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OF PAUPERS AND PEERS





Sheri Cobb South





Prologue



It was not with the intention of disobliging his family that Lord Robert Weatherly, in the year of our Lord seventeen hundred and twenty-five, fell in love with a dairymaid, although a moments reasoning must have been sufficient to inform him that his Molly, whatever her charms, could hardly be thought a suitable match for a soneven a younger sonof the fourth duke of Montford. But in the end it was love, not reason, that carried the day, and so Lord Robert carried his blushing bride to the altar. His father, the duke, celebrated the nuptials with a visit to the office of his solicitor, where he derived a certain satisfaction in drawing up a new will in which his second son was cut off without a shilling.

The scandal of Lord Roberts mésalliance was eventually forgotten, as such scandals invariably are once more recent on dits drive them from public memory, but the duke never relented. An excruciatingly correct letter from Lord Robert to his father two years later notified the latter of the birth of his grandson, but this was never acknowledged, and communication between the two houses ceased. Eventually the elder branch of the family was able to forget the shame visited upon it by the simple expedient of ignoring the youngers existence. Lord Roberts descendants, for their part, had little time to waste in dwelling on such matters, occupied as they were with earning their bread.

And so the noble connection grew more tenuous with each generation that passed, to such an extent that fully a century later, when the ninth duke of Montford passed on to his eternal reward, the College of Arms was obliged to embark upon a four-month search to locate the tenth duke. But locate him they did at last, in the form of one Mr. James Weatherly, great-great-grandson of that long-ago fourth duke, and at present serving as curate of Fairford parish.

Informed of this discovery, Mr. Henry Mayhew, solicitor to the late duke, was dispatched at once from London to Fairford. Upon being set down at the local posting-house (for Fairford only offered one, being little more than a village), he obtained a room for the night and lingered there only long enough to remove the dust of travel from his person before setting out for Mr. Weatherlys residence. This humble dwelling proved to be a hired room over a chandlers shop.

Is Mr. Weatherly in, please? he inquired of the proprietress, a buxom woman with a maternal air.

Aye, he is, but hes giving a lesson, was her unpromising response.

May I at least arrange a time when I might see him? Mr. Mayhew persisted. Ive come from London on a matter of some importance.

The proprietress crossed her arms over her substantial bosom and regarded her visitor with mingled suspicion and respect. London, eh? Very well, follow me.

She led him through the back door of the shop and up a narrow staircase, which clung to the outside wall. As he neared the landing, Mr. Mayhew could hear the high-pitched voice of a young boy reciting declensions in labored Latin.

Mensa, mensa, mensas

Mensas? a second voice gently questioned.

Mensam, the young scholar hastily corrected himself. Mensae, mensae

Without waiting for the end of the exercise, Mr. Mayhews hostess rapped on the door.

Come in, the more mature voice called from within.

Youve a visitor from London, Mr. Weatherly, that gentlemans landlady announced as she opened the door.

Both of the rooms inhabitants looked up at the unexpected visitor. The pupil, a stout lad of seven, went so far as to bounce up from his chair at this welcome respite from his studies. It was not the boy, however, but his tutor who drew Mr. Mayhews attention. A scholarly young man of twenty-seven, he was possessed of a countenance as gentle as his manner, with a rather long, thin face, fine blue eyes that might occasionally be seen to twinkle behind wire-rimmed spectacles, and golden locks that were prone to droop, as now, over his aristocratic brow. Indeed, he might have been accounted handsome, were it not for a rather prominent nose, which tended toward the concave. As he stood at his visitors entrance, it became evident that he was exceptionally tall, and thin to the point of lankinessa circumstance which accounted for the fact that the sleeves of his threadbare black coat did not quite reach his wrists.

Mr. Mayhew, noting this dreary garment, at first thought that Mr. Weatherly must already have received word of his noble cousins demise. But a moments reflection reminded him that sober attire was indicative, not of mourning, but of Mr. Weatherlys profession.

Mr. James Weatherly?

The younger man sketched a slight bow. Yes. How may I serve you?

Mr. Mayhew glanced uncertainly at the boy, and Mr. Weatherly, taking the hint, turned to address himself to his pupil. You may go now, Thomas. Remember to study your declensions before next weeks lesson.

The boy left the room readily enough, but Mr. Mayhew was obliged to give the proprietress, hovering expectantly just inside the doorway, a rather pointed look. She gave a little huff of indignation, then turned and clattered back down the stairs.

Alone with his visitor, Mr. Weatherly spoke to the solicitor. Is something amiss, Mr.?

Mayhew. And no, nothing is amiss.

The mild blue eyes twinkled. You will never convince me that you made the journey from London merely for the pleasure of making my acquaintance!

This drew a smile from the solicitor. No, it is considerably more than that. He reached into his breast pocket and drew out a sheaf of papers. It is my duty and privilege to inform you that you are now the duke of Montford.




Chapter 1



For a long moment James stared at the solicitor in stunned disbelief. Then, ever so gradually, the corners of his mouth turned up in a surprisingly sweet smile framed, incongruously, by a dimple in each lean cheek.

Who put you up to this? he asked knowingly. One of my cronies from University, Ill be bound! Perry, perhaps, or Torrington. I havent heard from either of them in years!

I assure you, your Grace, I was never more in earnest.

This lofty form of address had the effect of wiping the smile from Jamess face. But this is impossible!

Not at all. Mr. Mayhew spread open his sheaf of papers, revealing a painstakingly transcribed family tree. You are James Weatherly, only son of the late Arthur Weatherly, are you not?

Yes.

Then there can be no doubt. The solicitor traced one finger along the genealogical chart. Your father was the eldest son of Charles Robert Weatherly, who was the sole surviving son of Edward James Weatherly, who was the eldest son of Lord Robert Weatherly, second son of George Edward Arnold Weatherly, fourth duke of Montford.

This revelation caused Jamess jaw to drop, making his long, thin face even longer. Mr. Mayhew, seeing this reaction, was moved to inquire, You truly did not know?

The duke of Montford shook his head. I had no idea. You are quite certainyes, I see that you must be. I was orphaned at an early age, you see, and grew up among my mothers people. I know very little about my fathers family.

Your father may not have known himself precisely where he stood in the succession. I believe there was a falling out between the fourth duke and his younger son a century or more ago, which resulted in Lord Roberts being disinherited, Mr. Mayhew said. Still, you must have encountered some of your Weatherly cousins while at school.

James shook his head dazedly. No, never. He looked up sharply as a thought struck him. If Ive Weatherly cousins, wouldnt one of them be duke?

Indeed they would, if they were descendants of the fourth dukes eldest son. But the elder branch of the family produced no male heirs beyond the ninth duke, who died without issue last August. The cousins to whom I refer were descended from Lord Roberts younger brother. You are quite certain you never knew any of them at Oxford?

I was educated at Cambridge, James corrected him, as was my father before me.

Interesting, Mr. Mayhew acknowledged with a slight nod. Oxford has been the university of choice for the Weatherlys for generations.

If Lord Roberts quarrel with his father was as bitter as you suggest, that might explain why he chose to break with tradition, suggested James.

Indeed, it might. But no matter how bitter the quarrel, the estate was entailed. No matter how he might have wished it, Montford could not prevent Lord Robertor any of his issuefrom inheriting both the title and the estate, should it ever fall to them.

Estate? echoed James, still struggling to take it in.

Just over two million acres in Surrey, Mr. Mayhew informed him.

Twomillion?

Attached to the principal seat, yes. There are also smaller holdings in Somerset and Monmouth, but none of these is over a hundred thousand acres. You will no doubt wish to acquaint yourself with your holdings as soon as possible, so I have taken the liberty of withdrawing on your behalf the sum of fifty guineas, which I trust will allow you to travel in a manner befitting your station.

Fifty guineas, echoed James numbly, accepting from Mr. Mayhews hand a purse containing the equivalent of more than a years wages.

Mr. Mayhews eyebrows arched upwards in some concern. If the sum is insufficient, I might

No, no, James assured him hastily. Fifty guineas will bequite sufficient.

I have also been charged to inform you that, should you choose to take your seat in the House of Lords, the earl of Torrington will be pleased to stand sponsor to you.

The House of Lords! echoed James in some alarm. Good God! What will I do?

Mr. Mayhew permitted himself a wry smile. As to that, your Grace, you are a wealthy man and a peer of the realm. You may do precisely as you please.

* * * *

The queer thing about being a duke, reflected James as he walked to the vicarage for his customary Wednesday dinner with the parish incumbent, was that one did not feel like a duke at all, but rather like a curate and occasional Latin tutor caught in a bizarre but vivid dream.

You may do precisely as you please . . . The phrase echoed in Jamess still-spinning head. Precisely as you please . . . But what did he please? He had never been at liberty to consider the question before; had he been asked, he would have supposed that someday he might be given the living at Fairford upon the current vicars retirement, but with no money and no connectionsno apparent connections, at any ratehe had never had reason to hope for more than this modest ambition.

Ah, good evening, James, said the reverend Mr. John Bainbridge, opening the door to admit his assistant and frequent guest. I trust I find you well?

Quite well, thank you, James assured him, shrugging his long arms out of his worn greatcoat. The squire and his lady were good enough to send me a measure of coal for the fire, and there is hope that young Thomas may grasp Latin declensions yet. And a London solicitor called to inform me that I am the duke of Montford.

James had hoped that speaking the words aloud might imbue them with some sense of reality. It did not, but at least he had the felicity of gaining a partner in his disbelief. The reverend Mr. Bainbridge, removing a dented copper kettle from the fire, whirled round to confront his curate, pale eyes bulging in his wizened face.

Ibegyourpardon?

I am told there can be no mistake. You have the honor of addressing his Grace, the tenth duke of Montford. I cannot read a sermon from the pulpit without stammering, and yet I now have a seat awaiting me in the Lords! Is it not too ludicrous for words?

On the contrary, I have long felt that you might benefit from a change of scenery. Although I will confess, I never expected my prayers to be answered in quite so grand a manner. I say, my boy, will you pour? I fear these old hands are not as steady as they once were.

Of course, sir, buta change of scenery? Why?

Forgive me, but I have often wondered if you might be happier in a place with fewer painful memories.

James became very engrossed in the task of dispensing steaming liquid into two mismatched cups. I beg you will not think of her. I do notat least not more than two or three times a day, he added with a humorless laugh.

Mr. Bainbridge did not know the details of his curates aborted romance, but he knew the young man was as sensitive as any artist or poet, and that his heart, once touched, would not survive the affair unscathed.

Pray do not refine too much upon it, the old vicar pleaded now. I do not believe it was her intention to cause you pain.

No, for to do so she would have to recognize that I had feelings to hurt, would she not? I have no illusions about what I meant to her, Mr. Bainbridge. She wanted someone upon which to practice her charms and, Fairford offering nothing more promising in the way of unattached gentlemen, she set her sights on me. When I made her an offer of marriage, she was much shocked to discover that I took her seeming partiality seriously! Depend upon it, she is much happier in London, where I daresay she has captivated half the peerage by now.

And yet, if you were to follow her to London and ask her again, you might receive a very different answer, observed the older man, stirring milk into his tea.

Perhaps, James said slowly. And yet I wonder if I could be content to wed a lady who I knew accepted me only because of the change in my circumstances.

However much his sympathies lay with his curate, Mr. Bainbridge could not allow one of his parishioners to malign another. In all fairness, James, you must allow that security is important to a woman, and marriage is the only way that most may achieve it. Do her the justice of owning that it was not a life of ease you offered her.

I do own it. And if security is what she wants, I hope she may find it. But, he added, shell not have it from me.

* * * *

Within a seennight, all Jamess worldly goods (which consisted, for the most part, of two changes of clothes, a slightly battered violin, and a small but cherished collection of books, most of them purchased at secondhand) were packed into an ancient portmanteau. This, along with James himself, was deposited in the squires own gig and borne with great ceremony to the Pig and Whistle, from which hostelry the new duke might hire four high-stepping horses and a post-chaise in which to descend upon Montford in a manner befitting his station. Twenty-seven years of frugal living, however, were not so easily set aside. His Grace took the stage.

The two-day journey from Fairford to Montford was not an unalloyed pleasure, as James was obliged to spend hours at a stretch on a poorly padded seat, squeezed between a large woman holding on her lap a howling toddler, and a farmer who whiled away the tedium of the journey by chewing on a particularly odoriferous cheese. Jamess own attempts to escape the discomforts of his situation via the pages of one of his beloved books were foiled by the loud snores of a stout, red-nosed man in the rear-facing seat. But as James was a sweet-tempered young man (and, perhaps more significantly, had no more pleasurable travels with which to compare it), he bore his sufferings with fortitude. Aside from a slight, sympathetic smile for the stout mans seatmatewho was pressed against the window by his slumbering fellows girth, and who glowered at James for his pains before returning his gaze to the passing scenery the dukes feelings were betrayed only by a small sigh of relief when the stagecoach stopped at the Red Lion in Littledean.

But alas, no comfort was to be found within. For here the stout woman discovered to her displeasure that there was no milk to be had for her wailing child.

What? she demanded of the landlord. None at all?

None for the stagecoach passengers, any gates, this worthy amended.

Then who, pray, are you saving it for? challenged the offended parent.

The Quality, she was informed roundly. A fine thing it would be, if they had no milk for their coffee or tea!

The woman swept a disdainful glance about the taproom, dismissing James and the rest of his fellow passengers with a glance. I see no Quality here! They patronize better establishments than yours, I trow!

Not if they stop in Littledean, they dont, for it has but the one posting-house.

Hmph! Next you will tell me that Littledean boasts but one cow!

Nay, there are at least two, for Im speaking to one of em now, replied the landlord, not without satisfaction.

The womans face turned purple with rage. Why, you she sputtered. I ought to

Pardon me, but may I be of some assistance?

James never raised his voice, but something about his quiet, well-modulated tones had the effect of disarming the combatants, at least for the moment. The woman gestured angrily toward the landlord, who stood with his arms crossed over his apron, glaring back at her.

Its not enough for this monster to starve my poor darling, now he must needs insult me, as well!

The mail-coach will be here within the hour, protested the landlord. How will it look if I cant offer the passengers milk for their coffee or tea, all on account of this womans mewling brat?

Perhaps if the child were fed, he would cease, er, mewling, James suggested reasonably. Surely a lad his age will not require much.

The landlords gaze fell ever so briefly, and James, recognizing that a truce was within reach, was emboldened to withdraw from his coat pocket the purse bestowed upon him some days earlier by the solicitor. Spilling its contents into the palm of his hand, he was slightly embarrassed to discover that the pouch contained no coin smaller than a crown. This, however, he did not hesitate to press into the landlords hand, requesting him to bring the child a cup of milk along with whatever victuals he might have on hand suitable for a child of, James hazarded, four years.

Three, corrected the childs mother, adding proudly, But he is a fine, strapping lad for his age, is he not?

To this James readily agreed. The landlord, looking from the crown piece in his hand to his patrons worn and travel-stained coat, bit the silver coin and, apparently satisfied as to its authenticity, betook himself to the kitchen.

Unbeknownst to James, this exchange had an interested observer in the person of one of his fellow passengers. The wiry little man who had so recently occupied the rear-facing seat watched with interest as James reached for his purse, and as a quantity of gold and silver coins spilled into Jamess hand, the watchers eyes could have been seen to gleam. Unobtrusively, he slipped from the taproom and into the yard, where he met the erstwhile slumberer bearing down upon the hostelry carrying a bulging portmanteau under each beefy arm.

Wait, he commanded this individual, then hailed the coachman. He put a number of questions to this worthy, to which (after a few copper coins exchanged hands) he received satisfactory answers. The stout man with the bags was summoned, and the portmanteaux were returned to the boot.

But I thought we was stopping in Littledean! protested the stout man.

Theres been a change of plans, stated his wiry fellow in a voice that brooked no argument.

The journey recommenced a short time later, and it must be stated that this stage passed far more pleasantly than the one which had preceded it. Two of the passengers had disembarked at Littledean and only one newcomer replaced them, to the patent relief of the other travelers. Of those who remained, the stout man, now fully awake, ceased to snore, and the child, his hunger satiated, fell asleep on his mothers bosom. James returned to his book, but was startled and slightly disturbed on two occasions when he glanced up from the page and saw the wiry man in the rear-facing seat staring malevolently in his direction. James quickly dismissed this fanciful notion as the result of reading gothic novels, and resolved that the next time he travelled, he would purchase a newspaper instead.

As the coach neared the village of Montford, it veered unexpectedly around a curve. James, bracing himself in order to avoid tumbling against the mother and child, glanced toward the window, and beheld a vision. Framed against the horizon, a massive brick house built in the Palladian style sat atop a distant hill, its numerous arched windows blindingly reflecting the afternoon sun. Instinctively, James leaned toward the window for a better view.

Seeing his reaction, the mother shifted the child higher on her lap and bestowed a smug smile upon James. Thats Montford Priory, seat of his Grace, the duke of Montford, she said with all the pride of a native. Its empty now, so far as I can tell. The old duke died several months back, and weve not yet seen hair nor hide of the new one.

I hope he proves worthy of such magnificence, James murmured, his eyes never straying from the house until a bend in the road once again hid it from view.

A short time later the coach barreled into the village proper and lurched to a stop before the Pig and Whistle. James disembarked, along with the woman, her sleepy child, and the two men in the rear-facing seat. Having glimpsed his destination, James did not linger inside the posting-house to ask for directions, but collected his belongings and set out for Montford Priory on foot, his portmanteau thumping out a rhythm against his knee with every step.

He had traveled perhaps a quarter of a mile when he realized that he was not the only one of the stagecoach passengers heading in that direction: the wiry little man and his stout companion followed at a distance of some fifty yards. As James could not recall having passed any more likely destinations, he wondered if they too had business at Montford Priory; if so, theirs could only be business of a temporary nature, as they had apparently left their bags at the Pig and Whistle.

Whatever their destination, James observed a few moments later, they were in a remarkable hurry to reach it. The fifty yards between them had quickly closed to a scant twenty feet. As the afternoon sun threw the two mens lengthening shadows across Jamess path, he looked over his shoulder to speak to his fellow travelers. Before he could make eye contact, however, a beefy fist connected with his jaw, sending him staggering backwards amid an explosion of stars.

Ordinarily, James was blessed with the sweetest of temperaments, but as a scrawny shabby-genteel boy attending school with the sons of Englands aristocracy, he had developed a finely honed instinct for self-preservation. Still half-blinded by pain, he nevertheless swung the heavy portmanteau with all his might. A thud and a grunt indicated that he had hit his mark, but a second vicious blow, this one to his nose, robbed him of any satisfaction he might otherwise have derived. Another arc of the portmanteau met only empty air, but the force of Jamess swing was sufficient to overcome the locks. The ancient bag flew open, disgorging its contents across the road and rendering itself useless as a weapon. He flung it away and balled his fists, but before he had a chance to use them, a blow to his face, swiftly followed by another to his belly, doubled him over, and he fell insensibly to the ground.

There! pronounced the larger of his two attackers, dusting off his hands.  E ad more fight in im than I wouldve thought.

Never mind that now, said his crony dismissively, rolling his victims limp form over and plunging a hand into the breast pocket of Jamess coat. With a grin of satisfaction, he withdrew the coin-filled pouch, along with a sheaf of papers tied with a ribbon. He tossed the purse to his henchman, untied the ribbon, and perused the contents of the packet of letters. One, bearing an impressive red wax seal, caught his attention. He quickly scanned its text, and the words he read there wiped the satisfied smirk from his face.

Bloody hell! he exclaimed. Weve crowned a blinkin duke!

They stuffed their ill-gotten gains into their pockets, then fled the scene as if the Furies were at their heels.




Chapter 2



Miss Margaret Darrington, cooling her heels at the Pig and Whistle, tapped a serviceably shod foot and glanced impatiently at the clock over the mantel. The man she had arranged to meet should have arrived on the three oclock stage, and although Miss Darrington was charitable enough to allow that coaches often fell behind schedule, an hour-long wait had worn her patience (never her strong suit, even under far more sanguine circumstances) quite thin. If Mr. Fanshawe was this unreliable in all matters, then he was clearly unsuitable to have charge over her lively fourteen-year-old brother.

As the hostelry door burst open, Miss Darrington looked up hopefully, only to have her expectations dashed once again. Neither of the two men entering the Pig and Whistle looked at all like a tutor. The larger of the two looked as if he would be more at home at a blacksmiths forge than in a schoolroom, while the other

Miss Darrington blinked as he looked up at that moment and regarded her with a gaze so malignant that she shuddered, remembering anew the perils that might befall an unaccompanied lady loitering about a public inn. Her mind made up, Miss Darrington strode to the door leading to the stable yard. If Mr. Fanshawe were to arrive at some later time, he could make the five-mile trek to Darrington House on foot. He could while away the tedium of the journey by composing an acceptable excuse for the tardiness of his arrival. 

* * * *

Groaning, James sat up in the road and rubbed the sore spot on his head, where a lump was already beginning to form. What had happened? Surely there must be some reason why he was lying here in the middle of the road towhere did this road lead, anyway? Turning to survey his surroundingsno easy task, when every muscle in his body screamed in protesthe saw no familiar landmarks, nothing to remind him of where he was or where he had been going.

That he had indeed been going somewhere was evidenced by the open portmanteau lying face-down on the side of the road, clothing strewn about it like a madwomans laundry. Wincing in pain, he staggered to his feet and began to gather his belongings, now covered with a film of road dust. A single book lay open at his feet, its pages turning in the breeze as if by a ghostly reader. He picked up the volume, and as he blew the dirt from its pages, he saw a name written on the flyleaf: Charles Haslett. James blinked. How very odd that one of his books should bear such a name, when his own name was

A wave of nausea engulfed him as he realized he could not remember his own name. Panic-stricken, he reached for another book, then another. A dozen volumes yielded almost as many names, each one as unfamiliar as the one before. He fumbled in the breast pocket of his coat for anything that might provide some identification, but came up empty. Who was he, and where was he? Would anyone miss him, and come in search of him? What had happened here? If only he could remember!

Mr. Fanshawe?

He had not heard the vehicles approach, but James started at the sound of its drivers voice as eagerly as a drowning man at the splash of a lifeline. Turning, he saw a gig driven by a lady who appeared less than delighted to see him. He wracked his brain, but found no memory of a brown-haired young lady in her mid-twenties, attractive but not beautiful, whose most striking feature appeared to be a pair of sparkling dark eyes.

Ido you know me? James asked, his words somewhat slurred by his rapidly swelling lip.

Transferring the reins to one gauntleted hand, she extended the other to James. I waited for you at the Pig and Whistle, but I fear we must have missed one another. I am Miss Darrington. It was I who engaged your services, she added, as if this information should explain everything. In fact it explained nothing, but it was reassuring to James to learn that he was not expected to recognize her.

Pleased to meet you, Miss Darrington, he said, bowing unsteadily over her hand.

The ladys eyebrows descended ominously. Mr. Fanshawe, are you given to strong drink?

Why, no! That is, Ino. James had no recollection of his past habits, but vague memories of other nameless men suffering the aftereffects of that particular vice were enough to convince him that he would not have willingly joined their ranks.

By this time Miss Darrington had had ample time to assimilate Jamess swollen lip, blackened eye, and blood-encrusted nose. Good God, Mr. Fanshawe! What has happened to you?

Forgive me, Miss Darrington, but I am not myself. In fact, James reflected, he wasnt anyoneat least, not that he could tell. Had the young lady in the gig not come along when she had, he would not even know his own name, much less his destination. I dont recall exactly what happened, but I must have set out on foot, and been waylaid by ruffians.

If you set out on foot for Darrington House, the ruffians may have done you a service, for you are headed in quite the wrong direction.

Miss Darringtons mouth was too wide for beauty, but her smile was infectious. James smiled in spite of himself, and winced at the pain in his lip. At the risk of seeming ungrateful, I could wish they had been gentler in their attempts to set me to rights.

Oh, dear! exclaimed Miss Darrington, sliding to one end of the seat so that he might climb up beside her. Now you think I am laughing at your misfortune! I assure you, nothing could be further from the truth. Only think how shocking it would have been if you had walked all the way to Montford looking the way you do!

With an effort, James tossed the portmanteau into the gig and climbed up onto the seat. Do I look that bad? he asked, exploring the planes of his abused face with a tentative hand.

You look a positive fright, she replied candidly. But we shall take you to Darrington House at once, where your injuries may be cleaned and dressed. Then I daresay you will feel much more the thing. You will wish to meet Philip as soon as may be arranged, of course, and I assure you, he will not think the less of you for your adventures.

Philip?

My brother.

This revelation, combined with the Greek and Latin texts he had discovered amongst his scattered possessions, gave James to understand that he had been engaged as tutor to young Philip Darrington.

And how old is your brother. Miss Darrington? he asked, then hastily added, Im sure you must have mentioned it in our correspondence, but I fear I dont remember.

Philip is fourteen, said Miss Darrington, apparently finding nothing to wonder at in this half-truth.

James was slightly taken aback. Fourteen? I should think he would be at school by now.

As I told you in my letter, he was always sickly as a child, and so has been privately educated at home.

And is he to be my only pupil?

Yes. With the exception of my brother, we are a household of females. My youngest sister Amanda is eighteen, and will make her come-out next spring. Then there is myself, of course, and my Aunt Hattiemy fathers widowed sister, Mrs. Harriet Blaylock. As for staff, we employ a cook, and we have a man who comes up from the village to serve as both groom and gardener. Then there is Tilly, the maid of all work. If you wish, Tilly will launder your linens for two shillings a month or, if you prefer, you may make your own arrangements.

Thank you, but I shall be happy to give Tilly my custom.

And so you may tell her very shortly, for here we are.

In proof of these words, she skillfully maneuvered the gig down a narrow lane, at the end of which lay a fine old Tudor dwelling. Though neither large nor particularly elegant, the house was a splendid example of the architecture of its day, and had obviously been well maintained. The half-timbered upper floor boasted diamond-paned windows, while the ancient brick of the lower was partially obscured by a blanket of ivy.

As the gig rolled to a stop before the front door, James stiffly disembarked and turned to hand Miss Darrington down. The effort this simple gesture cost him was not lost on his employer.

How kind of you, Mr. Fanshawe, when I should be the one assisting you! I can see we shall deal extremely well together.

This last was said with another wide smile as she looked up into the tutors bruised face. And up. And up. As Miss Darrington was a tall lady, she was not in the habit of tilting her head back when conversing with gentlemen. She found the sensation oddly pleasant. Then she stepped up onto the first of the three stairs leading to the front door, raising her almost to eye level. With the return to more normal proportions, the curious feeling vanished. She supposed she would grow accustomed to it in time.

She opened the door and led him across the paneled entryway and into the drawing room, where a plump lady in a frilled white cap sat knitting before the fire.

Aunt Hattie, I have returned with Mr. Fanshawe, Philips new tutor, Miss Darrington announced. Mr. Fanshawe, my aunt, Mrs. Harriet Blaylock.

Do call me Aunt Hattie, dear, everyone else does, said Aunt Hattie, her needles clicking together at a rapid pace. Tell me, Mr. Fanshawe, have you lost a finger?

The tutor glanced down at his hands, as if this possibility had not occurred to him. No, Mrs.Aunt Hattie, all ten appear to be present and accounted for.

Oh, dear! What a pity, sighed Aunt Hattie, who then hurried to add, Not a pity for you, of course, for I am sure it must be most unpleasant to lose a finger. But I have lost count of my stitches, and now it appears that this glove will only have four fingers. I thought perhaps if you had lost a finger, I could give this pair to you. One hates to see so much effort go to waste, you know.

Perhaps the workhouse might know of an eligible, er, four-fingered party, suggested James.

But of course! What a clever young man you are, to be sure. But then, you must be clever, mustnt you, to be a tutor? Such a good thing, I feel. One is not always so fortunate with governesses. I have known some governesses who appeared to know little more than their pupils.

James said solemnly that he would do his best not to disappoint.

Oh, I am quite sure you wont, said Aunt Hattie placidly. I only hope you will not be disappointed in Philip, for he is not at all studious. In fact, he is very much like his father at the same age, and he, you know

Aunt Hattie, interrupted Miss Darrington, have you any wormwood in your medicine basket? Or perhaps some mustard for a plaster?

Wormwood, my dear? I dont recall. Why do you ask?

Because Mr. Fanshawe is sorely in need of it, along with a quantity of hot water.

Aunt Hattie, having been previously occupied by the condition of the tutors hands, now fixed her myopic gaze upon his bruised and battered face. Good heavens! My dear boy, what has happened to you?

He erroneously took the road to Montford, and was set upon by footpads.

Footpads? echoed Aunt Hattie. In Montford? Depend upon it, this is what comes of that great house standing empty. First gypsies in the home wood, and now this! In the old dukes day, such a thing would have been unheard of. Footpads, indeed! Although, I must confess, I have often wondered why they are called footpads. The foot part one can understand, since they are not on horseback, like highwaymen, but to my mind, the word pad suggests something soft and gentle, and if you will forgive my saying so, Mr. Fanshawe, you do not look as if they were at all gentle

The wormwood, Aunt Hattie! urged Margaret.

Yes, dear. Aunt Hattie rose, laid aside her knitting, and waddled from the room.

She had not been long absent when the door burst open to admit a very young man with the slightly unfinished look of the adolescent who, having reached manhoods height, had yet to attain the corresponding musculature.

Aunt Hattie says the tutor is here, and that he was set upon by footpadsor highwaymenor perhaps gypsies? Cant imagine what any of em would want with a tutor, but to hear Aunt Hattie tell it

Philip, said his sister, interrupting this burst of eloquence, you may make your bow to Mr. Fanshawe. As you can see, it is quite true: Mr. Fanshawe met with a mishap on the road.

Famous! exclaimed Master Philip Darrington, regarding his instructor with a look of admiration not unmixed with awe. Oh, how I wish it might have happened to me! Nothing exciting ever does, you know.

Jamess lips twitched, but he answered with mock solemnity, I assure you, had I known of your wishes, I should have been happy to give up my place to you.

Never say you should have wanted to miss such an adventure, for I wont believe you, declared Philip.

I daresay Mr. Fanshawe thirsts for adventure as much as any other red-blooded Englishman, said Margaret, sponging her employees injuries with a wet cloth. Still, one has only to look at him to see that he has had rather too much excitement for his own good.

In your place, I should have shot them!

You will no doubt think it very remiss of me, James confessed, wincing slightly as Miss Darrington touched a tender spot, but I fear I lacked the foresight to provide myself with pistols.

Oh, said Philip, manfully concealing his disappointment. Well, I daresay you hardly expected to happen upon such an adventure. But are you perhaps handy with your fists? Did you draw their cork? Darken their daylights?

It was a very queer thing, reflected James, that while he could remember nothing of his past life, he had no difficulty in interpreting Master Philip Darringtons store of boxing cant. Alas, I fear I made a very poor showing, he confessed, fully aware that he was rapidly losing face in his pupils eyes. Recalling the scattered articles of clothing, he added, Although I fancy I may have landed a blow or two with my portmanteau, much to its detriment.

You need not worry about that, at any rate, Mr. Fanshawe, said Margaret, for I hope you will not be needing your portmanteau anytime soon.

I should think not! concurred Philip. I hope you will be with us for a very long time, Mr. Fanshawe, for it is plain to me that you are a great gun!

James, having been granted the highest praise of which an adolescent schoolboy was capable, acknowledged this tribute with a slight bow. I thank you, Master Philip, and only hope you will feel the same when I am excoriating you for neglecting your Latin.

Master Philip received this threat in the manner in which it was intended, and his elder sister, listening to the pair of them, could not but feel that she had been extremely fortunate in finding such a tutor for her lively young brother. The true test, however, still lay ahead, for Mr. Fanshawe had yet to make the acquaintance of Miss Amanda Darrington.

Her self-satisfied smile faded at the prospect.

* * * *

At the same moment in which the very thought of her erased the smile from her sisters face, Miss Amanda Darrington, all unknowing, descended the path leading from the duke of Montfords orchards to the gurgling stream separating the Darrington property from that of the duke. She made a fetching picture, with a basket of rosy (albeit contraband) apples on her arm and a broad-brimmed straw hat tied with a wide blue ribbon over her golden curls. But Miss Amanda had no thought for her appearance, for her mind was occupied with weightier matters.

Her steps slowed as she began the descent toward the stream, for she wanted to take in every detail of the countrysides autumnal splendor. She might never see it again. With the spring would come her removal to London, and the brilliant marriage it was her duty to make. The prospect, which so consumed her elder sisters waking hours, held no appeal for Amanda. Although she liked new dresses and fine jewels as much as the next damsel, she had lived in Montford all her life, and had no ambitions beyond its borders. To her sisters predictions of her becoming a fine lady, she would have said (had she been allowed to get a word in edgewise) that the only fine lady of her acquaintance was the squires wife, and if that overbearing female was characteristic of the breed, she would prefer not to join its ranks.

She heaved a sigh, and the small, unhappy sound seemed to be picked up by the air itself, and repeated in the breeze stirring the leaves of the apple trees. How lovely it would be if the new duke of Montford would come and fall in love with her at first sight! He would be young and handsome, of course, and she already knew him to be very rich. They would be married at Christmas, and she would never have to leave Montford. Philip could go to school, and then to University, and Aunt Hattie could have a generous pension, and Margaret could havewhatever it was that Margaret wanted. Amanda was not quite certain, as her sisters ambitions always seemed to center around the other members of the family.

But Life, as she had already discovered, was nothing at all like a fairy tale, and when the duke finally deigned to appearif he appeared at all, which she was beginning to doubthe would no doubt be middle-aged and paunchy, with a wife and half a dozen ducal children. No, it appeared she was doomed to London and a brilliant marriage.

Lost in thought, she failed to notice the patch of loose stones until she stepped squarely in the midst of it. The pebbles shifted beneath her feet, briefly upsetting her balance. She was never in danger of falling, but the abrupt movement was sufficient to dislodge one of the apples. It fell to the ground, bounced once, and began to roll down the hill.

Oh, bother! muttered Amanda, giving chase.

The apple gained speed as it descended, and Amanda did likewise. How too, too annoying if it should be lost in the stream, when at any moment that disagreeable old married duke might appear and put a stop to her clandestine inroads into his apple harvest!

She was breathless by the time she reached the stream, but her efforts had not been in vain. As the apple neared the water, she dropped to her knees and stretched out her arm to snatch at itjust in time to see it roll out of reach and come to a stop against a booted foot.

Amanda, still on her knees, looked up and up, past the shining black leather boot, buff-colored breeches, and brown coat to the wearers face. At the sight of tightly curling chestnut hair and twinkling hazel eyes, she suffered a shortness of breath and a pounding of heart that had nothing to do with her recent exertions. As the stranger stooped to pick up the apple, she became painfully aware of her disheveled hair and the gypsy hat, once so becoming, now hanging down her back.

H-have the goodness, sir, to return my property, if you please, she said, finding her tongue at last.

Your property? echoed the stranger, offering his hand to help her to her feet. And who might you be, if I may be so bold? No, dont tell me; let me guess! Demeter, goddess of the harvest! Or do I mean Ceres?

As one is Greek and the other Roman, either will suffice, although neither is correct, she said, rising with his assistance and self-consciously brushing the dust from the skirts of her plain round gown.

Ah! An educated mind as well as a lovely face!

You are too kind, sir. Now, if you will return my apple, I will be on my way.

But as I saved your apple, and quite possibly your own fair self, from a wetting, surely I am deserving of some reward, protested the gentleman.

In the eighteen years of her existence, Amanda had formed a very fair idea of the form such rewards generally took. She lifted her chin, puckered her lips, and closed her eyes, her manner reminiscent of a vestal virgin about to be sacrificed to a pagan deity.

Delicious! declared the stranger in a muffled voice.

Amandas eyes flew open just in time to see him sink his teeth for the second time into the apples crisp, juicy flesh. For reasons she could not fully explain, she found his taking liberties with her apple even more offensive than the prospect of his taking them with her person. Release that apple, sir! It is mine!

Is it, indeed? I was under the impression that these orchards belonged to the duke of Montford. Unless, of course, you are the duchess?

A half-formed hope that this handsome stranger might prove to be the duke himself now shriveled and died. The old duke always allowed me to pick his apples.

But the old duke is dead. Long live the new one, added the stranger, biting into the apple once again.

And what right, pray, have you to be here? challenged Amanda, her eyes narrowing in suspicion. Unless, of course, you are the duke?

Alas, I am only Mr. Peregrine Palmer, a mere nobody, at your service, he said, clicking his heels together and sketching a bow.

Then you have no more right to be here than I do!

In fact, I have considerably less, he admitted. I never knew the old duke, you see. In fact, I have no claim at all save for the demands of an empty belly and a stream full of trout.

You are poaching the dukes fish! exclaimed Amanda, noticing for the first time the fishing rod lying on the grassy bank beside the stream.

Shh! Mr. Peregrine Palmer put a finger to his lips. Lets not tell him, shall we? After all, his Grace can hardly miss what he never had.

A broad wink accompanied these words, and Amanda, blushing rosily, gave a little huff of annoyance. Very well, sir, since you will not return my appleand I would not have it in its present condition in any case, she added quickly, as he silently offered her the half-eaten core, I will bid you good day.

As she nimbly picked her way across the stream on strategically placed stones, Mr. Palmer was at last moved to repentance. I say, dont leave! I meant no offense, Miss Demeterwait! I dont even know your name!

He followed her across the steppingstones, but as he lacked her long acquaintance with them, he made an awkward business of it.

Please wait, Demeter

As she reached the opposite bank, he grabbed at her sleeve, but she snatched her arm away. Resisting the urge to turn around, she heard a swift intake of breath and a muttered oath, then a large splash. Not knowing whether to laugh or cry, she hitched up her skirts and ran up the hill toward home.
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