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One

TWO LADIES WERE seated in the library at Milverley Park, the younger, whose cap and superabundance of crape proclaimed the widow, beside a table upon which reposed a Prayer Book; the elder, a Titian-haired beauty of some twenty-five summers, in one of the deep window-embrasures that overlooked the park. The Funeral Service had been read aloud, in a pretty, reverent voice, by the widow; but the Prayer Book had been closed and laid aside for some time, the silence being broken only by desultory remarks, uttered by one or other of the ladies, and the ticking of the clock upon the mantelpiece.

The library, whose curiously carved bookshelves and gilded and painted ceiling had earned it honourable mention in every Guide Book to Gloucestershire, was a handsome apartment, situated upon the ground floor of the mansion, and furnished with sombre elegance. It had been used, until so short a time previously, almost exclusively by the late Earl of Spenborough: a faint aroma of cigars hung about it, and every now and then the widow’s blue eyes rested on the big mahogany desk, as though she expected to see the Earl seated behind it. An air of gentle sorrow clung about her, and there was a bewildered expression on her charming countenance, as though she could scarcely realize her loss.

It had indeed been as sudden as it was unexpected. No one, least of all himself, could have supposed that the Earl, a fine, robust man in his fiftieth year, would owe his death to so paltry a cause as a chill, contracted when salmon fishing on the Wye. Not all the solicitations of his host and hostess had prevailed upon him to cosset this trifling ailment; he had enjoyed another day’s fishing; and had returned to Milverley, testily making light of his condition, but so very far from well that his daughter had had no hesitation in overriding his prohibition, and had sent immediately for a physician. A severe inflammation of both lungs was diagnosed, and within a week he was dead, leaving a wife and a daughter to mourn him, and a cousin, some fifteen years his junior, to succeed to his dignities. He had no other child, a circumstance generally held to account for his startling marriage, three years earlier, to the pretty girl who had not then attained the dignity of her twentieth year. Only the most forbearing of his friends could think the match allowable. Neither his splendid physique nor his handsome face could disguise the fact that he was older than his bride’s father, for his birth-date could be read in any Peerage, and his daughter had been the mistress of his establishment for four years. When no heir to the Earldom resulted from the unequal match, those who most deprecated the Earl’s many eccentricities pronounced it to be a judgment upon him, his sister, Lady Theresa Eaglesham, adding obscurely, but with conviction, that it would teach Serena a lesson. Any girl who dismissed her chaperon at the age of twenty-one, refused two flattering offers of marriage, and cried off from an engagement to the most brilliant prize in the Marriage Mart was well served when her father brought home a young bride to supplant her, said Lady Theresa. And all to no purpose, as she for one had foretold from the outset!

Some such reflection seemed to be in the widow’s mind. She said mournfully: ‘If I could have been more dutiful! I have been so very conscious of it, and now the thought quite oppresses me!’

Her stepdaughter, who had been leaning her chin on her hand, and gazing out at the trees in the park, just touched with autumn gold, turned her head at this, and said bracingly: ‘Nonsense!’

‘Your Aunt Theresa –’

‘Let us be thankful that my Aunt Theresa’s dislike of me has kept her away from us at this moment!’ interrupted Serena.

‘Oh, don’t say so! If she had not been indisposed –’

‘She was never so in her life. Wretched work my Uncle Eaglesham made of her excuses. He is a poor creature.’

‘Perhaps she has stayed away, then, because she does not like me,’ said the widow unhappily.

‘No such thing! Now, Fanny, don’t be absurd! As though anyone could help liking you! For my part, I am excessively obliged to her for remaining in Sussex. We can never meet without rubbing one another, and although I think her the most Gothic woman alive, I own she had something to bear when I spent my first Season under her roof. Poor woman! She brought two eligible suitors up to scratch, and I liked neither. My character was retrieved only when I was stupid enough to become engaged to Ivo Rotherham, and lost beyond recovery when I put an end to that most abominable episode of my life!’

‘How dreadful it must have been for you! Within a month of the wedding!’

‘Not in the least! We quarrelled more royally than ever before, and I positively enjoyed crying-off. You will allow, too, that there is a distinction in having given the odious Marquis a set-down!’

‘I should never have dared to do so. His manners are so – so very unconciliating, and he looks at one as though he held one in contempt, which throws me into confusion, try as I will to overcome such folly.’

‘Detestable man!’

‘Oh, Serena, hush! You cannot always have thought so!’

Her stepdaughter threw her a quizzing glance. ‘Are you in one of your romantical flights? Goose! I became engaged to Ivo because I thought it would suit me to be a Marchioness, because Papa made the match, because I have known him for ever, because we have some tastes in common, because – oh, for a number of excellent reasons! Or so they seemed, until I discovered him to be unendurable.’

‘Indeed, I don’t wonder at it that you could not love him, but have you never – have you never met anyone for whom you felt a – a decided partiality, Serena?’ asked Fanny, with a wondering look.

‘Yes, indeed! Does that set me up in your esteem!’ Serena replied, laughing. ‘I fancied myself very much in love when I was just nineteen years old. The most handsome creature, and with such engaging manners! You would have been in raptures! Alas, he had no fortune, and Papa would not countenance the match. I believe I cried for a week, but at this length of time I cannot be sure.’

‘Oh, you are funning!’ Fanny said reproachfully.

‘No, upon my honour! I did like him very much, but I have not laid eyes on him in six years, my dear, and the melancholy truth is that Papa was quite right when he assured me that I should recover from the disappointment.’

The widow looked as if she thought this melancholy indeed. ‘Who was he, Serena if you don’t dislike telling me?’

‘Not in the least. His name was Hector Kirkby.’

‘And you have never met him again?’

‘Never! But he was a soldier, and his regiment had just been ordered to Portugal, so that that cannot be considered wonderful.’

‘But now that the War is over –’

‘Fanny, you are incorrigible!’ exclaimed Serena, a good deal of affectionate amusement in her face. ‘Now that the War is over, I am no longer a green girl, and Hector if he is alive, which I am sure I hope he may be – is in all likelihood married, and the father of a hopeful family, and would be hard put to it to recall my name!’

‘Oh, no! You have not forgotten!’

‘Well, no,’ acknowledged Serena, ‘but, to own the truth, until you put me in mind of him I had not thought of him for years! I am afraid I am a coldhearted sort of a female after all!’

Fanny, who had seen her flirt with and rebuff several eligible suitors, was almost inclined to believe that it must be so. But no one could look upon that beautiful face, with its lovely, wilful mouth, its lustrous eyes, brilliant under rather heavy, smiling lids, and think its owner coldhearted. In fact, it was quite the last epithet anyone could have found to bestow upon such a vital, passionate creature as Serena, thought Fanny. She was headstrong, and obstinate, some times quite dreadfully mannish, as eccentric as her father, quick-tempered, impulsive, impatient of restraint, and careless of appearances; but with all these faults, and a great many more, she had a wealth of kindness and of generosity, and a chivalry which made her beloved amongst her father’s dependants.

‘You are putting me out of countenance! Why do you stare so?’

Recalled by the sound of that low-pitched, musical voice, Fanny gave a little start, coloured up, and said: ‘As though anything could! I beg your pardon: my wits were wandering! Oh, Serena, how very kind you have been to me!’

‘Good gracious!’ The brows which Serena did not scruple to darken, shot up; the eyes, gleaming more green than hazel, mocked, but gently. ‘My poor dear! This dismal occasion has put the most sickly thoughts into your head! Or is it rather my cousin Hartley? I am sure I do not blame you, if that is the case!’

Diverted, the widow exclaimed involuntarily: ‘How much you must blame me for having disappointed all your hopes of keeping him out of the succession!’

‘Fudge! I never had any! No, indeed! I am much in your debt, for not having given me a half-brother young enough to have been my son. How ridiculous I must then have appeared! It does not bear thinking of.’

‘Too generous!’ Fanny said into the folds of a black-bordered handkerchief. ‘And your Papa –! Never one word of reproach to me, but I know how much he disliked the thought of Hartley’s succeeding him!’

‘Dear Fanny, pray don’t cry! We shall have my uncles, and your father, and Mr Perrott upon us at any moment, to say nothing nothing of Hartley himself! To be sure, one would not have wished him to have stepped into Papa’s shoes, but it is no such great matter, after all! If you know any harm of him, it is more than I do.’

‘Your Papa said that he would have liked him better if he had known any harm of him, ‘said Fanny dolefully.

This made Serena laugh, but she said: ‘Very true! He is virtuous and a dead bore! I am sure, the first Carlow to be so. However, my father had known it any time these dozen years, and might, had the matter seriously troubled him, have married again long before you were out of the school room. To suppose that he married you only for the sake of an heir shows you to be a great simpleton. Heavens, will they never bring this carouse to an end? It is a full hour since the carriages returned!’

‘Serena! Not a carouse!’ Fanny protested. ‘How can you talk so?’

‘To hold a feast over the remains of the departed is a custom that can only disgust any person of sensibility!’

‘But, indeed it is only a cold collation!’ Fanny said anxiously.

The doors at one end of the room opened softly, and the butler came in, with the intelligence that the funeral party was breaking up, carriages being called for, and Mr Perrott, his late lordship’s attorney, desiring him to carry his respects to my lady, and to ask if it would be convenient to her to receive him presently. Addressing himself to Serena, he volunteered the information that the funeral had been so well attended that several of the humbler mourners had found it impossible to force their way into the church, a circumstance which appeared to afford him consolation. Receiving from Fanny an assurance that she was ready to see Mr Perrott, he withdrew again.

The minutes lagged past. Fanny said faintly: ‘I don’t know why it should affect one so. The Will must be read, I know, but I wish it were over!’

‘For my part, I think it a great piece of work to make!’ said Serena. ‘Such a parade, such stupid formality, which there is not the least occasion for! The only persons who might wish to hear it read are those to whom my father has left private bequests, and they are not invited to be present! It can contain no surprises for you, or for me, or, indeed, for my cousin.’

‘Oh, no! It is all my folly – and fearing to vex Papa! From what he said to me, I collect that he and Mama expect me to return home – to Hartland, I mean. He spoke as though it were certain. I said nothing, for there was no time – or perhaps I had not the courage,’ she added, with a pitiful little smile.

‘Tell me what you wish to do!’

‘If it were my duty to return, I would do so,’ the widow faltered.

‘That does not answer my question! At Hartland, your wishes are of no account; here, surely, it has been other wise!’

‘Yes, indeed it has!’ Fanny said, her eyes filling with tears. ‘It is that which makes me wonder whether it is perhaps naughtiness and self-will which prompts me to think that my first duty now is to you, and not to Papa!’

‘If you can’t be comfortable without the assurance that you are doing your duty, let me tell you that my whole dependance is upon you – Mama!’ Serena said, her voice prim, but irrepressible humour gleaming in her eyes. ‘If you are not to take me in charge, what is to become of me? I give you fair warning I won’t live with my Aunt Theresa, or with my Aunt Susan! And even I should hesitate to set up my own establishment without a respectable female to bear me company. Depend upon it, that would mean Cousin Florence! The Carlows and the Dorringtons would be as one in agreeing that the poor creature must be sacrificed.’

Fanny smiled, but said in a serious tone: ‘I can’t take you in charge, but I can be your chaperon, and although I am very silly I do think it would answer better than for you to be obliged to live with Lady Theresa, or even with Lady Dorrington. And if it is what you would like, dearest Serena, I cannot doubt that it is what your Papa would desire me to do, for he was fonder of you than of anyone.’

‘Fanny, no!’ Serena said, stretching out her hand impulsively.

‘But it is not at all to be wondered at! You are so very like him. So I have quite made up my mind what I ought to do. Only I do hope that Papa will not order me, for it would be so very shocking to be obliged to disobey him!’

‘He won’t do so. He must realize, though you do not, that you are Lady Spenborough, not Miss Claypole! Moreover –’ She stopped, but, upon receiving a look of enquiry, continued bluntly: ‘Forgive me, but I am persuaded neither he nor Lady Claypole will press you to return to them! With such a numerous family, and your elder sister still unwed – oh, no, they cannot wish for your return!’

‘No! Oh, how very right you are!’ exclaimed Fanny, her brow clearing. ‘Agnes, too, would so particularly dislike it, I daresay!’

There was no time for more. The doors were again opened, and a number of funereally clad gentlemen were ushered into the room.

The procession was led by the eldest, and certainly the most impressive of these. Lord Dorrington, whose girth had upon more than one occasion caused him to be mistaken for the Duke of York, was brother to the first Lady Spenborough and from having a great notion of his own importance, and a strong disposition to meddle in other persons’ affairs, had appointed himself to the position of doyen to the party. He came ponderously into the room, his corsets slightly creaking, his massive jowl supported by swathe upon swathe of neckcloth, and, having bowed to the widow, uttering a few words of condolence in a wheezing voice, at once assumed the task of directing the company to various chairs. ‘I shall desire our good Mr Perrott to seat himself at the desk. Serena, my love, I fancy you and Lady Spenborough will be comfortable upon the sofa. Spenborough, will you take this place? Eaglesham, my dear fellow, if you, and ah – Sir – William, will sit here, I shall invite Rotherham to take the wing-chair.’

Since only Mr Eaglesham attended to this speech, only he was irritated by it. Precedency having been cast overboard, he had entered the library in Lord Dorrington’s ample wake. He was as spare as his lordship was corpulent, and wore the harassed expression which, the unkind asserted, was natural to Lady Theresa Carlow’s consort. Having married the late Earl’s sister, he considered that he had a better right than Dorrington to assume the direction of affairs, but he knew no way of asserting it, and was obliged to content himself with moving towards a chair as far distant as possible to that one indicated by Dorrington, and by muttering animadversions against pretentious and encroaching old popinjays, which were as soothing to himself as they were inaudible to everyone else.

The first in consequence was the last to enter the room, the Marquis of Rotherham, saying: ‘Oh, go on, man, go on!’ thrusting the attorney before him, and strolling into the library behind him.

His entrance might have been said to have banished constraint. The Lady Serena, never remarkable for propriety, stared incredulously, and exclaimed: ‘What in the world brings you here, I should like to know?’

‘So should I!’ retorted his lordship. ‘How well we should have suited, Serena! So many ideas as we have in common!’

Fanny, well accustomed to such exchanges, merely cast an imploring look at Serena; Mr Eaglesham uttered a short laugh; Sir William Claypole was plainly startled; Mr Perrott, who had drawn up the original marriage settlements, seemed to be suddenly afflicted with deafness; and Lord Dorrington, perceiving an opportunity for further meddling, said, in what was meant to be an authoritative tone: ‘Now, now! We must not forget upon what a sad occasion we are gathered together! No doubt there is a little awkwardness attached to Rotherham’s unavoidable presence here. Indeed, when I learned from our good Perrott –’

‘Awkwardness?’ cried Serena, her colour heightened, and her eyes flashing. ‘I promise you, I feel none, my dear sir! If Rotherham is conscious of it, I can only say that I am astonished he should choose to intrude upon a matter which can only concern the family!’

‘No, I am not conscious of it,’ responded the Marquis. ‘Only of intolerable boredom!’

Several pairs of eyes turned apprehensively towards Serena, but she was never a fighter who resented a knock in exchange. This one seemed rather to assuage than to exacerbate her wrath. She smiled reluctantly, and said in a milder tone: ‘Well! But what made you come, then?’

Mr Perrott, who had been engaged in spreading some documents over the desk, gave a little, dry cough, and said: ‘Your ladyship must know that the late Earl appointed my Lord Rotherham to be one of the Executors of his Will.’

That this intelligence was as unexpected as it was unwelcome was made plain by the widening of Serena’s eyes, as she turned them, in a look compound of doubt and disgust, from Rotherham to the attorney. ‘I might have guessed that that was how it would be!’ she said, turning aside in mortification, and walking back to her seat in the window embrasure.

‘Then it is a great pity you did not guess!’ said Rotherham acidly. ‘I might then have been warned in time to have declined the office, for which I daresay there could be no one more unsuited!’

She deigned no reply, but averted her face, fixing her gaze once more upon the prospect outside. Her cousin, wearing his new dignities uneasily, was inspired by his evil genius to assume an air of authority, saying in a tone of reproof: ‘Such conduct as this is quite unbecoming, Serena! Now that the late unhappy event has made me head of the family I do not scruple to say so. I am sure I do not know what Lord Rotherham must be thinking of such manners.’

He brought himself under the fire of two pairs of eyes, the one filled with wrathful astonishment, the other with cruel mockery.

‘Well, you can certainly be sure of that!’ said Rotherham.

‘For my part,’ said Dorrington, in a peevish voice, ‘I consider it very odd in my poor brother, very odd indeed! One would have supposed – however, so it has always been! Eccentric! I can find no other word for it.’

This provoked Mr Eaglesham, swelling with annoyance, to point out to his lordship the very remote nature of his connection with the late Earl. There were others, he took leave to tell him, whose claims to have been appointed Executor of the Will were very much nearer than his. Lord Dorrington’s empurpled cheeks then became so alarmingly suffused that Spenborough said hastily that the appointment of Lord Rotherham was perfectly agreeable to him, whatever it might be to others.

‘Obliging of you!’ said Rotherham, over his shoulder, as he crossed the room to where Fanny was still standing nervously beside her chair. ‘Come! Why do you not sit down?’ he said in his abrupt, rather rough way. ‘You must be as anxious as any of us, I daresay, to be done with this business!’

‘Oh, yes! Thank you!’ she murmured. She glanced fleetingly up at him, as she seated herself, faltering: ‘I am very sorry, if you dislike it. Indeed, I am afraid it may be troublesome to you!’

‘Unlikely: Perrott will no doubt attend to everything.’ He hesitated, and then added, in a still brusquer manner: ‘I should be making you speeches of condolence. Excuse me on that head, if you please! I am no great hand at polite insincerities, and give you credit for believing you cannot wish to figure as inconsolable.’

She was left feeling crushed; he walked away to a chair near the window in which Serena sat, and she, taking advantage of Sir William Claypole’s claiming his daughter’s attention at that moment, said: ‘You might give her credit for some natural sorrow!’

‘Dutiful!’

‘She was most sincerely attached to my father.’

‘Very well: I give her credit for it. She will soon recover from such sentiments, and must be less than honest if she does not feel herself to have been released from a most unnatural tie.’ He looked at her from under the heavy bar of his black brows, a satirical gleam in his eyes. ‘Yes, you find yourself in agreement with me, and don’t mean to admit it. If sympathizing speeches are expected of me, I will address mine to you. I am sorry for you, Serena: this bears hard on you.’

There was no softening either in voice or expression, but she knew him well enough to believe that he meant what he said.

‘Thank you. I expect I shall go along very tolerably when I have become – a little more accustomed.’

‘Yes, if you don’t commit some folly. On that chance, however, I would not wager a groat. Don’t shoot daggerlooks at me! I’m impervious to ’em.’

‘On this occasion at least you might spare me your taunts!’ she said, in a low, indignant voice.

‘Not at all. To spar with me will save you from falling into a green melancholy.’

She disdained to answer this, but turned again to look out of the window; and he, as indifferent to the snub as to her anger, took up a lounging position in his chair, and sardonically surveyed the rest of the company.

Of the six men present he gave the least impression of being a mourner at a funeral. His black coat, which he wore buttoned high across his chest, was at odd variance with a neckcloth tied in a sporting fashion peculiarly his own; and his demeanour lacked the solemnity which characterized the elder members of the party. From his appearance, he might have been almost any age, and was, in fact, in the late thirties. Of medium height only, he was very powerfully built, with big shoulders, a deep chest, and thighs by far too muscular to appear to advantage in the prevailing fashion of skin tight pantaloons. He was seldom seen in such attire, but generally wore top-boots and breeches. His coats were well-cut, but made so that he could shrug himself into them without assistance; and he wore no other jewellery than his heavy gold signet-ring. He had few graces, his manners being blunt to a fault, made as many enemies as friends, and, had he not been endowed with birth, rank, and fortune, would possibly have been ostracized from polite circles. But these magical attributes were his, and they acted like a talisman upon his world. His Belcher neckties and his unconventional manners might be deplored but must be accepted: he was Rotherham.

He was not a handsome man, but his countenance was a striking one, his eyes, which were of a curiously light gray, having a great deal of hard brilliance, and being set under straight brows which almost met. His hair was as black as a crow’s wing, his complexion swarthy; and the lines of his face were harsh, the brow a little craggy, the chin deeply cleft, and the masterful nose jutting between lean cheeks. His hands were his only beauty, for they combined strength with shapeliness. Any of the dandy set would have used all manner of arts to show them off: my Lord Rotherham dug them into his pockets.

Since Lord Dorrington and Mr Eaglesham showed no disposition to bring their acrimonious dialogue to an end, and Lord Spenborough’s polite attempts to recall them to a sense of their surroundings were not attended to, Rotherham intervened, saying impatiently: ‘Do you mean to continue arguing all day, or are we to hear the Will read?’

Both gentlemen glared at him; and Mr Perrott, taking advantage of the sudden silence, spread open a crackling document, and in severe accents announced it to be the last Will and Testament of George Henry Vernon Carlow, Fifth Earl of Spenborough.

As Serena had foretold, it contained little of interest to its auditors. Neither Rotherham nor Dorrington had expectations; Sir William Claypole knew his daughter’s jointure to be secure: and once Mr Eaglesham was satisfied that the various keepsakes promised to his wife had been duly bequeathed to her he too lost interest in the reading, and occupied himself in thinking of some pretty cutting things to say to Lord Dorrington.

Serena herself still sat with her face turned away, and her eyes on the prospect outside. Shock had at first left no room for any other emotion than grief for the loss of her father, but with the arrival of his successor the evils of her present situation were more thoroughly brought to her mind. Milverley, which had been her home for the twenty-five years of her life, was hers no longer. She who had been its mistress would henceforth visit it only as a guest. She was not much given to sentimental reflection, nor, during her father’s lifetime, had she been conscious of any deep attachment to the place. She had taken it for granted, serving it as a matter of duty and tradition. Only now, when it was passing from her, did she realize her double loss.

Her spirits sank; it was an effort to keep her countenance, and impossible to chain her attention to the attorney, reciting in a toneless voice and with a wealth of incomprehensible legalities a long list of small personal bequests. All were known to her, many had been discussed with her. She knew the sources of Fanny’s jointure, and which of the estates would furnish her own portion: there could be no surprises, nothing to divert her mind from its melancholy reflections.

She was mistaken. Mr Perrott paused, and cleared his throat. After a moment, he resumed his reading, his dry voice more expressionless than before. The words: ‘… all my estates at Hernesley and at Ibshaw’ intruded upon Serena’s wandering thoughts, and informed her that her share of the bequests had been reached at last. The next words brought her head round with a jerk.

‘… to the use of Ivo Spencer Barrasford, the Most Noble the Marquis of Rotherham –’

‘What?’ gasped Serena.

‘… in trust for my daughter, Serena Mary,’ continued Mr Perrott, slightly raising his voice, ‘to the intent that he shall allow her during her spinsterhood such sums of money by way of pin-money as she has heretofore enjoyed, and upon her marriage, conditional upon such marriage being with his consent and approval, to her use absolutely.’

An astonished silence succeeded these words. Fanny was looking bewildered, and Serena stunned. Suddenly the silence was shattered. The Most Noble the Marquis of Rotherham had succumbed to uncontrollable laughter.


Two

SERENA WAS ON her feet. ‘Was my father out of his senses?’ she cried. ‘Rotherham to allow –! Rotherham to consent to my marriage! Oh, infamous, abominable!’

Her feelings choked her; she began to stride about the room, panting for breath, striking her clenched fist into the palm of her other hand, fiercely thrusting her uncle Dorrington aside when he attempted ponderously to check her.

‘Pray, Serena –! Pray, my dear child, be calm! Abominable indeed, but try to compose yourself!’ he besought her. ‘Upon my word! To appoint a trustee outside the family! It passes the bounds of belief! I suppose I am not nobody! Your uncle! What more proper person could have been found to appoint? God bless my soul, I was never more provoked!’

‘Certainly one may say that eccentricity has been carried pretty far!’ observed Mr Eaglesham. ‘Very improper! I venture to say that Theresa will most strongly disapprove of it.’

‘It must be shocking to any person of sensibility!’ declared Spenborough. ‘My dear cousin, everyone must enter into your feelings upon this occasion! No one can wonder at your very just displeasure, but, depend upon it, there can be found a remedy! Such a whimsical clause might, I daresay, be upset: Perrott will advise us!’ He paused, looking towards the attorney, who, however, preserved an unencouraging silence. ‘Well, we shall see! At all events, the Will cannot be binding to Rotherham. It must be within his power to refuse such a Trusteeship, surely!’

‘He!’ The word burst from Serena’s lips. She swept round, and bore down upon the Marquis, as lithe as a wild cat, and as dangerous. ‘Was it your doing? Was it?’

‘Good God, no!’ he said contemptuously. ‘A pretty charge to saddle myself with!’

‘How could he do such a thing? How could he?’ she demanded. ‘And without your knowledge and consent? No! No! I don’t believe it!’

‘When you have come to the end of all this fretting and fuming, perhaps you may! Your father desired nothing so much as our marriage, and this is his way of bringing it about. It’s a cock that won’t fight, however!’

‘No!’ she said, cheeks and eyes flaming. ‘I will never be so enforced!’

‘Nor I!’ he said brutally. ‘Why, you featherheaded termagant, do you imagine that I wish for a wife upon such terms? You mistake the matter, my girl, believe me!’

‘Then release me from so intolerable a situation! To be obliged to beg your consent –! Something must be done! It must be possible! My whole fortune tied up – pin-money – Good God, how could Papa treat me so? Will you assign the Trust to my cousin? Will you do that?’

‘Poor devil, no! If I could, I would not! You would bully him into giving his consent to your marriage to the first wastrel that offered, only to break the Trust! Well, you won’t bully me, so make up your mind to that, Serena!’

She flung away from him, and resumed her restless pacing, tears of rage running down her face. Fanny went to her, laying a hand on her arm, saying, in a beseeching tone: ‘Serena! Dearest Serena!’

She stood rigidly, her throat working. ‘Fanny, don’t touch me! I am not safe!’

Fanny found herself being pushed unceremoniously aside. Rotherham, who had come up behind her, seized Serena’s wrists, and held them in a hard grasp. ‘You have edified us enough!’ he said harshly. ‘A little more conduct would be becoming in you! No, you will neither hit me, nor claw my eyes out! Be still, Serena, and think what a figure you make of yourself!’

There was a pause. Fanny trembled for the issue, herself a good deal distressed. The stormy eyes, shifting from Rotherham’s dark face, found hers. The glare went out of them. A shuddering sigh broke from Serena; she said: ‘Oh, Fanny, I beg your pardon! I didn’t hurt you, did I?’

‘No, no, never!’ Fanny cried.

Serena began unconsciously to rub the wrists which Rotherham had released. She glanced round the room, and gave a rather hysterical little laugh. ‘Indeed, I am very sorry! I am behaving so badly, and have thrown you all into embarrassment. Pray excuse me! Rotherham, I must see you before you leave Milverley: will you come to me, if you please, in the Little Drawing-room?’

‘At once, if you wish it.’

‘Oh, no! My senses are quite disordered still. You must give me time to mend my temper if I am not to be betrayed again into unbecoming warmth!’

She hurried out of the room, repulsing Fanny, who would have accompanied her, with a gesture, and a quick shake of her head.

Her departure unleashed the tongues of her relations, Mr Eaglesham deploring so passionate a disposition, and recalling his wife’s various pronouncements on the subject; Fanny firing up in defence; Dorrington ascribing the outbreak to Rotherham’s provoking manners; and Spenborough reiterating his determination to overset the clause. This at once led to further disputation, for Dorrington, while agreeing that the clause should be overset, resented Spenborough’s assumption of authority; and Mr Eaglesham, on general grounds, was opposed to any scheme of Dorrington’s. Even Claypole was drawn, though reluctantly, into expressing an opinion; but Mr Perrott, waiting with gelid calm for the discussion to end, met all appeals with noncommittal repressiveness; and Rotherham, his shoulders to the door, his arms folded across his chest, and one leg crossed negligently over the other, appeared to consider himself the audience to a farce which at once bored and slightly diverted him. It lasted too long for his patience, however, and he put a ruthless end to it, interrupting Dorrington to say: ‘You will none of you overset it, and you are none of you concerned in it, so you may as well stop making gudgeons of yourselves!’

‘Sir, you are offensive!’ declared Mr Eaglesham, glaring at him. ‘I do not hesitate to tell you so!’

‘Why should you? I don’t hesitate to tell you that you’re a muttonhead! I collect that you think her aunt the properest person to control Serena’s hand and fortune. You’d look mighty blue if you could succeed in foisting that charge on to Lady Theresa! What a trimming she would give you, by God!’

Lord Dorrington burst into a rumbling laugh which immediately set him coughing and wheezing. Mr Eaglesham, much incensed, opened his mouth to retaliate, and then, as the appalling truth of Rotherham’s words came home to him, shut it again, and seethed in silence. After regarding him sardonically for a moment or two, Rotherham nodded at the attorney, and said: ‘You may now read us the rest of this original document!’

Mr Perrott bowed, and replaced the spectacles on his nose. The Will contained no further surprises, and was listened to without comment. Only at the end of the reading did Rotherham unfold his arms, and stroll over to the desk, holding out an imperative hand. Mr Perrott put the Will into it; the stiff sheets were flicked over; in frowning silence the Marquis studied the fatal clause. He then tossed the document on to the desk, saying: ‘Ramshackle!’ and walked out of the room.

His departure was the signal for the break-up of the party. Mr Perrott, declining Fanny’s civil offer of hospitality, was the first to take leave. He was accompanied out of the library by the new Earl, who desired information on several points, and followed almost immediately by Mr Eaglesham, who was engaged to spend the night with friends in Gloucester; and by Lord Dorrington, who had had the forethought to bespeak dinner at one of his favourite posting-houses, and was anxious lest it should spoil. Fanny soon found herself alone with her father, who, with Spenborough, was remaining at Milverley until the morrow.

She awaited his first words with a fast-beating heart, but these, not surprisingly, were devoted not to her affairs but to Serena’s. ‘An awkward business!’ Sir William said. ‘Quite unaccountable! A strange man, Spenborough!’

She agreed to it, but faintly.

‘One cannot wonder at your daughter-in-law’s vexation, but I should be sorry to see any daughter of mine in such a passion!’

‘Oh, pray do not regard it, Papa! In general, she is so good! But this, coming as it does at such a moment, when she is in so much affliction and behaving so beautifully –! The distressing circumstances, too – her previous connection with Rotherham – the most ungentlemanly language he used. She must be pardoned! She is so good!’

‘You astonish me! Your Mama was much inclined to think her not at all the thing. She has some odd ways! But there, these great ladies think they may behave as they please! I daresay she would tie her garter in public, as the saying goes!’

‘Oh, no, no! Indeed, you misjudge her, Papa! If she is an unusual girl, recollect that to dear Lord Spenborough she was more a son than a daughter!’

‘Ay! It is an unhappy thing for a girl to lose her mother! No more than twelve years of age, was she? Well, well! You are very right, my dear: allowances must be made for her. I am very sensible to it, particularly now, when I should have wished above all things that I could have brought your mother to you!’

Fanny was too much astonished at having her opinion deferred to by him to do more than murmur a confused assent.

‘It is an unfortunate circumstance that she should be lying-in when her presence must have been a comfort to you.’

‘Oh, yes! I mean – that is, it was so kind of her to have spared you to me!’

‘No question of that! I never knew your Mama to give way to crotchets of that kind. Besides, you know, a tenth lying-in is by no means the same thing as a first. One does not make a piece of work over it! She will be sadly disappointed, however, not to receive better news of you than I can carry to her. Not that my hopes were high. After three years, it was scarcely to be expected. A sad pity, upon all counts!’ She hung her head, blushing deeply, and he made haste to add: ‘I don’t mean to reproach you, my dear, how ever much I must wish it had been otherwise. I daresay Spenborough felt it?’

She replied in so suffocated a voice that only the words ‘always so considerate’ could be distinguished.

‘I am glad to hear you say so. It is no very pleasant thing to know that one’s possessions must pass into the hands of some trumpery cousin – no great thing, the new Earl, is he? – but I hold him to be as much to blame as you. What a freak, to contract inflammation of the lungs while the succession was still unsure! I never knew such improvidence!’ He sounded indignant, but recollected immediately to whom he spoke, and begged pardon. ‘There is no sense in dwelling upon the matter, to be sure. For your sake, it is a great deal to be regretted. Your rank must always command respect, but had you been the mother of a son your consequence would have been enhanced beyond anything, and your future decided. As things have fallen out, it is otherwise. I don’t know, Fanny, if you have any thoughts on this head?’

She gathered her forces together, and replied with tolerable firmness: ‘Yes, Papa. I have the intention of removing to the Dower House, with dear Serena.’

He was taken aback. ‘With Lady Serena!’

‘I am persuaded it is what Lord Spenborough would have desired me to do. She must not be deserted!’

‘I imagine there can be no question of that! She has her uncle, and that aunt who brought her out, after all! Spenborough, too, was saying to me this morning that he and my lady hoped she would continue to make this her home. I own, I thought it handsome of him. To be taking a firebrand into one’s family is not what I should choose!’

‘Hartley and Jane – Lord and Lady Spenborough, I mean, have been everything that is kind: Serena is fully conscious of it, but she knows it would not do. If you please, Papa, I believe it to be my duty to take care of Serena!’

‘You take care of her!’ he ejaculated, laughing. ‘I wish I may see it!’

She coloured, but said: ‘Indeed, it is she who has taken care of me, but I am her mother-in-law, and the most proper person to act as her chaperon, sir.’

He considered this, and yielded a reluctant assent. ‘It might be thought so indeed, but at your age – I don’t know what your Mama will say to it! Besides, the young lady, with that fortune at her back, will very soon be snapped up, temper and all!’

‘She has too strong a mind to be taken-in. I don’t fancy she will be married for a little while yet, Papa.’

‘Very true! Nothing of that nature can be contemplated for a year at least. You will keep strict mourning, of course. Your Mama was inclined to think that you should return to Hartland for that period, for however much you may be known as the Dowager Countess, my dear, it cannot be denied that you are by far too young to live alone. We had some notion that when you put off your mourning, and will no doubt be thinking of setting up an establishment of your own, you might take one of your sisters to live with you. But that is to look some way ahead, and I don’t mean to dictate to you! There is something to be said for this scheme of yours, after all. You have been used to be the mistress of a great house, my dear, and you would not like to be living at Hartland again, in the old way. No, I am much disposed to think that you have hit upon the very thing to make all straight! That is, if you believe that you can be comfortable with Lady Serena?’

‘Oh, yes! So very comfortable!’

‘Well, I should never have thought it! I only hope she may not get into a scrape. You will be blamed for it, if she does! Her character is unsteady: that was plain when she made herself the talk of the town by jilting Rotherham! You were still in the schoolroom, but I well remember what an uproar it caused! I believe the wedding-cards had actually been sent out!’

‘It was very bad, but, indeed, Papa, I honour her for her resolution in drawing back before it was too late! Dear Lord Spenborough wished the match to take place, but nothing, I am persuaded, could have been more ineligible! He liked Rotherham because he is such a great sportsman, and such a splendid rider to hounds, and he could never be brought to see that he would be a dreadfully harsh and disagreeable husband! He would have made Serena so unhappy! He is the most hateful man, and takes a delight in vexing her! You must have heard the way he speaks to her – the things he doesn’t scruple to say!’

‘Ay! And I heard her too! A very improper style she uses towards him! Let me tell you, Fanny, that there is something very displeasing in that bold manner of hers! She expresses herself with a freedom I would not tolerate in one of my daughters.’

‘She has known him since she was a child – has never stood upon ceremony with him! If she is sometimes betrayed into unbecoming warmth, it is his fault, for so unkindly provoking her! And as for temper, I am sure he has a worse one than hers could ever be!’

‘Well, it’s plain you have a fondness for her, my dear,’ he said indulgently. ‘For my part, I would not be in Rotherham’s shoes at this moment for something! He may think himself fortunate if he comes off without a scratched face, I daresay!’

But when he joined her in the Little Drawing-room, Rotherham found Serena quite composed. He said, as he closed the door: ‘What now? Am I here to be entreated, or abused?’

She bit her lip, but said: ‘You would not be moved by either, I suppose.’

‘Not in the least, but I am quite at your disposal if you wish to continue quarrelling with me.’

‘I am determined not to do so.’

He smiled. ‘That resolution will be broken soon enough! What do you want, Serena?’

‘I wish you will sit down! Ivo, what is to be done?’

‘Nothing.’

‘You cannot mean to accept the Trust!’

‘Why not?’

‘Good God, one moment’s reflection must be enough to make you see how intolerable it would be! For both of us!’

‘I can see why you should think it intolerable, but why should I find it so?’

‘You don’t want for sense, so I suppose you are trying to provoke me! Can you doubt that the story will be one of the on-dits of the town within a week? My Uncle Dorrington will take care of that! Everyone will be talking about it, and laughing at it!’

‘This is a new come-out for you, Serena!’ he said admiringly. ‘You were never used to give a straw for what anyone might say of you!’

She flushed, and looked away. ‘You are mistaken. In any event, to have everyone watching us would be detestable!’

‘Let ’em watch! They will be tired of it by the time you are out of black gloves, and in the meanwhile it won’t worry me.’

‘To have everyone conjecturing?’

‘Lord, Serena, I’ve been food for conjecture any time these dozen years! There have been some very good stories made up about me, too.’

She looked despairingly at him. ‘I know this humour too well to suppose it is of the least use to continue talking. You mean to fob me off by pretending not to understand me.’

‘No, I don’t. I understand you very well, but you’re refining too much upon it. There’s nothing remarkable in my being appointed to be your Trustee: everyone knows I was one of your father’s closest friends, and no one will be surprised that he chose to name me rather than that old fool, Dorrington, or the rasher of wind your aunt married!’

‘No – if it had not been for that wretched engagement!’ she said frankly. ‘That is what makes it so intolerable! Papa’s intention is – is blatant!’

‘You can console yourself with the reflection that it is I, and not you, who will be a laughing-stock for the vulgar,’ he said grimly.

‘How can you talk so? I promise you, I don’t wish you to be put into such a position!’

‘Don’t waste a thought on it! I’m inured!’

‘Oh, how odious you are!’ she exclaimed, with suppressed violence.

‘That sounds more like you!’ he said cordially. ‘I thought it would not be long!’

She controlled herself with a strong effort, not lost on him, tightly gripping her hands together in her lap, and clenching her teeth on her lower lip.

‘Take care, Serena! you will go into strong convulsions if you bottle up so much spleen!’

She was always quick to perceive the ridiculous, and gave a gasp. Her eyes did indeed flash a challenge, but her sense of humour got the better of her temper, and she burst out laughing. ‘Oh –! At least own that you would provoke a saint!’

‘I never tried to. You are no saint!’

‘No, alas!’ she sighed. ‘Come! don’t tease me, Ivo, pray! Is there no way of upsetting that infamous Will?’

‘I should imagine not. I’m no lawyer, however. Consult your father’s attorney! I warn you, he returned no very encouraging answers to your uncles, when they appealed to him. I daresay it might be upset if I were to contravene the Trust, but I shan’t.’

‘If you were to refuse to act –?’

‘I shan’t do that either. You wouldn’t get control of your fortune if I did, and that’s what you chiefly want, isn’t it?’

‘Of course it is! My father gave me £250 pounds a year for pin-money, and that was very well while he lived, but how the deuce am I to support myself on such a sum?’

‘Don’t try to bamboozle me, my girl! Your mother’s fortune was settled on you.’

‘Ten thousand pounds, invested in the Funds! The whole of my income will be less than £700! Good God, Ivo, I daresay Papa must have spent as much on my hunters alone!’

‘Oh, more! He gave a thousand guineas for that flea-bitten gray which carried you so well last season. But you will hardly hunt this year!’

‘This year! No! But am I to be reduced to penury all the days of my life?’ she demanded. ‘What if I should remain a spinster? Has any provision been made for that contingency?’

‘No, none. I looked particularly at the Will to be sure of it,’ he replied. ‘A damned, ill-managed business – but I suppose he thought there was no fear the point would arise.’

‘He has certainly done his best to thrust me into marriage with the first man who is so obliging as to offer for me!’ she said bitterly.

‘You are forgetting something, my love!’

She looked mistrustfully at him. ‘No! Your consent must be obtained!’

‘Just so! But make yourself easy! I shan’t withhold it unreasonably.’

‘You would do anything to spite me!’

‘Well, if I do, you will have a very good case against me, and will no doubt be able to break the Trust. Meanwhile, let me give you a piece of advice! If you don’t wish to afford the world matter for gossip, assume the appearance at least of complaisance! How you came to make such a ninnyhammer of yourself, for all those fools to gape at, I know not! Rail at me in private if you choose, but in public behave so that the interested may believe you to be very well-satisfied with the arrangement, and see nothing in it but what is natural and comfortable.’

She was obliged to acknowledge the good sense of this advice. ‘But for the rest –! How shall I do? Can I support myself on so little, Ivo?’

‘You might do so on much less, but from what I know of you you would not. But what is all this talk of supporting yourself? You don’t mean to set up your establishment, do you? That your father never intended!’

‘No, I don’t – but if I did you could not prevent me! At least I don’t have to win your odious consent for anything but marriage!’

‘You don’t, but if you indulged in any such folly your debts would very soon teach you the unwisdom of flouting my advice,’ he retorted.

Her bosom swelled, but she said nothing.

‘Well, what do you mean to do?’ he asked.

‘I shall remain with Lady Spenborough,’ she answered coldly. She discovered that he was frowning, and raised her brows. ‘Pray, have you any objection?’

‘No. No, I’ve no objection. You won’t feel yourself straitened, at all events, while you live under her roof, and she has been so handsomely provided for that she may well support you. But – here?’

‘At the Dower House. I perceive that that displeases you! You must be ingenious indeed if you can hit upon a plausible reason to account for your disapproval!’

‘I am not displeased, I don’t disapprove, and if you show hackle again without cause, you may expect to have your ears boxed as they never have been yet – more’s the pity!’ he said savagely. ‘Live where you choose! It’s all one to me. Have you anything more to say?’

‘No, I have not, and I should be very happy to think I need never say another word to you for as long as I live – and of all things in the world there is nothing – nothing – so abominable, and contemptible, and cowardly, and ungentlemanly as persons who walk out of the room when one is addressing them!’

He had opened the door, but at that he burst out laughing, and shut it again. ‘Very well! But I warn you I shall give as good as I get!’

‘You need not tell me that! If you don’t disapprove, why did you scowl so?’

‘My habitual expression, possibly. It was unintentional, I assure you. The thought in my mind was merely that it would be better for you to remove from this vicinity. To be situated at the Dower House cannot be anything but painful to you, Serena, believe me!’

She said impulsively: ‘Oh, I beg your pardon! But how could I guess you meant nothing but kindness?’

‘A home-thrust!’ he interjected.

‘No, no! I didn’t mean it so! Only, in general – but never mind that! I know it must be painful to remain here, but I think that is the kind of sensibility I ought to overcome. And, you know, Ivo, my cousin is not quite up to the trick!’

‘So I should imagine.’

‘He is a very good sort of a man in his way, and he wishes to do just as he ought, but although he has always been the heir-at-law he was not bred to succeed Papa, and I fancy he never expected that it would come to that, so what with that, and Papa’s not liking him above half, he has never been put in the way of things here, and the truth is that he’s not fit to go!’

‘What is that to the purpose?’

‘Why, don’t you see? I shall be able to help him in a thousand ways, and to school him a little, and to see that all goes on as it should!’

‘Good God! Serena, take my word for it, you would be very ill advised to undertake anything of the sort!’

‘No, you mistake, Ivo! It was my cousin’s own suggestion! He told me that he hoped I would remain at Milverley, and put him in the way of things. Of course I would never do that, but I was a good deal touched, and I don’t doubt I can be just as useful to him if I live with Fanny, at the Dower House.’

‘Nor do I!’ he said, with the flash of a wry grin. ‘If your cousin wants information, let him seek it of your father’s agent!’

‘I daresay he will, but although Mr Morley is an excellent person, he was not bred here, as I was! It is not a part of him! Oh–! I express myself so clumsily, but you must surely know what I mean!’

‘I do!’ he said. ‘It is precisely what I meant when I counselled you to remove from this neighbourhood!’
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