




Table of Contents
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
Epilogue

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.
 
THE VALENTINE LEGACY
 
A Jove Book / published by arrangement with the author
 
All rights reserved.
Copyright © 1995 by Catherine Coulter
This book may not be reproduced in whole or part, by mimeograph or any other means, without permission. Making or distributing electronic copies of this book constitutes copyright infringement and could subject the infringer to criminal and civil liability.
For information address:
The Berkley Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Putnam Inc.,
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.
 
The Penguin Putnam Inc. World Wide Web site address is http://www.penguinputnam.com
 
ISBN: 978-1-1012-1426-8
 
A JOVE BOOK®
Jove Books first published by The IMPRINT Publishing Group, a member of Penguin Putnam Inc.,
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.
JOVE and the “J” design are trademarks belonging to Penguin Putnam Inc.
 
First edition (electronic): July 2001

Also by Catherine Coulter
THE COVE
THE NIGHTINGALE LEGACY
THE WYNDHAM LEGACY
LORD OF FALCON RIDGE
LORD OF RAVEN’S PEAK
LORD OF HAWKFELL ISLAND
THE HEIRESS BRIDE
THE HELLION BRIDE
THE SHERBROOKE BRIDE
SEASON IN THE SUN
BEYOND EDEN
IMPULSE
FALSE PRETENSES
SECRET SONG
EARTH SONG
FIRE SONG
 
ROSEHAVEN
in hardcover from G. P. Putnam’s Sons

To Charles Coulter, my father

and a very talented gentleman.

Thank you for the genes you passed

on to me.

And the support that never wavered.

All my love

1
NEAR BALTIMORE, MARYLAND

MARCH 1822
Slaughter County Course:

Saturday Races, last race, one-half mile
HE WAS GOING to lose. He didn’t want to lose, dammit, particularly to Jessie Warfield, that obnoxious brat. He could feel Rialto just behind him, hooves pounding firm and steady on the black dirt, head stretched long, muscles hard and bunched. He looked over his left shoulder. Rialto was coming on faster than a man escaping from a woman’s bedchamber before her husband came through the door, and the damned five-year-old had more endurance than an energetic man with four demanding wives.
James stretched as far as he could and pressed his face as close as he could to Tinpin’s ear. He always talked to his horses before and during a race to gauge their moods. Good-natured Tinpin was always open to James. Tinpin, like most of his racehorses, was a fierce competitor; he had great heart. The horse wanted to win as much as James did. The only time he was distracted from victory was that time when a jockey had slammed his riding crop on his side, sending him into a rage. He’d nearly killed that damned jockey and lost the race in the process.
James felt old Tinpin’s labored breathing beneath him. The horse was more a quarter-mile sprinter than a half-miler, so Rialto had the advantage there, in both ability and experience. This was only Tinpin’s second half-mile race. James kicked his sides, telling Tinpin over and over that he could do it, that he could keep the lead over that miserable little chestnut, that he could kick Rialto—named after a silly Venetian bridge—in the dirt. He had to make his move now or it would be too late. James promised Tinpin an extra bucket of oats, a dollop of champagne in his water. The horse gave a final burst of speed, but it wasn’t enough.
He lost—by only a length. Tinpin’s sides were heaving. He was blowing hard, his neck lathered. James walked him around, listening to the groans and cheers of the crowd. He stroked Tinpin’s wet neck, telling him he was a brave fighter, that he would have won if James hadn’t been riding him. And he probably would have won, dammit, despite James’s reputed magic with his horses. Some claimed that James as good as carried some of his horses over the finish line himself. Well, he hadn’t carried any horse anywhere this day.
Actually he hadn’t even come in second after Rialto. He’d placed third, behind another chestnut thoroughbred from the Warfield Stables, a four-year-old named Pearl Diver who had nosed past Tinpin at the last moment, his tail flicking over James’s leg.
Tinpin didn’t have much bottom, but then again this hadn’t been a four-mile flat race, it had just been a half mile and bottom shouldn’t have mattered. What had mattered had been James’s extra weight. With a lighter rider on his back, Tinpin would have won. James cursed, slapping his riding crop against his boot.
“Hey, James, you lost me ten dollars, curse you!”
James was leading Tinpin back to his stable lad, his head down. He sloughed off his depression and smiled toward his brother-in-law, Gifford Poppleton, striding toward him like a civilized bull—short, powerful, but not an ounce of fat on him. He liked Giff and had approved of his marriage to his sister, Ursula, the year before. “You can well afford it, Giff,” he shouted back.
“I can, but that’s not the point.” Gifford dropped into a long, lazy stride beside him. “You tried, James, but you’re just too damned big to be a jockey. Those other jockeys weigh four stone less than you do. Fifty-something extra pounds make a lot of difference.”
“Bloody damn, Giff, you’re brilliant,” James said, striking a pose. “I wish I’d known. And here I thought only the experts knew that.”
“Well, I know a lot of things,” Giff said, just grinning at him. “Hell, I wouldn’t have wagered on you if Ursula hadn’t nagged me into it.”
“The brat weighs even less,” James said.
“The brat? Oh, Jessie Warfield. That she does. Too bad about poor Redcoat breaking his leg in the second race. Now there’s a jockey. You trained him well. What does he weigh? One hundred pounds?”
“Ninety pounds on a sunny day. Do you know how he broke his leg? Another jockey ran him into a tree.”
“It hurt me to see it. You know, James, someone needs to make some rules about racing. All this mayhem is ridiculous. I read about a race in Virginia where the favored horse was poisoned the night before the race.”
“It might be ridiculous,” James said, “and it might be occasionally dangerous, but it’s fun, Giff. Leave things be. Just be careful whom you bet with.”
“As if you cared. Hey, Oslow, how are you doing?”
Oslow Penny was the head of James’s breeding farm. On race days, though, he was the head stable lad who oversaw the handling of all the horses to race at the meet. He was a walking oral history, at least that’s what James called him. The Maryland Jockey Club was beginning to agree. Oslow knew the direct line back, or the tail-male, of every horse that ran from South Carolina to New York. He also knew every current sire and every dam and every get from every racehorse in America and Britain.
Oslow approached them, muttering under his breath, and gently removed Tinpin’s reins from James’s hand. He was bowlegged, scrawny-looking, and had the most powerful hands James had ever seen. His face was weathered and seamed, his brown eyes as powerful with intelligence as his hands were with strength.
He squinted through the bright afternoon sun up at Gifford’s face. “Good afternoon, sir. I’m doing as fine as Lilly Lou did at the Virginia High Ebb races just last week. Better than Mr. James, that’s for sure. Aye, and how are you doin’, boy? Winded, are you? Well, you did your best, did better than Dour Keg, that knock-kneed creature old Wiggins still persists in racing. Hell, I don’t even remember who his sire was, that’s how bad he is.”
“Did you bet on Mr. James, Oslow?”
“Not I, Mr. Poppleton,” Oslow said, stroking a gnarled, veiny hand over Tinpin’s neck. “I would have if Redcoat had ridden him, poor lad, but not Mr. James. Mr. James has just growed too big, just like Little Nell, who ate her head off four years ago and couldn’t barely shuffle over the finish line at the Dickey races in North Carolina, clean in last place.”
Gifford laughed. “You think I could have done better than Mr. James?”
Oslow spat just beyond Tinpin’s left shoulder. “Not with that pair of hands you got, Mr. Poppleton. Sorry, sir, but you’ve got ham hands, not like Mr. James, who has magic running out the ends of his fingers into the horses.”
“Thank you, Oslow, for something,” James said. “Now, Gifford, let’s go see Ursula. I don’t suppose you brought our mother with you?” He patted Tinpin’s neck as he moved away.
“No, thank God. She tried to talk Ursula out of coming to this godless place.”
James laughed. He was still grinning when he saw the Warfield brat striding toward him, looking just like a boy, still wearing a riding hat with her violent red hair shoved up under it. Her face was red from the hot sun. A line of freckles marched across her nose.
He didn’t want to stop, but he did. It was hard. He’d just as soon ignore her for the rest of his days, but he was a gentleman, dammit.
“Congratulations,” he said, trying to unclench his teeth. She’d beaten him often since she was a knock-kneed kid of fourteen, but he still hated it. He never got used to it.
Jessie Warfield paid no attention to Gifford Poppleton, president of the Union Bank of Baltimore, as she came toe-to-toe with James and said, “You tried to shove me into that ditch on the second lap.”
A dark blond eyebrow went up. “Did I now?”
She came up onto her tiptoes, her nose an inch from his. “You know you did. Don’t even consider lying, James. It was close. If I weren’t such a bloody good rider, I would have gone over the edge. But I didn’t. I came back and beat you—beat you but good.”
“You certainly did,” he said easily, wanting to smack her. Some sportsmanship. She was a female. If she were a male, she’d know it wasn’t right to rub the loser’s nose in his defeat. Although, he thought, when he next beat her, he was going to rub her entire face in the dirt.
“Do you know your lips are chapped? Do you know I can count your freckles from this distance?” he said. “One, two, three—goodness, there are so damned many of them it would take me a week.”
She backed up fast. “Don’t try it again, or I’ll take my riding crop to you.” She licked her chapped lips, shook the crop in his face, nodded to Giff, and strode off.
Gifford said, “It looked to me like you did nudge Tinpin into her horse, James.”
“Yes, but not hard enough. I just wanted to get her attention. It was nothing compared to what she did to me last year at the June races in Hacklesford.”
“Well, what did she do, this fearsome girl?”
“I was crowding her just a bit, just to teach her a lesson. She knows every dirty maneuver there is. Anyway, she pulled her horse away just enough so she could kick out at me. She got me directly on the leg and sent me sprawling.”
Gifford laughed, thinking that James sure made the Warfield girl bristle something fierce. He asked even as he watched Jessie Warfield striding away from them, her riding crop flicking up and down, up and down, “Did she win the race?”
“No, she came in last place. She lost her own balance when she kicked me and reeled into another horse. The two of them went off in a tangle. It would have been funny if I hadn’t been rolled into a ball on the ground, trying to protect my head from running horses. Just look at her, Giff. She’s taller than any woman I know, she looks men straight in the eye, and I wouldn’t know she was a female watching her walk.”
Giff wasn’t so sure about that, but he could understand James’s ire. He said mildly, “She rides very well.”
“To give the brat her due, she does, dammit.”
“Who’s that with Ursula?”
“It’s another Warfield daughter. There are three in all. The eldest and the youngest are neither one a thing like the brat. Both of them are beautiful, stylish, and ladies, well, perhaps not entirely, but close enough for descriptive purposes. That’s Nelda, the eldest. She’s married to Bramen Carlysle, the shipping baron. Come along, you can meet her. I guess you haven’t met her because both daughters were in Philadelphia with an aunt until just two months ago. Hell, you were in Boston until last fall, until the end of the January.”
“Bramen Carlysle? Good God, James, Carlysle’s older than Fort McHenry. He fought in the Revolution. He was present at Cornwallis’s surrender at Yorktown. He’s older than dust. How old is this Nelda?”
“Maybe twenty-two.”
Gifford just snorted.
Ursula wasn’t happy. She sent a look toward her husband that offered substantial marital rewards if he would get rid of Nelda Carlysle.
Gifford, with all the aplomb of a rich banker, which he was, gallantly swept his hat from his head. “Mrs. Carlysle, it’s a pleasure, ma’am, to finally meet you.”
“And you, Mr. Poppleton. Ah, James. I’m so sorry about that last race. Jessie won but she didn’t deserve to, all the ladies around me agreed. She’s an abomination. I’m sure Father will speak to her about it. So unladylike of her, so embarrassing for the rest of us.”
“I’m sure your father will speak to her, Nelda. He’ll probably toast her with his best champagne. Ah, don’t be embarrassed, she’s damned good. You should be singing her praises.” God, he was a perverse bastard.
“Surely not.” Nelda sighed, looking down at the toes of her slippers. “She shouldn’t be good at such a manly pursuit. A jockey!” She actually shuddered. “I vow I can’t go to a ladies’ tea without—”
James, who privately thought Jessie should be flogged, said even more perversely, “She’s an excellent horsewoman. Surely you can be a bit more tolerant, Nelda. She’s just different, that’s all.”
“Perhaps,” Nelda said, lightly touching her gloved fingers to his forearm. “You did well in the race.”
“Not as well as two of your father’s other racehorses.”
“It’s just because you’re such a big man, James. You haven’t come to visit me. Now that I’m an old married lady, I am perhaps freer than I was when I wasn’t married.”
Ursula cleared her throat. “Well, Nelda, do say hello to Bramen. We must return home ourselves now. My mother is staying with us until Monday.”
His mother-in-law. Gifford would have preferred to remain out until midnight. His mother-in-law, Wilhelmina, knew no equal. James, in deference to his own sanity, had moved his mother out of his house at Marathon and into a charming red-brick town house in German Square near the center of Baltimore some two years before. She visited Ursula and Gifford at their home not a mile away in the elegant four-story terrace on St. Paul Street, claiming that her own tiny dwelling depressed her spirits from time to time. However, she complained every minute she was in her daughter’s house.
Nelda showed no signs of moving on. She edged closer to James. “Surely dear Wilhelmina can wait for just a bit longer. James, my dear husband tells me you’re going to stay in Baltimore forever now.”
“I have no plans to return to England anytime this year,” James said. “Candlethorpe, my stud farm in Yorkshire, is in good hands. Marathon, on the other hand, needs a lot of work and attention.”
“Marathon?”
“I named my stud farm in honor of that ancient Greek who ran his heart out getting to Athens to tell of their victory at Marathon against the Persians. If he’d only had one of my horses, he wouldn’t have fallen down dead after he’d given his news.”
“Oh,” Nelda said. “You should pick another name, James, perhaps something more stately, more easily recognized. Marathon sounds foreign.”
“It is foreign,” Ursula said. “Perhaps even nasty.”
“Oh,” Nelda said suddenly, waving, “There’re Alice and Allen Belmonde. Over here, Alice!”
James stiffened. He looked at Giff, who winked at him, saying, “Good day, Alice. You’re looking lovely. Belmonde,” he added, nodding to the man who had married Alice for her money and was now trying to spend as much of it as Alice’s father would release, which, thankfully, wasn’t all that much a year. He wanted to make money racing, something, James knew, that was just about as tough as marrying a rich girl, which he had managed to do. He’d had one horse race today. The thoroughbred had come in sixth out of a field of ten. He looked up when Allen Belmonde said to him, “I want Sober John to cover one of my mares, Sweet Susie. Your price is stiff, Wyndham, but perhaps it’s worth it.”
“Up to you,” James said easily, then said to Alice, “I like your bonnet. Pink becomes you.”
She flushed, something that she managed to do as if on command. It quite amazed him. But he wanted to tell her it wasn’t all that effective, at least on him. But he liked Alice, had known her since she was born. So he just smiled when she said, “You’re so nice to me, James, and I’m sorry you lost, but I’m glad Jessie won. Isn’t she wonderful? I was just telling Nelda how very much I admire Jessie. She does exactly what she wants without being bound down by all the endless rules.”
“Rules are to keep ladies protected,” Allen Belmonde said as he patted his wife’s shoulder. It wasn’t all that gentle a pat, James saw when Alice winced. “Ladies shouldn’t complain about rules.”
“Yes, well, Jessie will do as she pleases,” Ursula said. “Come along, James, we really must be leaving now. Nelda, our regards to your husband. Alice, you and Allen enjoy the rest of the day. We will see you in church tomorrow.”
James grinned down at Nelda, who’d taken a step closer to him. “I smell like a horse, so you’d best keep your distance. If you see your father, tell him I’ll be at his stables tonight with a bottle of his favorite claret, though I’m sure he’s already counting on it. He can gloat all he wants.”
“You and my father still drink together?”
“Whenever I beat him, he rides to Marathon, bringing me champagne.”
“Why then,” Alice said, “you should bring the claret to Jessie. She’s the one who beat you, not her father.”
“It’s his stable,” James said, wishing the brat were here so he could count her freckles again. That got her mouth shut quickly enough.
“I’ll tell my mother,” Nelda said. “I don’t often see Father anymore. As for Jessie, well, why would I want to see her? She’s so very odd, you know. I do disagree with Alice, but she doesn’t mind that I do. Ladies need rules. It makes civilization, well, more civilized. We do need you charming gentlemen to protect us, to guide us, to tell us how to go on, to—”
“That’s really enough of a list,” Ursula said, squeezing her husband’s arm in impatience.
James, who thought Jessie the most unnatural of females, said quickly, “She’s not at all odd, Nelda. And she’s your sister.” He turned to Giff. “I’ll see both of you tomorrow.”
“You’ll see Mother, too,” Ursula said, her voice as grave as a nun’s, her eyes as wicked as a sinner’s.
“There is that,” James said, gave them all a cocky smile, and strode off through the dwindling crowd.
“Well,” Nelda Carlysle said all bright as the afternoon sun overhead, “I’ll be off then. Ursula, I do hope to see you again soon now that we’re both married ladies. Perhaps I can visit you in town? I’ve finally convinced Mr. Carlysle that a nice town house on George Street would be ever so convenient. That’s quite near to you, isn’t it?”
“Quite near,” Ursula said, and thought, I’ll move to Fells Point if you come to town, Nelda. You could also be a bit more delicate about your overtures to my poor brother. Oh dear, that would certainly cause a tangle if Nelda managed to get her hooks into James. No, my brother would never poach on a husband’s preserves.
Ursula and Giff watched Nelda lean down to speak to Alice, who was just a little bit of a thing, her hand on her sleeve, then give her a brief nod. She smiled up at Allen Belmonde, nodding pleasantly, though to Ursula’s knowledge, Nelda couldn’t stand him.
“What are you thinking, Urs?”
“What? Oh, just that Fells Point is a lovely spot.”
“Have you been there lately?”
“No, but it doesn’t matter, just believe me.”
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If Lord Derby hadn’t won the coin toss in 1780, it’s possible that we’d call it the Kentucky Bunbury.
—HISTORICAL OBSERVATION
THERE WAS A full moon. The late-March weather was mild, only a slight night breeze rustling the early spring leaves on the immensely old oak trees that lined the drive to the Warfield farm.
James whistled an English ditty the Duchess had written the year before as he cantered astride Sober John, a horse as gray as the exquisite pewter bowl that sat in the middle of his dining-room table, and just as durable. The Duchess, who was actually the Countess of Chase and an English Wyndham, never seemed to run out of ideas, which was understandable, he supposed, what with the idiocy of George IV and all the politicians to provide her with such outrageous fodder. It was a catchy tune. He smiled to think how Marcus Wyndham, the Earl of Chase and the Duchess’s husband, would sing her ditties at the top of his lungs in his bathtub, sending maids flurrying off in fits of giggles outside the huge master bedchamber at Chase Park.
James lightly patted Sober John’s neck. The stallion was twenty years old now and the mainstay of James’s breeding farm. Sober John’s get were racing long four-mile stretches from Massachusetts to Kentucky. Sober John was a thoroughbred, a stayer, whose endurance had been renowned on the racecourses. He was now becoming renowned as a stud, thank the good Lord.
The bright moonlight glinted off the white wooden fence that, along with the oaks, lined the drive from the main road to the big house itself. The Warfield Stud and Racing Stable was huge, profitable, and well run. James admired it and prayed Marathon would one day be as successful. He particularly liked all that white fence that went on and on until it disappeared beyond a stand of oak trees into the darkness. He could only imagine what it would cost to keep that damned fence painted white.
When James pulled Sober John up in front of the stables, a young black slave dashed forward to take his reins. “Rub him down good, Jemmy,” James said, and tossed the boy a coin.
“Sell me Sober John.”
“Forget it, Oliver.” He stretched out his hand and shook the older man’s. His hair was redder than the brat’s, though unlike hers it was threaded with gray and was as grizzled as James’s hairbrush. His eyes were a faded blue, unlike the brat’s which were a wet-looking green, the color of the damp moss beside a pool of dirty water in the middle of a swamp. “You had four winners in the races today, all of them Friar Tuck’s get. That two-year-old filly—Miss Louise—she’s going to keep you winning for years, barring accidents. You don’t need Sober John.”
“If I had Sober John I’d put you right out of business, boy.”
“I hope the thought keeps you awake at night.”
Oliver sighed deeply. “I’m getting old. Aches and pains keep me up enough at night. Oh hell, if I were your age again, I’d steal Sober John, challenge you to a duel, and put a bullet through your gullet. Now I’m too old to do anything but whine and bark like an old dog.”
“An old dog that likes claret.”
Oliver Warfield grinned, showing a darkened tooth in the front of his mouth that would have to be pulled soon. “You had three winners—not bad for a young fellow with a dash of skill. You would have had more if your jockey, Redcoat, hadn’t broken his leg.”
“He wouldn’t have broken it if that lout from the Richmond Rye stable hadn’t tried to slash him apart with his riding crop, sending him into a tree.”
“So give your jockeys pistols, James—some owners do, you know. Come inside, my boy. I want my claret. I want to gloat. Jessie told me to do it up right since you tried to do her in today.”
“I don’t think it’s possible.”
“What?”
“Doing in Jessie. I think she puts glue on the seat of her pants. I’d have to pry off her saddle, too.”
James followed Oliver Warfield into the large office he’d added onto one end of the huge stable. It was lit with four lamps. The air was redolent of the smells of leather, horse, hay, and linseed oil. James breathed in deeply. He loved the smells, had all his life. Oliver waved him to a deep black leather chair. He took the bottle, opened it, and poured both of them a liberal glass.
“To your victory,” James said, hating those particular words. Oliver knew it, too, the old bastard.
“My victory.” He clicked his glass to James’s, then sat back and drank deep. “Were there many at the races today? I had to leave early. This damned gout of mine gets nastier by the year.”
“I’m sure Dr. Dancy Hoolahan would tell you the claret doesn’t help.”
“Then you should try to win more often.”
“Hell, so it’s my fault that you have gout?”
“Well, it’s your bloody claret. All I have to do is win and you’re here to pour it down my throat.”
“The very best bloody claret.”
Oliver Warfield grinned, raising his glass again. “Here’s to my bloody gout and your damned excellent claret. Now, my boy, were there a goodly number of folk at the races throughout the day?”
“A good number. A lot of ladies, which is a good sign. The Puritans are trying their best to get racing outlawed, but I don’t think it’ll work here. We’re all too big a bunch of sinners.”
“You’re right about that. Ah, it’s fun to gloat. It always makes me feel better. A warm, sunny day never hurts attendance. I wish I could have been there for all of it.”
“There were assorted broken bones to liven things up. Look, Oliver, I just nudged Jessie,” James said, sitting forward, cupping his wine glass in his hands, “I didn’t really try to toss her off. I just wanted to wipe the grin off her face.”
“That’s not what she says, but she’s always ready to look at you cross-eyed, James. I don’t know why the girl can’t abide you. It’s not that she’s a little prude, not my Jessie. But she hasn’t liked you since she met you—what was it? At least six years ago. She was just a little tyke then.”
“She’s never been little in her life. When she was fourteen, she was all legs and a big mouth.”
“Well, maybe that’s true about her mouth,” Oliver said. “She beat you soundly, James.”
James poured them more claret. “To your victory,” he said again, knowing the words would be a litany before the evening was over. The good Lord knew James would need a lot of claret to see him through the evening.
“So many victories over the years,” Oliver said as he loosened his cravat. He knew his years gave him the right to wax philosophical every once in a while, particularly with James, who was young and unseasoned. Winning was better than philosophizing any day. Doing both was all a man could desire. “You know, of course, that the Warfield stables have been here since the early seventeen hundreds when it was started by my grandfather. Aye, he’d just stepped off the ship from Bristol, one racehorse to his name, skinny as a rail from puking his guts up the entire voyage, and filled with all the optimism of youth.” Oliver Warfield drank deep then sighed. “From father to son and father to son. What a tail-male line.”
“I’ve never heard humans called a ‘tail-male line’ before.”
“Same difference, only I failed. All I could do was breed daughters. Three bloody females. It’s enough to make a man weep.”
“Maybe this is the start of a tail-female line.”
“Not likely. What good are girls? They get married, leave, change their names, and breed—babes, not horses. I’m not complaining. It’s what they’re supposed to do. Look at my females. Just one husband amongst the three of them, and old Bramen is older than I am, James. Have you seen those skinny legs of his and that huge paunch? He’s probably more shriveled than a two-year-old potato. I just shook my head at Nelda and told her she was a fool, but her mother told me to mind my own business, which is horses, and not to interfere. Old Bramen is rich, I’ll give him that. What’s a father to do, James?”
“Nelda seems happy,” James said with no hesitation, lying cleanly. “I saw her today. Don’t worry about it. It’s done. Enjoy life, Oliver. Enjoy your aches and pains. A son-in-law will turn up. Glenda is pretty, well dowered, and men flock around her. What are you worried about?”
“There’s Jessie to consider.”
“Why?” James took a drink of claret. The glasses were old and chipped, but they were of good quality; at least they’d once probably graced a grand table. He wondered if Mrs. Warfield had believed them long ago tossed on the trash heap. “She’ll outgrow her nonsense. She’ll want to be a wife and a mother, just give her a while.”
“Poor child. She should have been a boy. Just like me is Jessie, all pride and vinegar and stubbornness. She’s even got my red hair. As for those freckles across her nose, well, Mrs. Warfield claims that’s my fault for letting Jessie run wild as the colts in the fields since she was just a little mite.”
James remained quiet. He and Oliver both knew a lady shouldn’t have freckles. Nor should she have chapped lips.
Oliver Warfield beetled his thick red eyebrows. “Jessie doesn’t want to marry. She told me so just last week.”
James became even more quiet. He looked at the nearly empty bottle of claret and wished he’d brought two bottles.
“She said that all men were pigs and selfish and short-sighted.”
“That’s quite a lot, even out of Jessie’s big mouth.”
“Jessie never learned restraint. Except with horses.”
“I’ve never thought I was shortsighted.”
“You’re young. Of course you’re shortsighted. That’s why Nelda married old Bramen. She was tired of waiting for you, not that it matters now. Bramen’s got more money than either you or I will ever earn in a lifetime. Just mind that you don’t become Nelda’s lover. Aye, James, I hear things. I know that Nelda would like a lusty young man in her bed and it’s you she wants. What am I to do with Jessie? Yes, that’s right, give me more claret. You have a good cellar, James. Damn, I think we should have the loser bring two bottles. Just ain’t enough tonight. Did I tell you that Mrs. Warfield blames me, claims Jessie is unnatural and I made her that way, letting her ride astride wearing men’s breeches will bring her to no good. She says I’m taking away Jessie’s womanness. Jessie says womanness is boring and the skirts are too tight. She says she doesn’t want to mince around in shoes that make her feet hurt. She doesn’t want to have to treat men like they’re smart and charming, which they aren’t. She says men get married and get fat and belch over their dinner. She says they’re clods and can’t ride worth a damn. I don’t know precisely what she means by all that, but there it is. But she’s a damned good rider, is Jessie. Now Glenda, there’s a beauty for you, the perfect lady. Don’t you agree, James?”
James took another drink of claret. He didn’t know Glenda all that well, but from Ursula’s glazed expression of social pain, he imagined that Glenda was probably just as spoiled as her lovely sister. At least Jessie wasn’t a spoiled brat. She was just a brat, no spoilation about her. As for Glenda, she played the harp and recited poetry that she herself had penned. He’d been spared the poetry but not the harp.
“Glenda would make any man a fine wife. All sweet laughter and giggles.”
James grunted. Glenda was small and round with lovely breasts to which she granted more freedom than other girls of his acquaintance. She lisped occasionally, an affectation that seemed to be making the rounds of Baltimore society. She also had the disconcerting habit of staring directly at a man’s crotch. He’d once had to move quickly behind a potted palm when she’d done that to him at a party last year.
He tossed down the rest of his claret. The sweet, heavy wine sat nicely in his belly. “I’m here to let you gloat, Oliver, not to have you try to marry me off to one of your two remaining offspring.”
“True, but a man has to think of the future. If you married Glenda, you’d combine Warfield Stud and Racing Stables with your own Marathon farm. You could do much worse, James. What’s the size of your breeding farm in England?”
“Candlethorpe is small, half the size of Marathon. The Earl of Rothermere who owns—”
“I know all about the Hawksburys, James. One of the finest studs in all of northern England. I hear Philip Hawksbury married a Scottish girl who’s magic with horses.”
“Yes, Frances is a good sort. Her way with horses is amazing. They oversee my stud along with Sigmund, my head stable lad, when I come to America. Sober John’s sire is Ecstasy from the Rothermere stable, who goes directly back to the Godolphin Arabian.”
“Sell me Sober John.”
“Forget it, Oliver.”
“I suppose I could,” Oliver said. “But I’ll keep after you, maybe send one of my girls to soften you up.”
“Just don’t send Jessie. She’d just as soon put a knife in my ribs as look at me.” James stretched his long legs out in front of him and crossed his ankles. He closed his eyes and crossed his arms over his chest. He said, “You’ll not beat me again, Oliver.”
“How do you figure that, boy?”
“You’ll see, old man, you’ll see.” He opened his eyes and held out his empty glass.
Oliver Warfield gave a grunt of laughter and poured the last few remaining drops of claret into James’s glass.
There was the sound of crashing wood, a scream, and a thud.
Both men were on their feet in an instant, running to the door of the office. They dashed through only to draw up short.
“What the hell?” Oliver Warfield stared down at his daughter, dressed like a boy, her red hair stuffed beneath a woolen cap, lying sprawled on her back, arms and legs flung out, just outside the door, in a trough filled, thankfully, with hay.
“Jessie! What in God’s name happened? Are you alive, girl? Is anything broken? Speak to me.”
There was a small, unconvincing groan.
James just looked down at her, knew she was quite conscious because he saw her eyelashes twitch, and said, “She’s too obnoxious to be hurt. I’ll tell you what she was doing, Oliver. The brat was overhead eavesdropping, lying on her belly with her eyes and ears pressed to the cracks between the beams. Isn’t that right, Jessie?”
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“SPEAK TO ME, girl!” Oliver lightly tapped his hand against her cheek. She gave another little moan that didn’t fool James for an instant. He said in a voice laden with English arrogance he knew would prompt her to attack him, “Yes, do say something, Jessie. Your father and I wish to get back to our claret. Your interruption was untimely. If you don’t get up, I’ll just have to pour this bucket of water on you. That should make you a bit more alert. I say, Oliver, isn’t there a green sheen to that water? Could that be a bit of slime on top?”
Jessie Warfield opened her eyes even though she didn’t want to. She resisted the temptation to throw the bucket of water in James Wyndham’s face. She would have liked to disappear, but there was nothing for her to do but face the music. “I’m all right, Papa. It was a bad fall, but I was just knocked silly for a little while.” She gave her father a pathetic smile.
“You were knocked silly when you were born,” James said, extending his hand.
She grasped it and let him pull her out of the hay trough. She brushed herself off for a very long time.
“Were you eavesdropping?” Oliver asked. “As James said?”
She brushed herself harder.
“Come on, Jessie, of course you had your ear plastered against the ceiling of your father’s office. You probably wanted to hear if I would give away any racing secrets.”
“Actually,” Jessie said, rising to look James right in the eye, taking the bait he offered with both hands, “you don’t have a single racing secret to interest me. I know more about racing than you do, James.”
“Now, Jessie, James admitted that he might be short-sighted, but he is young.”
“What are you talking about, Papa?”
“Don’t you remember? You said you didn’t want to marry because all men were selfish and pigs and short-sighted.”
“You heard me admit to being shortsighted, Jessie. You heard everything. Refresh my memory. Did we talk about you and your multitude of failings?”
Her eyes fell and he stared down at her. Not far down because she was so damned tall, those legs of hers nearly as long as his. “What the devil do you have on your face?”
Oliver peered closely at his daughter. “Yes, Jessie, what is that stuff all over your cheeks and nose?”
She slammed her hands against her face and took a step backward, hit the back of her knees against the hay trough, and fell into the straw again, arms flailing.
James laughed, crossed his arms over his chest, and said, “I think, Oliver, that your daughter here is trying to lighten her freckles with some sort of concoction known only to females, which makes me wonder how the devil she learned the recipe.”
“Now, James, Jessie’s a female. Why, I remember just last month she couldn’t ride in a race because—”
Oliver Warfield’s voice died a quick, clean death. His daughter struggled out of the hay trough and without another word, fled from the stables, leaving behind her a very embarrassed, silent father and an equally silent James Wyndham.
“Er,” Oliver said, “tell me about the Earl and Countess of Chase. Will they ever visit Maryland do you think?”
James looked distracted, which he was. Jessie’s unexpected fall through the ceiling had amused him and left him feeling the tiniest bit sorry for her. And even when her father tried to come to her aid, he’d only embarrassed her more. And they’d caught her with that goop on her face. It smelled like cucumbers.
“What, Oliver? Oh, my English cousins. They’ve got a lot on their plate just now, what with the Duchess birthing her second child, another little boy, just three months ago. They named him Charles James. I’m his godfather. He’s dark-haired like his father but he’s got his mother’s deep blue eyes. Come to think of it, Marcus has deep blue eyes and his mother has dark hair too.”
“Duchess. I’ve always thought that was an odd name.”
“Her husband named her that when she was nine years old and he was all of fourteen. She was very contained even then, you see, very collected and calm in any crisis. She still is, except around Marcus. He glories in being offensive and does it particularly well around her. It drives her mad. It occasionally even drives her voice up an octave, though only rarely.”
“She writes ditties, didn’t you say? Even though she’s rich and a countess?”
“Yes, she’s quite good.”
“That’s a man’s job.”
James looked taken aback. “I suppose so. I never really considered that before. It’s just a natural part of her, a talent she has that everyone takes for granted—at least they do now.”
“Just the way my Jessie is talented with horses,” Oliver said. “A lot of folk just take her talent for granted.” He shoved James back into his office. “We’ve still got a bit more of your claret to drink.”
“No, there’s just a sip left in my glass,” James said sadly. “What earthly good could cucumbers do?”
 
Sober John covered Sweet Susie two mornings later. Oslow oversaw the lads in their handling of both the stallion and the mare, who’d been in heat now for a good week.
“Aye, it’s time,” Oslow had said. “I’ve checked her over and it’s time. Sober John’s ready.”
The breeding shed was large, clean, and attached to the stable. Each of the five lads knew what he was to do. They wrapped Sober John’s hooves in soft cotton to protect Sweet Susie. As for her, she was held gently while Oslow guided Sober John to his task. Sober John was excited at her scent and nipped her hard on her rump. For a moment there was chaos, but just for a moment. One of the lads wasn’t all that experienced, and Sweet Susie got away from him. Then the lads got Sober John to focus on his duty, which he proceeded to perform with great enthusiasm.
Oslow himself led a trembling Sober John back to his stall, telling him what a grand fellow he was, how he would have an extra share of oats to go with his hay. Keeping weight on the stallions was a problem during mating. Sober John would also have an extra tub of alfalfa.
As for Sweet Susie, James patted her sweating neck as he slowly led her to the paddock to cool down in the shade of three massive oak trees. She was blowing hard and still a bit unsteady on her hooves. He gave her three buckets of fresh water, brushed her down until she blew complacently into his palm. Allen Belmonde had brought her finally, grudgingly paying James the stud fee. Allen had bought a small racing stable just south of Baltimore after he’d married Alice. He’d wanted to marry Ursula at one time, but she hadn’t been interested in him. James suspected her dowry wasn’t big enough for Allen, anyway. Their mother had been interested, though, in having Allen Belmonde for a son-in-law and that had led to arguments that had led to neighbors giving James impudent grins during the following days.
He hoped that Sweet Susie would foal a winner for Belmonde. It would build Sober John’s reputation and that of Marathon. James gave Sweet Susie a carrot, patted her rump, and said, “This is your second time with Sober John. I just know it in my gut that you’re in foal. Eleven months, my girl,” he said, going to the paddock gate, “then you’ll be a mother.” Since it would be her first foal, James knew they’d have to watch her closely as her time drew near early the next year.
He walked back toward the house, a big red-brick Georgian surrounded by apple, plum, and cherry trees coming into full bloom in the front and a once-beautiful rose garden on the west side. Thomas, his butler, tended a huge vegetable garden in the back of the house.
James had bought the house three years previously from Boomer Bankes, who’d been caught embezzling from a public water fund. Included in the deal were two dozen slaves whom James had promptly freed. All of them had stayed on with him. He’d spent his money building new cabins for all his married people and had added a large dormitory at the top of the stable for all the stable lads. He provided seed for gardens and good lumber for furniture. After he’d finished, he’d had no money left. The putrid green wallpaper in the drawing room of his home still made him bilious, the floors were ugly and scarred, and the horsehair wadding was poking out of several of the settees and chairs. The kitchen was older than the Ellison flour mills on the Patapsco River, but Old Bess knew how to coax everything to work. The privy had reeked so badly that anyone having to walk near it gagged. He’d had everyone wrap kerchiefs around their faces and they’d dug the old privy under half a dozen feet of earth and built a new one, liming it until no one had to hold his nose within ten feet of it, even if there wasn’t an upwind breeze.
Then he’d renamed the farm Marathon, showing off his Latin and Greek education, his cousin Marcus had said, cuffing him, adding that he didn’t know the Colonists even knew such things. During the past year James had spent more and more time in Baltimore. Upon occasion he considered selling his stud in Yorkshire, but then he’d just shake his head at himself. He loved Candlethorpe, loved England, and loved his English relatives. No, he wouldn’t give up either of his homes.
He came around the east side of the stable, automatically checking off tasks he had already done that morning and thinking about what he had to do throughout the afternoon. He came to a halt at the sound of Oslow’s voice, low and deep, a voice that mesmerized anyone who heard it. James’s ears immediately perked up.
“Aye, Diomed won a three-year-old sweepstakes in England, at Epsom, way back in 1780. But then he just faded away, didn’t win another race, didn’t do a bloody thing. They put him to stud, but there he was a failure, too. He lost all fertility. He came over here in 1800, bought on speculation, you know. And you know what happened, Miss Jessie? It was our good old American air and American food and our American mares that worked magic in that old horse. His fertility returned and he covered just about every mare in every state. Aye, if Diomed were a man he’d be a bloody Casanova. Diomed is the forefather of the American racehorse. He stands alone, I say. He’ll stand alone forever, you mark my words, Miss Jessie.”
“Oh my, Oslow. I remember when he died, I was just a little girl, way back in—When was it?”
“In 1808. A grand old man he was. More folk mourned his passing in old colony land than they did George Washington’s.”
She laughed—a pure, sweet, long laugh, nearly as long as those skinny legs of hers.
James came around the side of the stable to see Oslow sitting on a barrel, Jessie sitting at his feet, her legs crossed, a straw in her mouth. An old hat was set back on her head and her thick red hair was coming out of its pins, straggling down beside her face. She was dressed as disreputably as any of his stable lads on wash day, her wool pants so old they bagged out at the knees and hugged her ankles. It seemed to him, though, that the freckles over her nose were lighter. Her lips weren’t chapped, either.
“So,” he said, “what was that stuff you were using, Jessie? I thought I smelled cucumber.”
“What stuff?” Oslow asked, nodding to James.
James just shook his head. “So you were telling her about Diomed.”
“I wasn’t using any stuff. I just like to eat cucumbers. Did you ever see Diomed, James?”
“Once, when I was a little boy. My father took my brother and me to the racecourse and he was there, a grand old man, just as Oslow said, standing there like a king, and all of us went and bowed. It was quite a show. You’re telling me that you carry cucumbers around and eat them?”
“Just sometimes.” Jessie abruptly got up and dusted herself off. James saw that the wool pants were very tight across her butt. He frowned. Jessie saw that frown and said, defensive as a banker with his hand caught in the till, “I just stopped by for a few minutes to see Oslow. I’m not here spying or anything. Oslow said Sober John covered Sweet Susie.”
“Yes. It went well.”
“I would like to buy Sober John.”
“You don’t have enough money, Jessie. You won’t ever have enough money.”
“When I own my own racing stable I will. I’m going to be the most famous and richest racehorse owner in America.”
Oslow stood up, too. “I wouldn’t be at all surprised, Miss Jessie, no, I wouldn’t. You be good now, girl. Remind me to tell you about Grimalkin the cat.” Oslow walked away, whistling.
“How long have you been conferring with Oslow?”
“I’ve known Oslow since I was born. He’s a friend, and he knows everything about every horse all the way back to the Byerly Turk, the Darley Arabian, and the Godolphin Arabian. Did you know that Sober John goes tail-male all the way back to the Godolphin Arabian?”
“I know. I’ve never seen you here before. How often do you come to see him?”
She scuffed her boots in the dirt.
“Jessie, I’m not accusing you of spying or putting poison in one of the horse’s oats.”
“I’d put poison in your oats before I’d ever hurt a horse. All right, I’ve been coming here since I was a little girl. When Mr. Boomer lived here, he always gave me a glass of claret watered down with lemonade.”
“God, that sounds gruesome.”
“It was, but he tried to please me. He didn’t know anything about children. Poor Mr. Bankes, he didn’t make a good criminal. He was too nice.”
“He was a sniveling coward, pleading on his knees that no one challenge him to a duel. He preferred jail to facing any of the men he’d cheated.”
“He wasn’t a sniveling coward to me.”
“You didn’t have anything to steal. Now, enough of that. I assume you didn’t break anything from your fall?”
“No, I was just a bit sore. Papa had the ceiling repaired yesterday. The damned wood was rotted through right where I put my knee.”
“I don’t suppose that taught you anything?”
He used his obnoxious drawling English accent again, knowing it enraged her. Her jaw twitched, her shoulder actually jerked, but she kept her head down. “Yes,” she said, then finally looked up at him. “I learned that I’ve got to scout out my terrain before I venture into it.”
He laughed; he couldn’t help it. “Would you like to come to the house for a glass of claret?”
She looked suddenly like a child who’d been offered an unexpected treat. He drew back from that glowing smile. “With lemonade in it, naturally.”
Jessie Warfield was back, in spades. She looked away from him, toward the overgrown rose garden. “I must go home, but thank you for your kind offer. The garden is a mess, James. You should have someone fix it.”
She didn’t wait for him to say anything to that, just turned and strode away, those long legs of hers eating up the graveled drive until she got to Rialto, the damned horse who’d beaten Tinpin. He watched her stroke Rialto’s muzzle, check the saddle girth, then swing herself gracefully onto his back. She pulled her hat over her eyes, lightly kicked Rialto in his muscled sides, and rode down the drive. She never looked back. One long tail of red hair had escaped her hat and hung down her back.
He would swear he’d smelled cucumbers. He wondered if she carried them around in her coat pockets; they certainly bagged out enough.
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