket, thankful he’d dressed this morning rather than staying in his nightclothes as he often did. After picking up a comb and smoothing back the shock of hair that hung across his forehead, he noticed the tight lines that bracketed his mouth and furrowed his brow.




  With a hiss of disgust, he threw the comb down. His mother had always made him feel insecure and in need of currying her favor. Well, not any more. He’d grown up without her love. He didn’t need it now.




  He returned to his sitting room, sat in his favorite chair, and waited as the storm of noise started in the entrance hall and then swept up the stairs and toward his apartment. He could hear Hackles sputtering attempts to delay the countess and her replies that she must see her son immediately.




  His door flew open and the delicate, but regal, countess flitted into the room. Basil couldn’t help but compare her entrance with that of Miss Brawley. His mother was dainty, the governess robust, but they were both demanding females.




  “Basil!” she shrilled. “Something terrible has happened.” She paused and pressed a gloved hand against her chest as if she were fighting to regain her breath.




  Considering she’d just run up the main stairs, and therefore really was winded, he used this opportunity to exert his authority. “Mother, I asked you not to come here unannounced. You have the town house. That’s where you always preferred to live. I insist you respect my privacy.”




  Her voice became even shriller. “This is a true emergency. We are being slandered in the newspapers. As head of the family, you have to do something.”




  “What are you talking about?”




  With a dramatic flair of her black skirt, she sank onto the chair across from him and flipped back the gauzy veil covering her face. “Do you know Cecil has died?”




  “Yes.” He’d assumed her black costume was merely widow’s weeds. Was she also expressing grief over her younger son’s passing?”




  She seemed annoyed by his calm reply. “Did you know he worked as a journalist?”




  “Yes.”




  “Well, his newspaper friends have printed a story saying the Earl of Firthley’s brother is to be buried in Potter’s Field, that you’d refused to help him during his final illness, and that his children have disappeared, possibly into an orphanage. I’m ashamed to show my face in society.”




  “The children are here.”




  “Oh—I wasn’t aware that you were in contact with Cecil.”




  “I wasn’t. But he asked his governess to bring the children here in case something happened to him, and she did.”




  “And you took them in?”




  “I haven’t decided what to do with them yet.”




  “Well, what shall we do about Cecil’s burial?”




  “If you want to move him from Potter’s Field, you have my permission to do so.”




  “Oh, I stopped the internment. His body’s still in the mortuary. But I thought I should get your permission before bringing him here.”




  “Here?”




  “There’s a large family plot in the village churchyard where the Earl of Firthley’s immediate family members have always been buried. How will it look if we don’t bury Cecil there?”




  “Are you forgetting that father disowned him?”




  “You’re the earl now. You can bury your brother wherever you want. Wouldn’t you like to think of us all resting together as a family someday?”




  “I don’t recall us ever being much of a family, and I certainly don’t remember you being interested in being with us.”




  She peeled off her gloves. “Really, Basil, the things you say. You know how difficult your father could be, and I much preferred to live in London. I wanted you boys to visit me there, but he thought the city an unhealthy place for children.”




  Basil didn’t intend to let her pass such a lame excuse off on him. “So once Cecil moved to London, did you and he reconnect?”




  She daintily shrugged her shoulders. “Your father forbade it.”




  “So after father passed away, you and Cecil became close?”




  She frowned at him. “I was in a difficult position. He had made a name for himself as a journalist and that’s such a common profession.”




  Basil put an elbow on the arm of his chair and propped his head against his hand. “Did you even know he had children?”




  “Of course. Cecil sent me announcements, and I sent gifts.”




  “But you didn’t bother to go see them, so why this great concern now?”




  “People are talking. You coming back from the war and burying yourself in the country, and now the newspaper painting you as a heartless man who doesn’t care when his only brother dies and his children disappear. My friends are beginning to look askance at me.”




  “Will bringing Cecil’s body back to Firthley change that?”




  She perked up. “It will make us seem more like a caring family. We can invite a few relatives, have a quiet ceremony and a visitation afterward.”




  “No.”




  “Now, Basil, what’s the use of having this huge house if you never use it?”




  He had reached the limits of his patience. “I’m using it just the way I want to. When I said you could not have any more house parties here, I meant it. If you really want to do something for your dearly departed son, you can give his children a home with you.”




  Her eyes opened widely. “Don’t be absurd. My house isn’t large enough.”




  “You have twenty rooms.”




  “It wouldn’t be just the children. I’d have to hire extra servants to take care of them. You have so much more room here.”




  “But I’m an unmarried man. Won’t the children be better off with the gentle care of their loving grandmother?”




  She ignored his sarcasm. “What about the woman who brought them here?”




  “She’s agreed to go on being their governess, but she’d probably welcome a chance to move back to London. I’ll even pay her wages.”




  “Oh, Basil, having the children would completely disrupt my life. This place is so big you won’t even notice they are here.”




  “That’s why I put them in the west wing. You can get acquainted with them when you find yourself a room there.”




  Her shoulders reared back in indignation. “But what about my suite?”




  “Nobody sleeps in the east wing anymore but me.”




  “But the east wing has always been for family.”




  He made his voice a steely as possible. “Not anymore.”




  She looked at him with a pout that promised tears, but he knew she’d never allow real tears to streak her carefully powdered cheeks. “Will we dine together?”




  “I eat alone in my suite. Perhaps Miss Brawley will let you eat with your grandchildren.”




  She rose and shook her head at him. “Basil, you have to stop this. You’re becoming an eccentric.”




  “As you said, I’m the earl now, and this is my domain to run as I see fit.”




  She walked toward the door, muttering, “You used to be such a personable young man.”




  * * * *




  Catherine looked around the children’s room with satisfaction. Single beds stood against the side walls and a round table and chairs of suitable heights for children stood in the center of the room. The carpets and drapery had been taken outdoors and shaken and every surface dusted.




  Shelves placed against the inner wall were nearly filled with books and toys from the old nursery. Unfortunately all the toys were for boys, but Robbie was kindly allowing Molly to assist him as he arranged toy soldiers on one of the shelves. Catherine appreciated the fact that the boy was so tolerant of his younger sister.




  Noises in the hallway caused her to look toward the open doorway. A woman, elegantly dressed in black, walked into view and then stopped and stared in at Catherine. “You must be the governess. Miss—ah?”




  “Brawley. And who might you be?”




  “I’m Lady Olivia, the Countess of Firthley.”




  Catherine was confused. Hadn’t the earl said he was unmarried? Then a closer look revealed the slight wrinkles at the corners of the woman’s eyes and traces of gray in her light brown hair.




  While Catherine stared, the woman glanced over her shoulder and said, “Put my things in the corner room. Hopefully there’ll be a decent view. And open the windows to air the place out.”




  A young woman carrying two hatboxes curtseyed and hurried on, followed by footmen dressed in stylish livery and carrying stacks of luggage. The countess had obviously brought her own servants.




  On hearing voices, the children stepped from behind the door and stared up at the woman. When she noticed them, her hand floated up to lightly rest in the center of her chest. “And these must be Cecil’s dear children.”




  Not sure if the woman knew their names, Catherine quickly said, “Robert and Molly. Children, this is your grandmother.”




  Robbie made her proud by stepping forward, extending his hand, and saying, “How do you do, Ma’am?”




  The countess seemed charmed as she shook his hand, but then Molly tugged on Catherine’s skirt and asked, “If she’s my grandmother, why have I never seed her before?”




  “Well—I—uh—”




  The countess smoothly interrupted. “There were family difficulties that made it impossible to visit. But now that we have met, will you give me a kiss on the cheek?”




  She bent down and extended her face, and Molly, God bless her, went over and lightly kissed her grandmother’s cheek.




  When the countess straightened up she looked around. “This is the furniture from the nursery in the east wing, isn’t it?”




  “Yes, we just finished moving and arranging it.”




  “It’s so foolish, having to go to all that trouble when there was a perfectly good nursery ready to use, but then he won’t even let his own mother stay in the rooms that have been mine since I first came into this house as a new bride.”




  Catherine didn’t know quite what to say to this shocking revelation. “The earl seems to value privacy.”




  “Turning into a hermit is what he’s doing. The war did this to him—the war and his dreadful fiancée. Ah, well, I’m just his mother. He never listens to me. I need to rest after my journey here. Perhaps we can have dinner together since Basil tells me he dines alone in his rooms.”




  “I’d like to, Ma’am, but I have to eat with the children, since there are so few servants here.”




  “I won’t mind dining with children in these casual circumstances.” But she looked at the short-legged table in this room and frowned. “But we can use the family dining room. No need to open up the large one downstairs.”




  Catherine cleared her throat. “That room’s in the east wing, isn’t it? The earl has ordered the children and me not to go into that side of the house.”




  The countess huffed indignantly and muttered, “So ridiculous.” Then in a louder voice, she said, “As I remember, there’s a parlor at the far end of this hall that we can use. Would you mind making arrangements with the house servants?”




  “Not at all,” Catherine murmured.




  “And if you need to move any furniture, feel free to ask my footmen for assistance. They have little enough to do while they’re here.”




  Catherine, who’d been busy since the early morning, wouldn’t have minded a little rest herself, but she nodded in agreement and then dared to remind the countess that the children usually ate at six so they could be ready for bed by eight.




  “Of course,” the countess graciously agreed. “I expect country hours when at Firthley Hall.” She gave the children a perky wave, said, “See you at dinner,” and swept out of the room.




  “She’s a pretty lady,” Molly said. “I like having her for my grandmother.”




  Catherine wanted to warn the little girl not to expect too much from the countess or any of her aristocratic relations. But of course, she couldn’t. After all, Molly was the ward of an earl, and would be expected to grow into a snobbish aristocrat herself.




  Chapter 3




  Basil sprawled in his chair as Will cleared the table of dinner dishes. When the former soldier reached for the wine decanter, Basil raised his hand and said, “One more glass before you take that away.”




  As it happened, one more glass was all that remained in the bottle, but as any footman should, Will took no notice of the fact. Basil had been quite right to hire former soldiers for his personal servants. They were men who knew how to show their superiors proper respect.




  As Will limped away, carrying the tray from the table, Hackles came over with one of those fancy little pans he swept crumbs into.




  Hackles was the exception to the rule about soldiers being properly respectful. He was a former sergeant who’d already put in his twenty-nine years when he’d let the old earl hire him to act as Basil’s personal servant and accompany him to the Crimea. Personally, Basil had always thought Hackles agreed to that arrangement because he was missing the military life, but whatever the reason, he’d kept Basil’s uniforms in prime condition, put Basil to bed after many an officers’ party, and had found him in that grim hospital with both his eyes bound over and surgeons standing over him discussing whether or not to remove his leg.




  Hackles had sat by Basil’s bedside for days, often holding his hand, and always talking him back to life. So Basil accepted impudence from him.




  As Hackles busily brushed crumbs into the little pan, he said, “Don’t forget you need to speak with yer lady Mother tonight.”




  “Oh, I haven’t. That’s why I need another glass of this excellent port.”




  “Well, I’ll send for her whenever you say.”




  That was cheeky even for Hackles. “Send for the countess? Even if I’m the earl, I’ll have to go to her. Which suite of rooms is she in?”




  “The ladies had their dinner served in the west wing parlor. Far as I know they’re still there.”




  “Ladies?”




  “The countess dined with Miss Brawley and the children.”




  “Really? How egalitarian of her.”




  “I don’t know about that, Captain, but they seemed to be having a jolly time of it when I checked on ’em.”




  “Why were you checking on them?”




  “Well, I am the butler and that puts me in charge of the whole house, don’t it?”




  “So you were just doing your duty and not chasing after my mother’s maid?”




  “Well, now, that French-miss is a choice bit of fluff, but I’ll have a better chance with her if I catch her below stairs rather than anywhere near your mother.”




  Hackles had been something of a legend in the regiment. Past forty and a bit thick around the middle, he was still said to have remarkable success with women. Young or old, pretty or plain, they all seemed to melt when Hackles turned his charm their way.




  “It must be hard working in a house without females,” Basil said as he raised his wine glass to his lips.




  Hackles smirked. “There are females in the back of the house, and behind the green baize door the butler’s king.”




  Basil laughed into his wine, and since the napkin had already been removed, he had to use his handkerchief to wipe away the liquid that splashed onto his chin. Then he thought of something that instantly sobered him. “I hope you haven’t turned that charm of yours onto Miss Brawley.”




  Hackles paused in his crumb-sweeping and looked at his employer with a thoughtful expression. “I’m still learning about rank among civilians. Is a governess above or below a butler?”




  “Did my mother invite you to dine with her?”




  “Fair enough,” Hackles said with a nod. “We’ll save that one for you.”




  “Don’t be ridiculous. My only interest in that woman is that she keeps those children out from under my feet.”




  Hackles shrugged. “If you say so. But she does have a fine head of red hair.”




  “I didn’t notice.”




  “That’s probably because you keep it so dark in your rooms. You catch her in the sunlight and her hair sparkles like red-gold.”




  Basil harrumphed. “What in the hell is red gold?”




  “Oh, you know what I mean, Captain. Or maybe you don’t, after the way you’ve been avoiding the fair sex.”




  “I avoid them because they are nothing but trouble.” Basil drained his wineglass, reached for his cane, and lurched to his feet. He had to pause for a moment to let a wave of dizziness pass—another indication of his failing health. “I might as well get my session with Mother over, so I can relax for the rest of the evening. Where is this parlor you were telling me about?”




  “Just turn toward the back of the house. You can’t miss it. Of course, if they’ve left the parlor your mother’s room is at the other end of the hall. Shall I check for you?”




  “Hell, no, I can still walk the width of my own house.” He stalked out of the room, jabbing his cane against the floor with unnecessary vigor. By the time he’d reached the cross hallway, he had slowed down and begun to take more care in how he walked. He didn’t want to fall and break something, and he certainly didn’t want to confront his mother when he was out of breath, and give her a chance to seize control of the conversation.




  At the intersection of the western hallway, he stopped and looked. Cheery lamp light and the soft buzz of voices came from an open doorway near the back end of the hall. He started toward it and the voices stopped, apparently alerted by the thumping of his cane. By the time he reached the opened doorway the two women and two children were all staring his way.




  “Good evening,” he said. “This looks cozy.”




  “I hope you haven’t come for dinner,” his mother said. “We’re just finishing our tea and cookies.”




  “No, no, I’ve eaten, but I needed to speak with you before you retire for the evening.”




  Miss Brawley stood. “It’s the children’s bedtime. I’ll take them to their room.”




  “Might as well let them stay,” Basil said. “They’ll be interested in what I’m going to say.”




  He waved at her to sit down. Then he glanced at the little girl who was staring up at him with saucer-like eyes. Seeing her for the first time without a bonnet, he was struck by her pale blonde hair. It must have come from her mother. Should he talk about plans for Cecil’s funeral in front of a child her age? Oh, well, she had to hear about it sometime.




  The boy, who happened to be sitting closest to Basil, got to his feet and struggled to pull his heavy chair back from the table. “You can sit here, sir.”




  Did the boy think Basil a cripple or was he just uncommonly polite? Whatever the reason, Basil was feeling a bit lightheaded from the walk over, so he nodded and slumped into the chair.




  Looking at his mother, he said, “I’m sending my clerk to London on the morning train. He’ll need a letter from you ordering the mortician to ship the body to Firthley as quickly as possible. Dudley is a sharp lad, so with any luck, we should be able to have the burial the day after tomorrow.”




  His mother’s head drew back. “But that’s so soon. We need to gather our relations.”




  “No,” Basil said. “No one attends the service but those of us who are here now.”




  The countess didn’t give up. “At least my sisters and their families.”




  “Mother, you want the funeral held at Firthley. This is the only way that will happen.”




  Miss Brawley spoke in a softly modulated voice. “Perhaps I should stay at the hall with Molly. She’s so young—”




  The girl snapped to attention at the mention of her name. “What?” she demanded. “If Robbie’s going somewhere, I want to go too. Where’s he going?”




  “They’re talking about burying Papa,” Robert told his sister in a near whisper.




  Tears pooled in her eyes. “What does that mean?”




  The boy had the look of a recruit standing at attention on a hot parade ground and about to pass out. “I told you,” he said with a catch in his voice. “They put him in a hole in the ground.”




  Molly’s face collapsed into a mass of wrinkles. “I don’t want my Papa in no hole.”




  Miss Brawley quickly rose from her chair, moved to the girl’s side, and put an arm around her shoulders. “It’s not your real Papa. It’s just his mortal remains. Your real Papa has gone to heaven to be with your mother.”




  The girl tried to shrug off Miss Brawley, as she spewed a shrill tirade. “I want to go home. I don’t like it here. I want my dollies. Where are my dollies?”




  Miss Brawley looked so stricken by the child’s grief that Basil expected her to burst into tears next. But the stout-hearted woman picked the child up, enfolded her in a bear hug, and carried her from the room, while murmuring soft assurances.




  The boy managed to open his tightly compressed lips enough to say, “May I be excused, please?”




  Basil just stared at him, amazed at the child’s stiff-necked control.




  “You’re excused,” the countess said. Then she delicately touched a tip of her napkin to the corners of her eyes. After the boy left the room, she glared at her son. “You certainly made a hash of that.”




  To keep them from shaking, Basil pressed his hands against his upper thighs. “I can’t do this, Mother. I don’t know how to talk to children. Please take them. I’ll pay all their expenses. I’ll raise your allowance.”




  She began to shake her head, so he hurriedly added, “A thousand pounds a year.”




  That was enough money to tempt even a countess, but after a scant moment of thought, she again shook her head. “Cecil sent them to you, and it’s time you accepted your responsibilities as head of this family.”




  She stood and glared down at him. He was sure she did it just to make him feel small and insecure. “I’ll send the letter you require within the hour.”




  Basil braced against his cane and hoisted himself to his feet, eager to get back to his rooms and his brandy decanter.




  * * * *




  Two days later, at two o’clock in the afternoon Cecil Woodall’s coffin rested on supports above an open grave in the yard beside the village church. Just as the earl had insisted, only the immediate family, the vicar and his wife, and Catherine gathered around the velvet-draped coffin.
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