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A DEAD BORE




Sheri Cobb South




Prologue



In Which Lady Fieldhurst Ponders an Invitation



The weather on this June morning was particularly fine, but no ray of sunlight illuminated the Berkeley Square drawing room where two ladies sat drinking tea. The gold velvet draperies adorning the windows of this elegantly appointed chamber were tightly closed, for this was a house of mourning. Grief, however, was not the emotion uppermost in the mind of at least one of the pair, a dashing brunette dressed in vibrant shades of blue.

Yorkshire? exclaimed the Countess of Dunnington in tones of deepest revulsion, returning her teacup to its saucer with a disapproving clink. You would go to Yorkshire in July? My dear Julia, you must be mad!

Lady Fieldhurst, sipping her tea, smiled at her friends vehemence. The younger of the two ladies by some ten years, she was clad in the sober black of the recent widow, and was as fair as the fashionable Lady Dunnington was dark. Mad? Nonsense, Emily! Why do you say so?

No one goes to Yorkshire unless they are escaping from somethinga dunning tradesman, perhaps, or an importunate lover.

Or a thoroughly unpleasant scandal, added Lady Fieldhurst.

A scandal which was none of your making, Emily reminded her. Still, if you wish to leave London for a time, you would do better to come with me to Brighton. At least you should find plenty there to amuse you.

Lady Fieldhurst, refilling the cups from a silver teapot, arched a skeptical eyebrow. Indeed, I shouldfar more amusement than is seemly for a widow of less than two months standing.

And you so fond of poor Fieldhurst, too, sighed Lady Dunnington, shaking her head with mock sorrow.

The widowed viscountess gave her friend a reproachful look, but held her ground. In truth, her reluctance to accompany Lady Dunnington to Brighton had less to do with her recent bereavement than with her desire to avoid the company of certain gentlemen of her acquaintance, the first and foremost of these being Emilys latest paramour. She frequently wondered what her friend saw in a foppish and by all accounts penniless young man several years her junior. At six-and-twenty, however, Lady Fieldhurst was too much a woman of the world to be shocked by the connection. Indeed, she had been on the verge of taking a lover of her own when fate had intervened in the form of Viscount Fieldhursts untimely demise.

Lord Rupert will be in Brighton, observed Lady Dunnington, regarding her with a measuring look.

Lady Fieldhurst colored slightly at having her thoughts so accurately read. You have quite decided me, Emily! If Lord Rupert is to be in Brighton, I must certainly go to Yorkshire. Between the pair of us, Rupert and I have given the tabbies quite enough to gossip about already.

Lady Dunnington was not deceived. Aha! Then I was right when I suggested you might be escaping an importunate lover. Are Lord Ruperts hopes to be dashed, then?

I dont know, confessed Lady Fieldhurst, sipping her tea and wishing it was not too early in the day for sherry. I havent yet decided. I only want to go away for a while so that I may be left alone. If I am fortunate, no one else at this house party will have ever heard of me, much less my recent notoriety.

My dear Julia, I fear you are doomed to disappointment. Society circles are not so large as to allow anonymity. Depend upon it, everyone knows of your narrow escape from the gallows, even those whom you have never met.

Do you think so? asked Lady Fieldhurst, crestfallen. I am scarcely acquainted with the hostess, but my recollections of Lady Anne Hollingshead are that she is excruciatingly proper. I cannot imagine why she should have invited a guest so recently featured in all the scandal sheets. I know nothing of the rest of the family. I have never met her husband, for instance

Nor are likely to, so long as you are fixed in London, Emily put in. I believe Sir Gerald prefers the country life.

He seems an odd match for Lady Anne, then, observed Lady Fieldhurst. She has always seemed to me the very personification of the Society matron. During my come-out, I lived in fear of a disapproving glance through her lorgnette. I should have thought her husband would be one of Societys leading lightsa member of Parliament, perhaps, or a diplomat.

Lady Dunnington helped herself to a slice of seed cake and leaned forward with a confidential air. Ah, but Sir Gerald was not her first choice. In her mad youthif one can imagine Lady Anne ever having had such a thingshe was set to make a brilliant match.

What happened?

Emily shrugged. He died. I dont recall the details. It all happened before my time. She is several years older than I, you know.

Everyone is older than you, darling, including your eldest son, retorted Lady Fieldhurst without malice. Still, it is a sad story, but at least she found a second chance at happiness.

And so shall you, my dearbut not if you insist on burying yourself in Yorkshire. As Lady Fieldhurst opened her mouth to protest, Lady Dunnington raised a silencing hand. Very well, I shant tease you on the subject. Go to Yorkshire if you feel you must, but I predict you will be bored to tears within a seennight!




Chapter 1



In Which Are Introduced the Local Gentry



The light was beginning to fade by the time the hired post-chaise lurched to a halt before the imposing stone façade of Hollingshead Place. Lady Fieldhurst regarded the stark gray edifice through the rain-streaked carriage windows and wondered, not for the first time, why she had been so determined to come. Three days and two hundred miles ago, when she had first set out from London, Emilys predictions of unmitigated boredom had been easily dismissed. After all, Emily had never been rumored to have murdered her husband, and so had no notion of how very welcome the prospect of boredom could seem. In the end, the matter had been decided by a letter from the dowager Lady Fieldhurst, who insisted that Julia spend the first few months of her widowhood quietly at the Dower House in the company of her mama-in-law. Although imminently suitable, at least in the eyes of Society, this prospect was so daunting that Lady Fieldhurst had penned her acceptance to Lady Anne Hollingshead that very day.

A liveried footman rushed out of the house to meet her with an unfurled umbrella, and Lady Fieldhurst steeled herself with the reflection that, no matter how dreary her present prospects, her situation might have been much worse: she might have been obliged to spend a rainy day trapped inside the Dower House with her mother-in-law. Fortified with this knowledge, she turned up the collar of her black kerseymere pelisse, disembarked from the vehicle, and accepted the footmans protective escort to the house.

She was pleasedand to no small degree relievedto discover that its somber exterior was deceptive. Inside, a cheerful fire burned merrily on a massive hearth, reflecting on the black-and-white marble tiles of the floor and turning the richly carved wainscoting to burnished gold. Framed portraits of earlier generations of Hollingsheads gazed down at the newcomer from their heavy gilt frames, and twin suits of armor flanked the staircase, but even these daunting entities seemed well pleased to welcome a viscountess to Hollingshead Place. A movement overhead drew her eye upward to the tall, graceful lady descending the curved staircase.

My dear Lady Fieldhurst! exclaimed Lady Anne Hollingshead, her arms outstretched in greeting. Such dismal weather with which to welcome you! I do hope the roads were not too badly rutted?

Not at all, murmured Lady Fieldhurst with more courtesy than accuracy. Lady Annes elegance made her painfully aware of her rain-spattered and travel-stained appearance. To her chagrin, she felt more like the gauche debutante she had once been than the modish and slightly scandalous Society matron she had become.

Shocking amount of rain weve had lately, absolutely shocking! put in Sir Gerald Hollingshead, shaking his grizzled head as he lumbered down the stairs in his wifes wake.

Observing his descent, Lady Fieldhurst found her earlier speculations confirmed: he did indeed seem an odd match for Lady Anne. He was fully two decades his wifes senior, but this in itself was unremarkable; fifteen years had separated the late Lord Fieldhurst from his bride, and Lady Fieldhurst knew of many matches where the age difference was a quarter century or more. No, the difference had less to do with the ages of the parties involved than with their respective appearances. Unlike the stylish Lady Anne, Sir Gerald was dressed for comfort rather than fashion in a loose-fitting tail coat, buckskin breeches, and cuffed top-boots. Lady Fieldhurst received the impression that he would be far more content to be outdoors with a gun over his shoulder and hounds at his heels. Lady Fieldhurst, herself country-bred, was reminded of her own doting papa, and found herself liking her host on sight. Still, she could not but acknowledge that he and Lady Anne made an ill-assorted pair.

Pray accept my condolences on the loss of your husband, Lady Anne continued in a more serious vein. How dreadful for you, to be widowed at such a young age, and in such a fashion!

Privately, Lady Fieldhurst considered being left a widow at the age of six-and-twenty far less dreadful than coming within Ames-ace of hanging for murder. But in the past two months she had perfected the art of mouthing platitudes, and it was this habit to which she now sought recourse. You are too kind, my lady. My husbands death came as a great shock, but I take comfort in the knowledge that his sufferings were brief.

Such sentiments do you credit, my dear, said Lady Anne, squeezing Julias hands warmly. I hope that while you are with us, you will be able to forget your recent loss, at least for a little while. I fear one or two of our guests have been obliged to send their regrets on account of the weather, but I have contrived to throw together a modest dinner party to introduce you to the local gentry. But I must not keep you standing here in those wet clothes! Ive put you in the Wedgwood bedchamber; Mrs. Holland will be happy to take you there.

At the mention of her name, a dour-faced housekeeper in mobcap and starched apron executed a stiff curtsy, then led Lady Fieldhurst up the curving staircase to the room that was to be hers for the next month.

As its name implied, the room was hung with the same blue shade as the china for which it was named, and trimmed out in woodwork painted a pristine white. It appeared neat and inviting even on a gray and rainy day; Lady Fieldhurst had no doubt that in sunshine it would be lovely. Her trunks had already been carried up, and an apple-cheeked maid bustled about the room hanging her gowns in the center of the clothes press and storing her undergarments in its drawers.

I trust my lady will find everything to your liking, said the housekeeper. If not, you have only to tell me, and I will be happy to rectify any omission.

The womans accommodating words notwithstanding, Lady Fieldhurst had the distinct impression that any complaint about the room would not be happily received at all, but taken very much amiss.

Thank you, Mrs. Holland, the viscountess replied, dismissing her with a nod. This will do very well, Im sure.

The housekeeper departed somewhat mollified, and as the maid completed her task, Lady Fieldhurst took stock of her surroundings. She noted with approval the Adam fireplace with its cheerful blaze, and the mahogany writing table adjacent to it. Glancing at the cheval mirror, however, she was considerably less pleased. The woman gazing back at her wore a stylish traveling costume of black kerseymere, but her skirts were creased from travel and spotted with raindrops, and her hem was two inches deep in mud.

She tugged at the black ribbons of her bonnet and tossed it onto the bed as she surveyed the damage to her coiffure. Her golden curls, though dry, were sadly flattened from her headgear, and would certainly have to be brushed out and pinned up again before dinner. She heaved a sigh at her own lack of foresight in neglecting to bring her ladys maid, but the girl was newly hired and Lady Fieldhurst was not yet entirely convinced as to her competence.

Begging your pardon, your ladyship, said the maid, closing the doors of the clothes press, but Ive finished unpacking your trunks. Will there be anything else youll be needing?

Only one thing, returned the viscountess, frowning at the damage to her crowning glory. Is there a maid who could dress my hair before dinner?

The maids plump, plain face lit up. Oh, Id be pleased to do your ladyships hair, right after I finish with Miss Hollingsheads.

Excellent! pronounced Lady Fieldhurst. What time does the family dine?

Nine oclock. We keep Town hours during the summer months, the maid added proudly.

In that case, I must not keep you, for Miss Hollingshead will no doubt require your services very shortly. What is your name, pray?

Rose, my lady.

Very well, Rose. That will be all.

Yes, my lady. Rose bobbed a curtsy and exited the room.

Left to her own devices, Lady Fieldhurst divested herself of her damp pelisse and gown, then opened the double doors of the clothes press. Here was one small act of rebellion that her friend Lady Dunnington had heartily approved: after a scant two months of widowhood, she was going into half-mourning, exchanging her somber black crapes and bombazines for less funereal grays. She reached into the clothes press and withdrew a dinner gown of lustrous gray silk with a fine black stripe woven into the fabric, then laid it out almost lovingly on the bed. The garment might raise a few eyebrows despite its elegantly simple lines and modest décolletage, but the viscountess found the potential disapproval of her fellow guests less distasteful than the hypocrisy of mourning a philanderer whose violent death had almost sent her to the gallows. She was already the subject of gossip; she might as well give the tabbies something worth talking about. But even as she had made this momentous decision, she acknowledged her own cowardice in waiting to act upon it until she was well out of London.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a womans voice coming from the next room and the sound of a door shutting a bit more forcefully than was strictly necessary.

Like a moonling, making sheeps eyes at Emma Hollingshead!

The lad is not yet two-and-twenty, a male voice responded more calmly. Besides, Emmas a deuced pretty girl. Id be more concerned if he didnt make sheeps eyes at her.

Surely you have higher ambitions for your only son than to see him wed the daughter of a country squire! objected the woman.

And the granddaughter of a marquess on her mothers side, the man pointed out. Added to the fact that their land borders ours, I can think of worse matches for the boy. But never you fear: Lady Anne has ambition enough to match your own. Shell give poor Robert his marching orders quickly enough. He chuckled at the prospect.

The woman, however, was not amused. Just as shes given Mr. Meriwether his? she retorted, her skepticism evident even through the dividing wall.

Lady Fieldhurst, cast in the role of unintentional eavesdropper, decided it was high time the people in the next room were made aware of her presence. She returned to the clothes press, opened the double doors, and shut them with sufficient force to make the heavy piece of furniture tremble. The couple next door immediately fell silent.

* * * *

At half-past eight, having arrayed herself in the gray silk gown, Lady Fieldhurst left her room and made her way to the drawing room where, Rose had informed her, the family would gather before dinner. Roses talents as a hairdresser had not disappointed: Julias rejuvenated locks were swept high on her head, with little tendrils allowed to escape at the temples in order to soften a deceptively severe style. As she approached the drawing-room door, voices within the room alerted the viscountess to the fact that she was not the first arrival.

You might have at least sent the carriage for him, Mama, complained a well-modulated contralto. He can hardly be expected to walk all the way from the village in this weather.

If he elects to remain at home rather than brave the elements, that is his decision, replied a cooler voice which Lady Fieldhurst recognized as that of her hostess. If the weather proves too great a deterrent, then perhaps his affections are not so firmly engaged as you suppose. I need not remind you that he has made no attempt to speak to your father on the subject.

No doubt he knows what sort of reception he might expect!

It seemed to Lady Fieldhurst as if she were destined to be an eavesdropper will she or nill she. As she hovered in the hall wondering how best to make her presence known, Lady Anne Hollingshead addressed her daughter in conciliatory tones.

Surely you cannot fault your father for that. With your birth and beauty, my dear, you might look a great deal higher. We only want you to look about before throwing yourself away on a penniless young man without birth or breeding

Mama, how can you say such a thing? He is family!

Lady Anne made a derisive sound which in a lesser personage would have been called a snort. Wrong side of the blanket, or near enough as makes no odds.

Lady Fieldhurst decided it was high time to announce herself before she could make any more awkward discoveries about her fellow guests. She cleared her throat quite audibly, then sailed into the room. Two guilty countenances met her gaze for the briefest of moments before chagrin was masked by smiles.

My dear Lady Fieldhurst, what a fetching frock, said Lady Anne. If the slightly raised eyebrow with which she regarded this creation was intended to shift Julias attention to her own decision to cast off her blacks, it was singularly successful. However, her ladyships voice held no note of censure as she urged her guest forward. Do come and meet my elder daughter. Emma, my dear, make your curtsy to Lady Fieldhurst.

A dark-haired beauty of about twenty, Emma was less skilled than her mother in the social art of dissembling. Although she curtsied prettily enough, her heightened color and sparkling eyes betrayed her volatile emotional state.

How do you do, Miss Hollingshead, responded Lady Fieldhurst, returning the younger womans curtsy.

I am sure Emma will have a great deal to ask you, continued Lady Anne, seemingly oblivious to her daughters inner turmoil. She is to be presented at court next spring and have her Season in London. I only hope she may enjoy a fraction of your own success. How well I remember your debut! You were quite the Toast of the Season, as I recall.

The viscountess, seeing Emma Hollingsheads face assume a mulish aspect, surmised that the approaching London Season was another bone of contention between mother and daughter. She could imagine few things more disagreeable than recounting her social successeswhich had eventually culminated in a brilliant yet miserable marriageto an obviously hostile audience. In fact, her debut had been a rather modest affair in Bath; it had been here that she had first been introduced to Frederick Bertram, Viscount Fieldhurst. The social triumph Lady Hollingshead recalled had taken place the following spring, after her whirlwind marriage. She remembered little of the court presentation itself, so fearful she had been of somehow disappointing the awe-inspiring gentleman who had swept her off her feet. It was perhaps inevitable that she had eventually done exactly that, and he had never let her forget it. She had no intention, however, of divulging these old hurts to women who were little more than strangers.

It was all so long ago, I fear I can remember little beyond how absurd my high-waisted gown looked when worn over the hoops required at court, she told Miss Hollingshead apologetically.

You are too modest by half, declared her hostess. Surely you must remember more than that!

Now that I think of it, I recall how shockingly my head ached from the aigrette of ostrich plumes my abigail had fastened in my hair. I do believe the woman must have nailed the thing to my skull.

Although these less than glowing recollections found no favor with Lady Anne, they won a reluctant smile from her daughter, who was able to greet the next arrival with more composure. This proved to be a very young man dressed in the fashionable extravagance of the Incroyable, and Lady Fieldhurst wondered fleetingly if he might be the object of Miss Hollingsheads affections. A moments reflection, however, was sufficient to remind her that one given to extremes of fashion would be unlikely to risk his finery by walking to dinner in a rainstorm; nor did the young mans raiment show any signs of his having done so. When a portly gentleman and a sharp-featured woman followed him into the room, the older man scolding the younger on the shirt points of his collarthe height of which made it impossible for him to turn his headJulia realized that this was the quarreling couple in the bedchamber next to hers. The young dandy who was even now making a beeline for Emma Hollingshead could only be their son.

Lady Fieldhurst, allow me to present Lord and Lady Kendall, and the Honourable Robert Kendall. Lady Anne performed the introductions with practiced grace. The Kendalls are our nearest neighborsexcept for the vicar, that isand Lord Kendall is Justice of the Peace.

Lady Fieldhurst was surprised to discover that the Kendalls were in fact local, but before she had time to wonder at their occupation of one of the guest bedchambers, Lady Kendall supplied the explanation.

I must thank you for allowing us the use of your guest chambers, she told her hostess. I shudder to think what my gown would have looked like had I been obliged to pile in and out of a carriage in this rain. As for Robert, she added, scowling at her son, I daresay he would never have consented to leave the house for fear of getting his coat wet.

Unfortunately, this rider was wasted. Young Mr. Kendall, listening with rapt attention to something Miss Hollingshead was saying, showed no sign of having heard his mother at all.

The drawing-room party was soon joined by others. Sir Gerald Hollingshead was the first of these, entering the room with the curious rigidity of the English country gentleman unwillingly stuffed into evening clothes. Next came the schoolroom set. Young Mr. Philip Hollingshead, on holiday from Eton, was almost as tall as a man, yet still possessed the smooth, rounded cheeks of childhood. His sister Susannah, the younger daughter of the household, was clad in demure white muslin with a pale blue sash, her unbound hair tied back with a matching blue ribbon. Lady Anne introduced her children with the air of one bestowing a rare treat, leading Lady Fieldhurst to surmise that they were not often granted the privilege of dining with their elders. Miss Susannah was accompanied by her governess, Miss Harriet Grantham, a once-handsome woman whose plum-colored satin gown had clearly seen better days. Hard on their heels came the butler to announce a pair of new arrivals.

Mr. Cyril Danvers and Mr. Jasper Carrington, he intoned.

A short, rather frail man of sober attire and scholarly mien entered the room, accompanied by a raven-haired gentleman of indeterminate years whose swarthy complexion suggested a career spent in India or the West Indies. Any confusion Lady Fieldhurst might have felt as to which one was which was soon put to rest as Lady Anne greeted her guests.

Mr. Danvers, how pleased I am that you could come, she said, offering her hand to the soberly dressed scholar. I do hope you did not walk all the way from the vicarage. If the weather should bring on an attack of catarrh, I should never forgive myself.

No, indeed, my lady! I should normally have spent such an inclement evening at home writing my sermon, but when Mr. Carrington offered me a place in his curricle, the prospect of good food and congenial company was too much to resist.

In that case, Mr. Carrington, we stand in your debt, said Lady Anne, turning her attention to the dark gentleman.

I assure you, my lady, the pleasure was all mine, he demurred.

Having exchanged pleasantries all around, the group indulged in idle chatter until the dinner gong sounded promptly at nine oclock.

Doubtless the weather proved too much for Mr. Meriwether, observed Sir Gerald, casting his elder daughter a glance that was not wholly without sympathy. Shall we go?

As Lady Fieldhurst was the highest ranking of the female guests, it was to her that he offered his arm. The others followed suit, pairing off according to rank, which left Miss Grantham to bring up the rear in solitary splendor. They had just reached the door when it burst open to admit a tall, bespectacled young man in outmoded evening wear which, besides being much worn at the knees and elbows, was decidedly damp. His windswept hair owed more to current weather conditions than to curling tongs, and his clocked stockings were liberally spattered with mud.

Pray forgive my tardiness, he addressed the company in somewhat breathless accents. The rain is letting up, but the road beyond the village is well nigh impassable in places, and the river is rising. I can only hope the bridge will not wash out.

Indeed, said her hostess without enthusiasm. Lady Fieldhurst, may I present Mr. Colin Meriwether, the curate and our distant cousin.

Color flooded Emma Hollingsheads glowing countenance, and she dropped Mr. Carringtons arm as if she would have flown to the curates side. Good breeding restrained her from committing such a shocking faux pas, but her inclinations were clear enough, as evidenced by her mothers warning scowl as well as the glowering look bent upon the late arrival by the magnificent Mr. Kendall.

Lady Fieldhurst, although having sworn off men on her own account, had no objection to observing the romantic pursuits of others. Given a choice, she would put her money on Mr. Meriwether to carry the day; aside from Miss Hollingsheads obvious partiality, the young mans presence in the face of such discouragement suggested a strength of character sufficient to overcome any obstacles Lady Anne might place in his way.

In fact, decided the viscountess, her friend Lady Dunnington had been quite wrong in her assessment. The next four weeks should prove anything but dull.




Chapter 2



In Which a Dinner Party Draws to a Tragic Conclusion



The company now assembled, Mr. Meriwether offered the governess his arm with every indication of pleasure, and the entire party filed into the dining room. Lady Fieldhurst was seated at her hosts right, as befitted her rank, and noted with some surprise that Mr. Meriwether occupied the corresponding position at the opposite end of the table; had the rules of precedence been strictly observed, Lord Kendallnot the curatewould have been given the place of honor at Lady Annes right hand. The viscountess suspected that her hostesss reasoning had little to do with precedence, and everything to do with placing as much distance as possible between the ineligible young man and her eldest daughter. Indeed, so cleverly had she arranged the seating that the young lovers, seated on the same side of the table with both Mr. Robert Kendall and Miss Susannah Hollingshead between them, could not even make eye contact.

For her part, Lady Fieldhurst divided her attention between Sir Gerald on her left and Mr. Danvers on her right. As Sir Gerald had no liking for Town life and the vicar rarely visited London, the conversation was somewhat belabored. At length the viscountess abandoned all efforts at finding common ground for discussion and cast about in her mind for some acceptable excuse she might offer for seeking her bed. For the present, however, there was nothing for it but to encourage Sir Gerald to describe for her the glories of the Dales, and allow the vicar to express his regret that, due to the excessive rains of the past weeks, she was not seeing the Yorkshire countryside at its best.

Apparently Miss Susannah Hollingsheads thoughts were running along similar lines. Will this rain never end? she blurted out over the second course. If the bridge washes out, everyone will have to stay the nighteveryone but Mr. Danvers, anyway.

Miss Grantham, who clearly subscribed to the philosophy that children should not speak unless spoken to, shot her a warning frown. The vicar, however, answered her with paternal kindness. Never fear, Miss Susannah. The river has not flooded in almost half a century.

Tell me, Sir Gerald, said Lady Fieldhurst, in an effort to deflect the scold that clearly trembled on the governesss lips, how is it that Hollingshead Place and the church are situated on one side of the river, while the village itself is positioned on the opposite bank?

Youd best ask Mr. Danvers about that, boomed her host genially, deferring to the vicar. What he dont know about the district hasnt been thought of yet.

Mr. Danvers fairly beamed with pleasure. You are too kind, Sir Gerald. But to answer your question, your ladyship, first of all, the river is not really a river at all, but merely a tributary that feeds into the River Nidd. As for the present location of the village, we have Sir Geralds seventeenth-century ancestor, Sir Reginald Hollingshead, to thank for that. Sir Reginald was a sportsman

Jolly good fellow, in fact, interpolated Sir Gerald.

And when he realized that the humblest villager had better access to trout fishing than he did, he moved the whole thing lock, stock and barrel, and extended his parkland to the waters edge. He was a superstitious man, howeverI hesitate to call him a religious oneand he dared not tamper with the church for fear of divine retribution. It proved to be a wise decision on his part, for later in the century the river provided him with a natural defense against the Roundheads. Unlike so many parts of the country, neither the house nor the church was attacked, at least not with any degree of success.

Sir Gerald was right, observed Lady Fieldhurst. You seem to be exceptionally knowledgeable about the area.

In truth, I fancy myself something of an historian, confessed the vicar, modesty obviously warring with pride. I am in the process of writing a book about the history of the village and its church.

Across the table, Master Philip Hollingshead rolled his eyes toward the ceiling, and Lady Fieldhurst realized too late her error. The pained expressions on the faces around the table informed her that her fellow diners had already learned more than they wanted to know about the book from its proud author.

I consider it my lifes work, Mr. Danvers continued. It has already grown to more than five hundred pages, and still it is not completely finished. It has been a fascinating exercise, studying the ancient church registries, reading about births, deaths, marriagesoh, I am reminded, Miss Grantham, I have something particular to ask you, if you would be so kind as to grant me an audience.

Color flooded the governesss cheeks, giving her something of the appearance of the young woman she had once been. Whywhy, certainly, Mr. Danvers. I should be honored.

Mr. Danvers turned back to Lady Fieldhurst. I flatter myself that I am somehow bringing history to lifeif I may borrow from the words of Ezekiel, I feel as if I am putting flesh back on the dry bones of those long dead.

Yes, yes, but if we are to speak of flesh and bones, said Miss Grantham, addressing herself to the Justice of the Peace, when do you intend to put a stop to all this cock-fighting, Lord Kendall? It seems to me that such activities are a corrupting influence on young people.

Balderdash! protested Sir Gerald before the Justice of the Peace could answer. Harmless bit of sport, if you ask me. Ive been known to frequent the odd cock fight myself now and then, back in my salad days.

I fear I must agree with Miss Grantham, concurred Mr. Danvers, momentarily distracted from the subject of his literary efforts. I think I may understand their attraction, as the countryside offers few diversions for youthful high spirits. Unfortunately, aside from the cruelty of the sport itself, such gatherings invariably attract the basest sort of company and encourage all kinds of vicegambling, drunkenness, and lewd behavior, to name only a few. I should not want to think of a son of mine participating in such goings-on.

This last was said with a pointed glance at Philip Hollingshead, who put up his chin and glared back at the vicar.

Hed best get used to them, as most of em will be his tenants someday, said Sir Gerald.

That may well be, acknowledged Lady Anne with a regal nod. Still, you cannot wish your son and heir to develop a taste for low society.

What, would you have the lad wrapped in cotton wool all his life? continued Sir Gerald, his good humor unimpaired. If were to talk of low company, Kendall, what do you make of these gypsies camped hereabouts? Poaching in my Home Wood, stealing the vicars chickens

Indeed, yes, agreed Mr. Danvers, shaking his head. I realize that we are called upon to aid the less fortunate, but while I would obey the biblical exhortation to give up my coat, and my cloak, too, I do draw the line at my best laying hen.

Gypsies! cried Miss Susannah, clapping her hands in glee. Oh, how romantic! How I should love to have my fortune told!

Susannah! cried her mother, aghast. What can Miss Grantham have been teaching you?

Lord Kendall, Justice of the Peace, chuckled indulgently. Im afraid you would find very little romantic about them, Miss Susannah. Theyre a dirty, thieving lot, for the most part.

Much as it grieves me to say such an uncharitable thing, I fear I must concur, said the vicar. They have made such inroads into my poultry that only last week I was obliged to purchase a fowling piece and gunpowder.

Surely you would not shoot them, Mr. Danvers? protested Lady Kendall. Better by far to let my husband deal with such matters.

Shoot the gypsies? echoed the vicar in some consternation. No, no! I provided myself with a firearm merely for the purpose of frightening them off with a warning shot.

Lady Anne rose from her chair. I think, she said with the faintest hint of disapproval in her voice, that it is high time we ladies left you gentlemen alone with your port, where you may shoot all the gypsies you wish. Miss Grantham, I understand my daughter has been preparing a new piece upon the pianoforte. Is she ready to entertain us?

Indeed she is, my lady, said the governess hastily, painfully aware of having given offense by raising a sore subject at the dinner table. Miss Susannah plays with great feeling, whatever she may lack in accuracy.

This assessment proved to be more than generous. Lady Fieldhurst, applauding politely after Miss Susannahs third piece, came to the conclusion that the girl either possessed a tin ear, or else her mind was still preoccupied with visions of gypsy fortune-tellers. Nevertheless, the viscountess seated herself beside the governess on the sofa and complimented her on her charges enthusiastic (she could find no more complimentary term without resorting to outright falsehood) performance.

All in all, it was a relief when the gentlemen joined the ladies in the drawing room and the concert drew to a close. Nor, it seemed, was she the only one who found it so: Emma Hollingshead observed Colin Meriwethers entrance with a smile of eager anticipation. The curate lost no time in claiming the chair beside hers, thus beating out a sullen Mr. Kendall for the honor. Likewise Mr. Danvers sought out Miss Grantham, who blushed like a schoolgirl at the vicars approach. Lady Fieldhurst, seeing that her presence was no longer required or even wanted, murmured a vague excuse and started to rise.

No, no, my lady, you need not get up, protested Mr. Danvers. I only wanted to beg a favor of Miss Grantham.

Yes? asked the governess breathlessly. What is it?

Would you do me the honor He reached into his coat and drew out a thick parcel wrapped in brown paper and tied with string. Of checking my manuscript for errors? I should very much value your opinion.

Youryour manuscript? Miss Grantham made no move to accept the package he offered, but stared blindly at it through pale eyes struggling to blink back tears. Lady Fieldhurst, seeing that quite a different sort of question had been expected, plunged hastily into the breach.

Why, Miss Grantham, you must be a highly skilled grammarian! After hearing Mr. Danvers discuss his book at dinner, I suspect he would not entrust his lifes work to just anyone.

No, indeed, agreed Mr. Danvers, blissfully unaware of having dashed a ladys last hope of matrimony. In fact, I was reluctant to request such a favor, knowing that your young charge can be quite a handfulthough I am certain Miss Susannah is a good girl, merely high-spirited as young people so often are. Still, since you are the most qualified of all my acquaintance for such a task, I fear my own selfishness won out over any fear of adding to your responsibilities.

Miss Grantham, twisting her handkerchief in trembling hands, appeared somewhat mollified. Well, if I do say so myself, my own dear governess used to say that I had an exceptional grasp of the intricacies of language.

By the time she bade Miss Susannah and Master Philip say their goodbyes and led them back to the schoolroom, she had consented to read the vicars manuscript and had borne it away with the air of one presented with a precious gift.

With the departure of the children Sir Gerald summoned a footman to set up card tables, and Lady Fieldhurst was solicited to help make up a set for whist.

I fear I am not much of a card player, she cautioned Mr. Meriwether, her partner, as she seated herself opposite him at one of the tables. My late husband always said I hadnt the head for games of skill.

Nor have I, my lady, so I daresay we shall deal extremely together, he said with a smile.

Their opponents were Mr. Carrington and Lady Anne, and once again the viscountess noted that ladys skill in pairing her daughter with Lord Kendall at the next table. She wondered fleetingly which her hostess found the most objectionablethe young mans dubious birth, or his lack of fortune. For her part, Lady Fieldhurst might have found much to be said in favor of the curates suit, had not her own marriage permanently soured her on that institution. Modesty, certainly, must be attributed to him, for in spite of his disavowals, he played his cards with quiet intelligence. Likewise courtesy, for nothing in his bearing toward the other players gave the least indication that he would much prefer playing at the other table. As for his manner toward Miss Hollingshead, so restrained was he that Lady Fieldhurst might have supposed that young ladys feelings to be unrequited, had she not witnessed for the briefest moment the expression of wordless longing in his eyes when they rested upon her.

They had played two rubbers for penny points when Mr. Danvers, partnering Lady Kendall at the next table, glanced at the clock over the mantel.

Dear me, half past eleven already! he exclaimed. How quickly time passes when one spends it so pleasantly among friends.

Mr. Carrington, taking his cue, laid his cards face-up on the table and made as if to rise. I shall have the carriage brought round at once.

No, no, you need not trouble yourself, protested the vicar. Since Mr. Meriwether assures us that the rain has let up, there is no reason why I should not walk.

None at all, save for a muddy road and a lack of pattens, put in Sir Gerald. But theres no need for Mr. Carrington to leave us just yet. I can send you home in my own carriage.

Or you can ride with us, added Lord Kendall, hoisting himself to his feet. It may be a bit crowded, given the number of trunks Robert judges necessary to transport his toilette, but I daresay we can shove up enough to make room for one more. Or we can leave some of his bits and pieces here for the night, and he may fetch them in the morning.

Robert Kendalls mouth worked in protest over this cavalier dismissal of his wardrobe, but words failed him.

Mr. Danvers, however, would not be dissuaded. I should not wish to put any one of my flock to any inconvenience, lest you take a chill and miss Sunday services. I wonder, though, if you will bear me company as far as the door, Sir Gerald? An issue of some importance has arisen which I need to discuss with you.

Certainly, certainly! boomed the baronet, pushing back his chair and heaving himself to his feet. Repairs to the church roof again, I daresay. Well, the whole thing may jolly well need replacing after this monsoonprobably leaking like a sieve.

Sir Gerald returned a few minutes later, sans the vicar. Lady Anne, studying the cards in her hand, looked up as he entered the room. You look worried. Are you quite certain it was wise to let him go alone?

The baronet shook his grizzled head. No stopping the fellow, my dear. I tried to get him to wait while I had the carriage brought round, but theres no persuading these scholarly typesonce they take an idea into their heads, you cant beat it out with a stick.

The card game ran its course in silence. The party broke up soon afterwards, any pleasure in the evening diminished, perhaps, by the thought of the vicar slogging home through the mud. One by one, the guests said their goodbyes and departed, until at last only Lady Fieldhurst and the Hollingsheads remained. Her long day of travel had by this time caught up with her, and she wondered how long it might be until she could politely take leave of her host and hostess and seek her bed.

I vow, I am worn to the bone, declared Emma Hollingshead, yawning behind her gloved hand. I hope you will not think me rude, Lady Fieldhurst, if I say goodnight.

The viscountess was quick to seize her opportunity. On the contrary, I find it an excellent notion.

She accompanied the younger woman up the stairs, but they had scarcely reached the landing when the jingle of harness and the crunch of carriage wheels on gravel announced a late arrival.

Good heavens, muttered Lady Anne. Who can that be at such an hour?

The footman, who had been engaged in clearing away the playing cards and putting away the tables, abandoned this task long enough to open the front door. Lord Kendall burst into the room, considerably the worse for the mud splattering his stockings. I fear it is just as Mr. Meriwether predicted, he said without preamble. The bridge is out.

* * * *

The next half hour flew by in a flurry of activity. Lady Anne, prophesying that all the guests save the vicar would return soon enough, summoned the housekeeper and ordered five additional bedchambers prepared. The Kendall familys return was followed within minutes by that of Mr. Carrington. Since Mr. Danvers did not have to cross the bridge, he was not looked for, it being assumed by all that he should have reached his vicarage safely enough by now. There remained only the curate unaccounted for.

What can be keeping Mr. Meriwether? Lady Anne wondered aloud. You dont suppose he could have fallen into the river?

Lady Fieldhurst suspected her hostess would not be devastated should that prove to be the case.

Now that you mention it, said Lord Kendall, I dont recall passing him on the road. I trust no harm has come to the lad.

I think it far more likely that he stopped by the vicarage, put in Lady Fieldhurst. In fact, she was not well enough acquainted with the curate to venture an informed opinion of what sort of action he might take, but she felt that Miss Hollingshead might be in need of reassurance. Glancing around the room, however, she realized that her efforts in that direction were wasted; Emma Hollingshead was nowhere to be seen.

Im going to take a lantern and have a look at that bridge, announced Sir Gerald. Ill keep an eye out for him.

After rooms had been prepared and assigned, there seemed to be little left to do. One by one, the guests drifted upstairs to their allotted chambers, Lord Kendall requesting to be awakened regardless of the hour, should it prove that some misfortune had indeed befallen the curate. Lady Fieldhurst followed their example, only too grateful to reach the privacy of her bedchamber. She could not deny some concern for Mr. Meriwethers safety, however, and so after unpinning her hair and exchanging her gray silk gown for a white muslin nightrail and a wrapper of pink satin, she walked over to the window, drew back the curtain and pushed open the casement.

The rain had indeed stopped, but the night air was heavy and damp with the promise of more to come. Lightning occasionally lit up the sky to the east, and muted thunder rumbled in the distance. There was no sign of the curate, nor indeed of any other living creature. She turned away, but even as she reached for the casement, a movement of shadow caught her eye, followed by a glimpse of red in the garden below. Her hand stayed; she watched as a dark shape detached itself from the shrubbery.

A moment later, Emma Hollingshead was safely in the arms of her lover.

Julia knew she should draw back; she was, after all, intruding on a private moment. Still, it was rather like watching a play. Young lovers, no matter how sincere their devotion, were really quite painfully alike. In a way, it might be better if they were never allowed to marry, for then their romantic illusions need never be shattered by harsh reality. This thought led, not unnaturally, to unpleasant memories of her own marriage.

And then, abruptly, she was recalled to the present by the sound of her own name.

Lady Fieldhurst to dazzle me with tales of her own brilliant Season. The bitterness in Emma Hollingsheads voice was audible as it drifted up from the garden below. Can you imagine? A woman who killed her own husband

Hush, my love, and listen to yourself, Mr. Meriwether chided her gently. Lady Fieldhurst did not kill her husband, as you well know.

You are right, of course, conceded Miss Hollingshead, deflated. But you cannot know what it is like to live in this house, feeling as if the whole world is conspiring to tear us apart. You can have no idea!

He chuckled. I do, actually. But I feel you must acquit Lady Fieldhurst as a co-conspirator. I think it very likely that her ladyship had no idea for what purpose she was invited.

Perhaps, Miss Hollingshead admitted, albeit somewhat grudgingly. But it really doesnt matter, for I shall never give you up, no matter what anyone may say!

Hold fast to that thought, my love, and be patient. I have a plan which I hope will allow us to be together very soon as man and wife forever.

Oh, what is it?

He hesitated. I dare not say more, for fear of raising hopes that may yet be dashed. Only trust me, and try to be strong.

I will, for your sake, she vowed with feeling. And when Mama and Lady Fieldhurst describe the delights of a London Season, I shall pretend to be persuaded,

Good girl! Although, since her ladyships marriage turned out so very badly, she might prove to be a valuable ally.

If only I can be allied to you, my darling, I shall need no other.

His reply was muffled as the two shadows merged into one.

At the end of a protracted farewell, the lovers went their separate ways. Emma re-entered the house through a side door, spilling out a shaft of yellow light which illuminated the curates profile ever so briefly before he vanished into the shadows beyond.

Staring down into the empty garden, Julia resolved to make her excuses and escape from this ill-assorted gathering as soon as the bridge was repaired. Whatever her sympathy for the star-crossed loversand she was surprised to discover she was sympathetic to their plight in spite of the less than happy ending of her own whirlwind romanceshe had no intention of becoming embroiled in a quarrel that was none of her concern.

But even were she to leave, where would she go? Not to the dower house and her mother-in-law, that much was certain. Nor did she have any desire to visit Fieldhurst House, where she would be obliged to watch her late husbands cousin play at being a viscount. London was unbearable in summer, while Brightonas she had pointed out to her friend Emily, Lady Dunningtonwas far too festive for a lady supposedly in mourning. She thought of Emily, enjoying the frivolities of Brighton with her latest paramour, and of Lord Rupert Latham, who but for the murder of Lord Fieldhurst would now be her own lover. In truth, she did not regret his loss any more than she did that of her husband. She sighed, wondering if perhaps there was something wrong with her as a woman. In the weeks since she had been cleared of suspicion in her husbands murder, she had been aware of a certain restlessness, a lack of purpose which she could neither understand nor overcome. It was this, more than anything else that had driven her northward to Yorkshire, but even this had been in vain: it seemed there was no relief to be found here, either.

A sharp crack, unheralded by the flash of light which usually precedes such outbursts, startled her from her reverie. She ducked back into her room and shut the window, then tossed her wrapper over the back of a chair and extinguished the single candle beside her bed. She settled herself comfortably beneath the covers and was just surrendering to Morpheuss embrace when a sudden commotion outside dragged her ruthlessly back to consciousness.

Sir Gerald! Your ladyship! shouted a voice below, while someone pounded on the front door as if attempting to break it down. Open the door! The vicarage is burning!

All thoughts of sleep flown, Lady Fieldhurst leaped from her bed, raced to the window, and looked out. On the horizon, thick smoke billowed over the treetops, eerily lit with an orange glow. By the time she had thrown on the nearest gown to hand, hastily scraped back her hair, and hurried downstairs, every able-bodied man on the estate had been recruited to help battle the blaze. Such artificial distinctions as rank were set aside as Sir Gerald and Lord Kendall worked side by side with the lowliest stable hands and pot boys to extinguish the flames. Even Mr. Kendall made no mention of the potential damage to his coat, but donned borrowed oilskins and hurried after the others.

Inside, the ladies of the house descended upon the kitchens to assist the staff in brewing the tea and coffee that would be needed to fortify the fire fighters upon their return. The kitchen was warm and dry, save for a damp cloak of scarlet worsted which hung from a hook beside the door. Julia recognized it as the one Emma Hollingshead had worn for her assignation and hoped Lady Anne would be too distracted to notice it.

Strange to think of anything burning on such a night as this, wet as it is, Lady Kendall said, tying a coarse cotton apron over the elegant indigo crape she had worn to dinner.

The cook looked up from slicing a loaf of day-old bread for sandwiches. Ill wager twas the lightning what did it. Tis a beastly night, and no mistake.

I hope poor Mr. Danvers had time to escape the house before the flames spread, said Lady Anne, in between giving orders to her staff. I confess, I am concerned. I should have thought he would have come to us straightaway.

As if on cue, the heavy tread of a boot sounded just outside the kitchen door. It opened a moment later to admit, not the vicar, but a damp and windblown Mr. Meriwether, who blinked at the sight of the entire female population of Hollingshead Place bustling about the kitchen.

Colin! cried Miss Hollingshead, bursting into overwrought tears. Where have you been? Ive been imagining the most dreadful things!

He blinked in bewilderment. Imaginingbut why should you? What on earth has happened here?

The vicarage is on fire, explained Lady Anne, regarding him with narrowed eyes. Surely you must have seen the smoke?

Mr. Meriwether, who had stripped off his greatcoat and hung it on a hook next to the scarlet cloak, froze with one hand still grasping its worn collar. And Mr. Danvers?

We dont know, continued his kinswoman. He may well be helping the other men to put out the flames. We cannot know for certain until they return. When I heard you outside, I thought perhaps it was they.

No, but of course I must do anything in my power to help. He shrugged back into the cloak he had just removed. If there is any sign of him, I shall send word.

The ladies agreed readily to this plan (save for Miss Hollingshead, who was loath to let him go) but no word came. In fact, there was no sign of Mr. Danvers at all until well after dawn, when Lord Kendall had sufficient light to locate the vicars charred body among the smoldering remains of what had once been his study.

* * * *

It was a somber company that gathered in the breakfast room several hours later. Miss Grantham snuffled incessantly into her handkerchief, and even the irrepressible Miss Susannah Hollingshead was strangely subdued. Master Philip Hollingshead pouted over his parents failure to awaken him so that he might assist in the rescue efforts (the most excitement weve had around here in years!), and Mr. Kendall, now that the crisis had passed, was inclined to complain about the smell of smoke clinging to his coat.

I daresay my valet will never get it out, he grumbled,

In case you have forgotten, Robert, a man is dead, Lord Kendall censured his son and heir. Surely the condition of your coat is irrelevant, under the circumstances.

Pray do not be too hard on him, my lord, protested Mr. Meriwether, coming to the younger mans defense. I believe it is not unusual for the mind, when confronted with tragedy, to focus instead on the trivial.

The Honourable Robert, however, found his rivals show of support even more objectionable than his fathers scold. Trivial? he echoed, sneering at the curates threadbare garments. I am pleased to know you find my clothing of so little importance. I daresay if I dressed as you do, I should feel likewise. But I think we know what occupies your mind in this time of crisis.

Robert growled his father.

Mr. Meriwether frowned. I think it is perhaps best that I fail to take your meaning, he said, then turned back to the older man. Lord Kendall, how extensive is the damage to the vicarage? Can anything be salvaged, do you suppose?

Yes, youll want to move in as soon as possible, I dont doubt, sneered Mr. Kendall. But how fortuitous that you should succeed to the living just before Miss Hollingshead goes to London for her Season. One might almost call Mr. Danverss death providential.

Robert! barked his father.

You will kindly leave Miss Hollingsheads name out of this discussion, the usually gentle Mr. Meriwether ground out through clenched teeth.

Miss Hollingshead, pushing a forkful of buttered eggs about on her plate, acknowledged neither of her suitors, but focused her attention instead on the Justice of the Peace. What is to be done now, Lord Kendall?

With the body, you mean? His lordship gave his son one last glowering look before fixing gentler eyes on Miss Hollingshead. Nothing at all, at least for the nonce. The coroner must be notified, of course, but with the bridge out, theres no way to send word to him, and no way for him to reach us even if we couldnot that we dont already know how Danvers died, God rest his soul.

Waste of time, then, declared Sir Gerald. Hell need to be put underground long before the bridge will be repaired.

Lord Kendall shook his head. He cant be buried before the coroners seen himcant be buried now in any case, not after all this rain. The churchyards on low groundtoo saturated by half.

What of the funeral, then? asked Lady Anne, frowning, no doubt, at Mr. Danverss thoughtlessness in dying at such an inopportune time.

Itll have to be postponed until things dry out a bit. In the meantime, Sir Gerald, if some of your men can construct a coffin, I suggest we let the poor old fellow rest in the church.

The vestry, put in Mr. Meriwether. It will be cooler there.

Mr. Kendall muttered something under his breath, the only intelligible words of which were taking charge already.

Lady Fieldhursts shocked gaze traveled from the sullen dandy to the curate, whose tightened jaw betrayed his awareness of the insult even though he forbore to make any more direct acknowledgement.

* * * *

It was not until late the following day, after a temporary bridge had been erected over the swollen stream, that the party finally took its leave of Sir Gerald and Lady Anne. Lady Fieldhurst, having by this time lost all inclination for socializing, sought refuge in her bedchamber, where she pondered the events of the last forty-eight hours. She was not quite certain why she should be so overset by the death of a comparative stranger, but she suspected it was as much the air of suspicion and accusation that hung over the houses inhabitants as the tragedy itself. Without a doubt, Robert Kendalls sly insinuations had worked their mischief: Lady Annes demeanor toward the curate was even chillier than before, and when Mr. Meriwether bade his sweetheart goodbye, so distant was Miss Hollingsheads demeanor that they might have been no more than chance-met strangers. Lord Kendall regarded first his son and then Mr. Meriwether with measuring, speculative looks, while even Miss Susannah eyed her elders with wide, haunted eyes. Did the denizens of Hollingshead Place set so much store by the jealous pique of a rejected suitor that they would suspect foul play in what was surely no more than a tragic accident? And yet she could not quite forget the romantic scene enacted in the garden below her window, and the curates ambiguous assurances. I have a plan which I hope will allow us to be together very soon ... I dare not say more ... She wished there were someone to whom she might voice her concerns, but she was not sufficiently well acquainted with her hostess to broach so delicate a subject.

Certainly she was no stranger to untimely death; it had been only two months since her husbands murder had plunged her and her nearest (if not dearest) kin into a similar web of doubt and suspicion. Yet there had been one person upon whom she had come to depend more and more throughout those dark days. It was perhaps inevitable, then, that her thoughts should now turn to a lanky young man with a slightly crooked nose and curling brown hair tied back in an unfashionable queue. Obeying a sudden impulse, she drew a sheet of writing paper and a quill pen from the mahogany writing table and wrote a short message. She reread it, frowning, then added a rather lengthy postscript, folded the letter, and sealed it with a wafer. She dipped her quill once more into the inkwell, and directed the missive to the attention of Mr. John Pickett, Bow Street Public Office, Number 4 Bow Street, London.
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