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Chapter One

But keep the wolf far thence…

—John Webster

Two weeks after her stepfather was buried, Jessica Andover sat in the mellow, paneled library of Winchcombe listening to her lawyer detail the state of her affairs. They were not good. In fact, they were disastrous.

“It is in the highest degree unfortunate that your father did not secure the estate directly to you, Jessica my dear,” Mr. Samuel Grassington said sadly. “However, he was a young and vigorous man when he died. He could not be made to see the importance of settling his affairs, and without the proper safeguards your property was at the free disposal of your mother’s second husband.”

Jessica’s lips tightened. “I know that all too well, Mr. Grassington.”

Mr. Grassington cleared his throat. He had been an uncomfortable spectator at one of Jessica’s confrontations with Sir Thomas Lissett. “Ah, yes,” he said.

“How much did my stepfather squeeze the estate for, Mr. Grassington? The horses, the card games, and the women must have cost a pretty penny I should imagine.”

The old lawyer looked unhappy. “I wish they were the whole of it, my dear.”

Her gray eyes darkened. “What do you mean?”

“It has become regrettably clear that Sir Thomas Lissett made a great number of unwise investments.”

“With my money?”

“With your money.”

Jessica fixed the lawyer with somber eyes. “What is the total debt?”

“Considering that Sir Thomas has not been dead three weeks and that all the creditors have not yet applied to me…”

“How much?” Jessica repeated steadily.

He told her.

There was a stunned silence. “It is worse than I thought,” she finally said quietly.

“It is not good, my dear. I am so very sorry.”

Jessica sat for a minute with bent head; then she looked up. “What about the boys?” she asked stiffly.

“I had more success with your stepfather about making a will than I had with your father. He could not name you as guardian of your half-brothers as you are not yet twenty-one, so I persuaded Sir Thomas to name me the legal guardian of all three of you.”

Warm color flushed into Jessica Andover’s cheeks. “Thank you, Mr. Grassington. I could not have borne it if…” She stopped and bit her lip, emotion for the moment overcoming the cool composure she usually presented to the world.

“Needless to say, I have no intention of interfering with how you rear Geoffrey and Adrian. You have had them in charge since the death of your mother and you seem to be succeeding admirably.” The elderly man reached across the table, and in an uncharacteristic gesture of affection covered her hand. “I only wish I could have done more, my dear. But there was no way I could stop him from running through your property.”

“I know.” She raised her chin in a gesture only too familiar to Mr. Grassington. “My situation then is this. I have myself and my two brothers to support. Adrian is to start Eton this year and the money must be found to send him. Money must also be found to pay Geoffrey’s tuition for his remaining five years at Eton. I don’t think Geoffrey is at all interested in going to the university, but Adrian must certainly go to Cambridge. You tell me the farms are all heavily mortgaged and I cannot afford to redeem them. They must be sold, then. The money will help to pay off some of the debt. The loss of the farms leaves me bereft of regular income, however.”

“Tuition is very expensive,” murmured Mr. Grassington.

“I know.” Jessica’s voice was very firm. “I shall have to make money out of the horses.”

“The horses? Of course you will have to sell the horses, Jessica.”

“I have no intention of selling the horses,” she returned. “Didn’t I just say I needed a regular income?”

“I don’t understand what you mean. How are you going to get a regular income out of the horses?”

“My stepfather spent a great deal of money on those horses, Mr. Grassington, and whatever his faults, he knew horseflesh. I have the makings of a very impressive little stud at Winchcombe. A very profitable little stud, I might add, if it is handled properly.”

“But my dear…” the old lawyer protested faintly.

Jessica’s gray eyes were burning with intensity. “You live in Cheltenham, Mr. Grassington. You can’t be unaware of the amount of money that a wealthy owner will pay for a good race horse. I plan to breed good race horses and collect some of that money. I have the initial investment sitting right in my own stableyard, eating their heads off. I’d be a fool not to take advantage of it.”

“Are you serious, Jessica?”

“Deadly serious, sir. I have very few talents, but I do know horses. And I’m not afraid of work.”

Mr. Grassington looked very uneasy. “Jessica, my dear, there is no need for you to turn yourself into a stableboy. There are certainly other ways of dealing with this problem.”

“I should be very happy if you would tell me what they are.”

Mr. Grassington cleared his throat. “You are an extremely attractive young woman,” he said finally, “You come from one of the best families in the county. There are many men, men of substance, who would be pleased to marry you if only you would give them a chance.”

She stared for a minute at the kind, concerned face of the old lawyer who had known her since her birth, then abruptly turned away toward the window. “No,” said Jessica, directly, firmly, and finally.

“Why not?” he persisted.

The girl gazed steadily out the window, her profile aloof and withdrawn. “That was my mother’s solution, if you remember,” she said evenly. “The burden of running an estate was too much for her, so she married again to have someone to take the burden off her shoulders.” She turned now to face the lawyer, and passion burned in her clear gray eyes. “Do you really think, having just gotten out from under the yoke of my stepfather’s greed, that I am going to turn my property and my person over to some other man?”

“Jessica! All men are not like your stepfather.”

“I know that,” she replied steadily. “But I have no intention of marrying, Mr. Grassington. I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself and of my brothers.”

“Selling off the farms will cover only a part of Sir Thomas’s debt,” he reminded her gently.

“So I see. I had hoped I wouldn’t have to do this,” said Jessica, “but I shall have to mortgage Winchcombe.”

Mr. Grassington sat frowning at the table for almost a full minute; then he spoke slowly. “I think perhaps Sir Edmund Belton would help you. He was a friend of your father’s. I should feel comfortable knowing that he was the one who held the mortgage on Winchcombe.”

Jessica nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, that is a good idea. I’ll go to see him tomorrow.”

The lawyer began putting his papers away. He looked up at last and said, “Are you sure this is what you want to do?”

“Yes.”

A rueful smile crossed the old man’s face as he looked at the determined face of the girl he had been trying to advise. “You are just like your grandfather,” he said.

She gave him her rare smile. “I take that as a compliment.”

He picked up her hand and kissed it with old-fashioned courtesy. “It is, my dear. It is.”

Sir Edmund Belton was more than pleased to be able to help Jessica. He was a man of fifty or so, but since the death of his only son in the Peninsula he had aged twenty years. He assured her he would be happy to advance her whatever sum she needed. He did not even want to hold a mortgage in return, but Jessica insisted. After they had decided to put the whole transaction into the hands of their respective lawyers, they sat drinking tea and chatting comfortably in Sir Edmund’s old-fashioned drawing room. One of the pleasures Sir Edmund found in talking to Jessica was that he never had to ask her to repeat herself. He was rather hard of hearing, a defect he hated to admit to. He often had to strain to hear a speaker, but as he became intensely annoyed if someone shouted at him, his conversational partners often found themselves in a quandary. Not Jessica. She had a superbly deep, clear voice which she could pitch effortlessly to Sir Edmund’s hearing level without seeming to shout at all.

She was rising to take her leave when the door opened and a tall, dark man came into the room. “Oh, there you are, Harry,” said Sir Edmund. “I want you to meet my nephew, Jessica. Captain Henry Belton. This is Miss Jessica Andover of Winchcombe, Harry.”

Jessica gazed steadily at the dark, rather hard face of Harry Belton. He was, she knew, heir to Melford Hall now that Sir Edmund’s son John was dead. “How do you do,” she said, and held out her hand.

Captain Belton took it slowly, his own eyes intent on Jessica. He saw a tall, slim girl of striking appearance. Her face was thin, with beautiful, translucent skin and long, finely drawn features. Her brows and lashes were dark, but the large eyes were pale gray and very clear, like water. Her thick hair, which was braided in a coronet on top of her head, was brown, but there was a shade of tawny autumn leaf in it, a color indescribable and one he had never seen before. “I am very pleased to meet you, Miss Andover,” he said, and held her hand for a moment too long.

“Are you making a long stay, Captain?” Jessica asked, recovering her hand.

“I am afraid not,” he said regretfully. “My regiment is going to Ireland, unfortunately. I shall be here only a week or so.”

“Well, perhaps we shall see more of you at some future time,” she said, dismissing him from her thoughts. “I must be going now, Sir Edmund. I cannot thank you sufficiently. I think you know what it means to me.”

“My dear girl, I am happy to be able to help. You know how fond of you I am. Come again and see me soon.”

Jessica leaned forward and kissed him lightly on the cheek. “I will,” she said. She directed a brief smile at Captain Belton and was gone.

The captain stood looking after her before he turned to his uncle. “What was that all about?” he asked in tones that had been trained on the parade ground.

“There’s no need to shout, Harry,” Sir Edmund replied crossly. “The poor girl has found herself in the devil of a fix, that’s all. That scoundrel Sir Thomas Lissett has gone and gotten himself killed and left her with two young boys and a mountain of debt. I just told her I’d hold a mortgage on Winchcombe.”

There was a very intent look in Captain Belton’s brown eyes. “I thought Winchcombe belonged to the Andovers. Surely Lissett couldn’t touch the estate.”

“He could and he did,” Sir Edmund replied shortly. “Pity he didn’t get killed sooner.”

“How did he die?”

“Hunting accident.”

“I see. And you are going to hold a mortgage on Winchcombe so Miss Andover can pay her stepfather’s debts?”

“Yes.”

“How very interesting,” said Captain Henry Belton softly.


Chapter Two

Trust not therefore the outward show…

—Thomas Richardson

It was a beautiful early August day almost a year later when Sir Henry Belton, owner for two months now of Melton Hall, drove his grays up the drive of Jessica Andover’s home. His dark eyes rested appreciatively on the mellow pink brick of Winchcombe, which was looking at its best against the dark green foliage of the surrounding park. It was not a great mansion; it had been built by a seventeenth-century Andover as a comfortable, easy-going gentleman’s house, and it still retained that look. When Sir Henry inquired for Miss Andover at the door, he was informed that she was down at the stables, so he turned his horses into a wide, shaded, avenue at the side of the house.

The first person he saw when he pulled into the stableyard was Adrian Lissett, Jessica’s youngest brother. “How do you do, Sir Henry,” he said, politely coming over to the phaeton. “Are you looking for my sister?”

As Adrian was holding his horses for him, Sir Henry got down from the phaeton. “Jem!” the boy called, and a stableboy came running. “Take Sir Henry’s horses, will you?” Adrian asked, and then turned to look inquiringly at the man standing next to him. The younger Lissett was a slim boy of ten with brown eyes, shining brown hair, and a tan that showed he had spent his summer vacation for the most part out of doors. He was dressed in well-worn riding breeches and his shirt sleeves were rolled up.

“Yes,” Sir Henry replied in his clipped, military voice. “They told me at the house that Miss Andover was down here.”

“She’s working Northern Light down in the paddock.” Adrian fell into step beside him as he walked past the stable block and headed toward the paddock area. Geoffrey, two years older than Adrian and more broadly built, was sitting on top of the paddock gate. Standing next to him was a towheaded stableboy. Both boys turned at the sound of Adrian’s voice.

“Jess has got him going like a lamb,” Geoffrey informed his brother. “He’s a beauty!” he added with enthusiasm. Then, a definite afterthought, “How do you do, sir.”

Sir Henry nodded, and all four of them turned to look at the horse and rider in the paddock. But Jessica had seen them and called “Geoff, that’s enough for today, I think. Take him back to the stable for me.”

The boy jumped with alacrity to do her bidding, and Jessica dismounted and came over to Sir Henry Belton. “He’s going to be a marvel,” she said easily. “Riding him is like sitting on a keg of dynamite.” Like her brothers she was dressed in boots and breeches and her hair fell in a thick braid down between her shoulders.

“I hate to see you working yourself like that,” Sir Henry said in his abrupt way.

A faint frown appeared between Jessica’s dark brows. She didn’t consider that he had any right at all to comment upon her welfare, but it had become her policy to be as pleasant to him as possible, and she returned a noncommittal answer.

“I am leaving tomorrow for Lancashire,” he said, “and before I go, I should like an opportunity to speak to you privately.”

Her narrow nostrils quivered slightly, but she replied calmly enough. “Certainly. We’ll go up to the house if you like.”

“Thank you,” he said crisply, and the two of them turned up the path he had driven down only a short time earlier.

Jessica was very quiet at dinner that evening. Dining at Winchcombe was a highly informal affair. Gathered around the table in the faded blue dining room were Jessica, Geoffrey, Adrian, and Miss Sarah Burnley, Jessica’s onetime governess, who now spent her time running the house, as Jessica was fully occupied by the stables.

Miss Burnley had been engaged by Mr. Christopher Andover seventeen years ago to instruct his daughter and had been at Winchcombe ever since. Her credentials as governess were somewhat limited, for she did not know Italian, painted very poorly, and had extremely strange ideas about geography. She had once solemnly assured Jessica that Tripoli was in the Southern Hemisphere. What she did have, however, was a beautiful speaking voice, and Mr. Andover, who prized good speech above all else, had engaged her on the strength of that. She had been successful in training Jessica’s voice to reach her own high standards. She had also imparted to her young charge her profound enthusiasm for the plays of William Shakespeare. Many long winter afternoons had been spent in the schoolroom of Winchcombe reading aloud—“with feeling, Jessica dear”—from the plays of the great bard.

Now she looked at Jessica’s abstracted face and asked gently, “I hope Sir Henry did not bring bad news this afternoon, Jessica?”

“Not precisely,” said Jessica in the cool voice that told them all she did not want to discuss it.

“Perhaps he wants to buy Northern Light,” Adrian said around a mouthful of beef pie.

“Don’t talk with your mouth full, Adrian,” his sister said automatically. “He is not interested in Northern Light and even if he were it would do him no good. Northern Light is not for sale.”

“Of course he isn’t!” Geoffrey put in indignantly. “Northern Light is the best two-year-old in the country. He is sure to win all the major races next year. Why, there isn’t enough money in the world to buy Northern Light!”

Jessica smiled at Geoffrey, then turned to Miss Burnley, who was saying, a pucker between her thin brows. “But Jessica, I didn’t know you were going to race horses. I thought you were just going to sell them.”

“One must demonstrate the value of one’s horses, Burnie, before one can sell them,” Jessica replied, helping herself to some more beef pie. The physically active life she was leading always left her ravenously hungry by dinner time. “If Northern Light does as well as we hope,” she explained to the puzzled face of her governess, “he will command enormous fees when we retire him to stud. And the stud fees are what are going to pay our bills in the future.”

Miss Burnley put down her fork. “‘A horse, a horse, my kingdom for a horse!’” she quoted thrillingly, and Geoffrey and Adrian exchanged long-suffering looks. It was a quotation they were overfamiliar with.

“Now, Burnie, don’t get started on that fellow Kean again,” Geoffrey said hastily. “Ever since you and Jess saw him in Cheltenham last week you have been talking about nothing else.”

“And your conversation, my dear Geoffrey,” said Miss Burnley with gentle dignity, “is somewhat limited as well.”

Adrian grinned. “Burnie’s right, Geoff. All you ever talk about is horses.”

“If you boys had accompanied us to the performance of Richard III you would have found yourselves as much in awe as Jessica and I. Such power. Such feeling.”

Geoffrey opened his mouth to reply, then met his sister’s eyes. Resolutely he shut his lips and applied himself to his plate. Serenely, Miss Burnley continued. “I understand from my cousin in London that Covent Garden stood half empty all last season. Mr. Kemble is, of course, a well-known actor, but if Covent Garden is to compete with Drury Lane the management will have to find an actor to rival Mr. Kean. And that,” she sighed nostalgically, “will be very difficult.”

Jessica was staring at her, an arrested look in her gray eyes. “How much money do you think Mr. Kean makes, Burnie?” she asked.

“I don’t know what his salary is, my dear, but I’m sure he gets bonuses. He received several hundred pounds for that one performance in Cheltenham. I know that from Mr. Francis, the manager of the Cheltenham Theatre.”

“Oh,” said Jessica, frowning thoughtfully.

“Are you going to see that mare of Redgate’s tomorrow?” Geoffrey asked his sister after a suitable pause had assured him that the topic of Edmund Kean was concluded.

“No,” she returned. “I am going into Cheltenham to see Mr. Grassington.”

“May I come with you?” asked Adrian, who never missed an opportunity to visit Dr. Morrow, their physician. Adrian was fascinated by medicine.

“Of course,” his sister assured him. Adrian, she knew, would be closeted with his idol for the morning and she would be free to consult privately with Mr. Grassington.

Geoffrey and Miss Burnley exchanged glances, but neither said anything further. They knew that look on Jessica’s face and knew that further questions would be pointless. If something were up, they would have to wait until she chose to tell them.

Mr. Grassington knew that look also. He asked her to sit down and gazed worriedly at the remote, austere face of the girl he held in such affection. “How can I help you, my dear?” he asked quietly.

She came directly to the point. “What are the terms of the mortgage on Winchcombe? Does it run for a specified period of time or can it be called in at any time?”

Mr. Grassington looked appalled. “You don’t mean Sir Henry has asked you for the money?”

Her mouth, which was peculiarly expressive, looked very firm. “What are the terms of the mortgage?” she asked again.

“Mr. Canning, Sir Edmund’s lawyer, drew it up,” he said. “He naturally wrote it in favor of the holder.”

“Do you mean he can call it in any time he chooses?”

“He must give you two months’ notice,” he replied, his mouth very dry. “Jessica, my dear, what has happened?”

There was no flicker of expression on her face. What she thought, what she felt, she had long since learned to keep to herself. Ever since her mother had died ten years ago, she had stood on her own feet. She was aware of the sympathy on the old man’s face but instinctively she shied away from it. She could not afford it. It would weaken her. So she said now in a calm, self-possessed voice, “Sir Henry wants to marry me. If I do not agree to his extremely distasteful proposal, he intimates that he will foreclose on my mortgage.”

“He could not mean that, Jessica! Why, such behavior is, well, blackmail.”

Jessica’s lips twisted contemptuously. “He meant it. It is just the sort of thing a man of his stamp would resort to.”

Mr. Grassington nervously shuffled some papers on his desk. “I did not know that Sir Henry had ever been over to Winchcombe,” he said tentatively.

“He has been coming regularly this past month,” she replied. “I thought he was interested in the horses. It now appears he was interested in the whole property.”

“Or the property’s owner,” put in Mr. Grassington meaningfully.

Jessica looked scornful. “Oh, he made me a ridiculous speech about how he had decided to marry me a year ago when first he met me at Melford Hall. It’s more likely that he decided then to acquire Winchcombe. It would set fewer people’s backs up if he did it by marrying me, but I am not going to oblige him.”

“Is it so difficult for you to believe that a man might want you for yourself?” the old lawyer asked gently.

Her dark brows rose. “He has gone about demonstrating that in rather an odd fashion.”

“Yes. Sir Henry is a crude man, I fear. But, Jessica, I do not think his interest is Winchcombe.” He paused. “Do you possibly think you might consider marrying him?”

“No.”

“But to lose Winchcombe—and after you have worked so hard, my dear!” He looked in distress at her thin face—too thin, he thought. She was wearing herself out. The beautiful white and rose of her skin had turned a pale golden brown from the sun. He shook his head mournfully. “What else can you do?” he asked.

“If I marry Sir Henry, I lose Winchcombe anyway,” said Jessica. “A married woman has little say over her own property. No, as I told you once before, I have no intention of making the same mistake my mother did. I will manage by myself.”

“But how?”

“I will pay Sir Henry the mortgage money.”

“I do not see how you can get it. If I had it I would give it to you, you must know that. But I do not have it.”

She smiled at him. “You are very kind, Mr. Grassington, and I thank you.” She rose, and the smile died away, to be replaced by a look so intense it seemed to burn through him. “I will get that money if it kills me,” she said in a taut, determined voice. “No one is going to take Winchcombe away from me.”

“Oh my dear,” he said helplessly.

“No one,” she repeated fiercely, and her eyes looked almost silver in her suddenly pale face. She turned on her heel and left the room with swift grace. The old lawyer stared after her with worried eyes. When Jessica was angry she was capable of anything. And from the look on her face he knew that she was very angry indeed.


Chapter Three

Give money me; take friendship whoso list!

—Barnabe Googe

Three days later Jessica set out for London, accompanied by Miss Burnley. She paid a visit to Clarges Street, where she arranged to borrow money at a depressingly high interest rate from Mr. King, a well-known moneylender. The money from Mr. King she would use to pay off Sir Henry Belton. Unfortunately, the only collateral she had to offer Mr. King was a mortgage on Winchcombe. Jessica then spent a week at Stevens’ Hotel; during that time, unknown to Miss Burnley, she paid another visit, this one to Mr. Harris, the manager of the Covent Garden Theatre.

Jessica had six months to pay back Mr. King, and she had every intention of doing so. After many hours of deep thought, she had determined a course of action for herself. It was not an easy decision for her to make, but she did not have many options. Marry for money she would not do. The thought of putting herself into the power of some man for the rest of her life filled her with horror. She might as well sell herself, she thought.

Which had brought her to her second option. She knew the amount of money her stepfather had spent on women. It appeared, she thought grimly to herself, that there was a good chance of making money by selling oneself temporarily. If anyone two years ago had told her she would consider becoming some rich man’s mistress she would have stared incredulously. But in her present situation she didn’t see any other way out. The world would condemn such a course of action, she knew. But then she had no intention of letting her world know what she had done. And Jessica, who had highly ethical but unusual standards, found the idea less distasteful than swearing to love, honor, and obey someone she hated and despised.

Simply stated, she had two boys who had to be put through school, and a mortgage on her only means of income. If she lost Winchcombe there would be no Eton, no Cambridge, no future for her brothers. Or for Miss Burnley. Or for her either if she steadfastly refused to marry. She was not even qualified to be a governess. The only solution was to clear Winchcombe of debt and go back to raising horses. Before she and Miss Burnley left for London Jessica had made up her mind, and when her mind was made up an earthquake would not move her.

In September Adrian and Geoffrey left for school. After they had left, Jessica received an urgent message from a distant cousin in Scotland. The cousin was very ill and wanted to see Jessica.

“I never heard of this Jean Cameron!” protested Miss Burnley.

“I have,” Jessica replied reassuringly. “My mother was Scottish, you know, even if she was born and raised in France. My grandfather fought at Culloden and consequently had to flee the country. He joined the French army and married another Scottish exile. My mother was their only child. This Jean Cameron is the daughter of my grandfather’s first cousin. She is quite elderly now and apparently rather wealthy. She says something about making ‘restitution’ to my grandfather’s only grandchild for all he suffered for the ‘cause.’” Jessica looked up from the letter she was holding. She knew it by heart, since she had written it herself. “It sounds as though she is thinking of leaving me some money, Burnie. God knows we could use it. I’d better go.”
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