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Chapter 1



I shall find a way to get what I want, somehow, in some manner. To call me a rogue and a vagabond is truly the outside of enough.

Katherine Penn argued her case with the family donkey as it pulled her little cart across the Silver Street bridge. The River Cam flowed lethargically south toward Sheeps Green, where she suspected her brother was taking time from his studies to indulge in a welcome swim. If only the Cambridge city fathers would do something about the shortage of water within the central portion of the town. Katherine detested the necessity for her meager sponge baths and envied her brother, Teddy, his splash in the river.

She sighed with longing at the thought of a truly magnificent bath, one that might cover every bit of her body. It seemed wicked, and sinfully wasteful of water, but utterly delicious. Glancing at her companion, who perched rather precariously on the wooden seat at her side, she said, I wager you would adore a good swim as well, my friend. I promise you shall have a wonderful paddle when we get to Fairfax Hall. Near the Gothic Tower is an excellent pond, just right for you. If only I dared to jump in as well.

Her companion gave a muted honk, then nudged his mistress with an affectionate touch of his orange beak. Gabriel was a magnificent goose, mostly white with patches of dark gray. Dull orange ringed his intelligent eyes, and they peered ahead with what seemed to be anticipation.

For the present I shall ignore my problem and gather some flowers to press. I have near run out of them, Katherine confided to her pet. There ought to be no difficulty, what with his lordship being away. No word has reached town of his presence, and heaven knows Melly would have spread the news immediately once she heard. We shall be safe. Amelia, Bonner, or Melly, was the daughter of the greatest gossip in the county, and if she didnt know a thing, it had not happened.

Katherine urged the donkey to take the turn at the next corner, heading north to the entrance leading to Fairfax Hall. Once there, she intended to veer off toward the Gothic Tower, a charming bit of a folly done under the supervision of Capability Brown some years past. It suited her mood precisely. She had just completed writing a play, a satire on the current rage of the theater, the gothic melodrama.

And to think they can carouse from dinner to dawn and no one points out their want of behavior, she reverted to her original complaint. Some fine example those old men set for the undergraduates. Hmpf. Katherine did not include her father, who was the Regius Professor of Divinity at Trinity College. He was known to indulge upon special occasions, but never to excess. Since her mother died, he had spent more and more of his time at the college, making a rare appearance at home when he recalled his two children and their possible needs.

Scandalous, Katherine declared to Gabriel at her side, thinking of the university officials and their continued opposition to theatrical productions. As though those precious students might be corrupted by a mere play when they have everything from cockfighting to bearbaiting at their disposal. She firmed her lips with anger. No theater was permitted in town, and no plays performed for the general public except for the three weeks during Sturbridge Fair.

The goose bobbed his head up and down as though he quite understood the impossible ways of the fellows, professors, and other officials of the university.

The cart wobbled as it bumped along a rutted lane toward the Gothic Tower. Once within walking distance, Katherine persuaded the donkey to halt beneath the shade of a spreading oak. She tied the reins to a branch, then scooped the protesting goose beneath her arm and set off toward the point.

After letting Gabriel down at the waters edge, she began to collect perfect specimens of the flowers that grew in such abundance. How lovely of Mr. Brown to set this area aside as a tranquil reserve. Gabriel honked his apparent agreement from the pond, where he blissfully swam about with no competitors for the tasty treats he enjoyed.

Katherine had a respectable number of flowers neatly positioned between the heavy papers of her portable press when she was startled nearly out of her wits by a male voice, deep and resonant.

Good day, miss. I trust you found all the flowers you desire? She could not fail to catch the trace of sarcasm in his voice.

Katherine stood up so quickly she nearly lost her balance. Heart pounding and mouth suddenly dry, she relaxed a trifle when she discovered a nonthreatening gentleman watching her. At least he did not have a stick in his hand, nor did he frown at her like an irate landowner. A tall, slender man possessing an excellent form and rather nice gray eyes, he sent her heart thumping for reasons other than fear. Dark-brown hair tumbled over his brow in heedless disorder, negligent but engaging.

Yes, she said frankly, doing her best to ignore her peculiar heartbeats. This place has the nicest flower-gathering spot for miles around; the cattle cannot munch them for dinner and few ducks or geese seem to be around. Then she observed a large tan dog gamboling about the edge of the pond. Gabriel serenely paddled to the center of the water, keeping a careful eye on the dog. Usually.

You come here often, then? He ignored the dog, who was yapping at the goose, concentrating his attention on Katherine, to her increasing discomfort.

As often as weather permits and I can get away. There always seems so much to be done, you see. She darted a cautious glance at Gabriel. He kept a prudent distance from the dog. Katherine had no real fears for the large goose, for he was quite able to defend himself in a contest.

Weather? The man glanced up at the clouds that had gathered overhead since Katherine left Cambridge to jaunt out to the countryside.

Oh, dear. She looked at the sky, noting how dark the clouds had become. Id best be going. I fear I get preoccupied when gathering blooms. She placed her neat collection of pressed flowers on a rock, then marched off to the pond to collect her feathered friend. Gabriel, we must head for home now. Come. She snapped her fingers and succeeded only in bringing the tan dog to her side. She glanced down to note its curious eyes and sighed with disgust. Turning to the stranger, for whom, oddly enough, she felt not a shred of fear, she requested, Please call your dog so that I might get my pet from the pond. Gabriel is not precisely afraid of the dog, but does prefer to keep a good distance.

Hector, commanded the man.

The animal ignored his masters summons. Rather, the dog jumped up on Katherine, grinning at her. Normally this would not create a crisis, but she stood on the slippery bank of the pond. His weight was all it took to throw her off balance and into the water.

Oh, she cried, her arms waving frantically, as over she went. The cold water engulfed her with a sudden shock. Had she actually wished she might have a bath in this frigid liquid? She bobbed to the surface of the shallow pond, then waded to the rim with great difficulty. Pond weed and long grasses combined with her gown to tangle about her legs, making each step an effort.

Then she noticed the man. The wretch tried not to laugh, with little success. He was standing not far away, his shoulders shaking with mirth at her predicament. At his heels the dog peered around those elegantly long legs encased in nankeen pantaloons and polished boots to cast a worried look at Katherine.

She gave the manno gentleman could behave thusa derisive glare, then tried to pull herself up the bank. Between her clinging, sodden skirt, the slippery grass, and the distance from the pond bottom to the bank, she was lost.

You might at least give me a hand, she muttered through clenched teeth while grasping at the slippery grass. Her earlier opinion of the man was abruptly revised. He was not kindly in the least.

If you promise not to pull me in with you, I might. The teasing note in his voice failed to favorably impress the young woman in need of help. 

You think me such a rudesby as that? I assure you that I, at least, possess some manners. Her lofty tone of address was somewhat marred by her bedraggled appearance. Mercifully she had no mirror at hand to see the effect of her plunge. Several strands of pond weed clung to her once-pretty yellow muslin, while one green string hung down from her hair to add a bizarre touch to her untidy coiffure.

Cautiously the man offered his hand. It was well-shaped, strong, and more than able to provide her with purchase on the pond edge. Katherine welcomed his warm touch, not to mention leaving the cold water.

When she at last stood a short distance from the pond, she called to her goose, hoping that for once he would not take a notion to become the haughty creature he sometimes fancied himself. Come, Gabriel, she called. She shivered as a breeze whipped about her, raising duck bumps on her tender skin.

Here, you are taking a chill, the stranger said, suddenly aware of her condition. His gaze traveled over her slender form draped in wet muslin. Best ignore the bird for the moment. Come into the house and I shall see that you get dry.

Katherine shot him a startled look, wondering where he lived. Glancing behind her, she recalled the cozy house behind the church that stood on the property. She turned in that direction, only to find his hand staying her.

This way, please.

He was leading her to the great house. Katherine stopped in her tracks, a feeling of dread slipping over her. Who are you?

He ignored her question. I assure you that my sister is in residence with me, so all will be proper. Actually, you might be a welcome diversion. I fear she is still in a melancholy following the death of her husband two years ago. The sight of you with pond weed draped about you could cheer her immensely.

Thanks, ever so much, Katherine muttered in a soft aside. Then she repeated her question, her suspicions having grown considerably since the first asking.

When he still failed to reply, she voiced her own conclusion. I suspect you are Lord Ramsey. And I very much fear I am trespassing on your property.

They were over halfway up the broad path to the house. Lord Ramsey had picked up Katherines pressed flowers. He now glanced at the awkward parcel the press made, then at Katherine. If you do no worse than pick a few wildflowers and allow your pet goose a swim, I daresay there is no problem. I do not mind in the least. Come, now, before you catch your death of a cold, or worse.

Realizing he was being most sensible, for she felt truly quivery, Katherine obediently followed along, a rising excitement at actually going inside the imposing hall beginning to take hold of her. She had seen the place from a distance a great many times. Never had she thought to view the interior.

They hurried up broad steps to the terrace. He guided her to a French door that led into a small saloon. Just outside the door Katherine paused to wring out some of the water from her gown, hoping Lord Ramsey would be gentleman enough to look the other way. When she glanced up, he was staring off toward the tower. A smile lurked about his lips that made her wonder a trifle.

He held open the door, ushering her inside as though she was a proper guest. As it closed behind them, a gentle rain began to fall. Katherine glanced outside with dismay. How was she to get home in her little cart without another soaking?

Philip, what have you done? A woman who looked to be somewhere in her thirties crossed the room to stand at Katherines side, giving her a look of sympathy mixed with a tinge of amusement. She was of medium height with dark-brown hair much like Lord Ramseys. Katherine thought that, for her age, the lady looked rather attractive.

I found her near the Gothic Tower and she is mine. I lay claim to all the strays that wander onto the land, you know. He grinned, and Katherine did a sudden reversal in her opinion of him once again. He had an entrancing smile. And those gray eyes sparkled with devastating effect, even if he spoke airy nonsense.

He reached out to touch Katherines pert nose, coming away with a speck of green on the tip of his fingers. I believe nothing short of another bath, this time a proper one, will do the trick. The pond weed has gone to seed and you are covered with green spots. Looks like a rare case of the green measles, he said solemnly, that twinkle peeping out once again in those rather nice eyes.

The woman chuckled. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Gisela Cheney, Lord Ramseys sister. You seem to have a severe effect on his memory and manners.

Katherine shot a cool look at her savior. Then she turned to face Gisela again, adding, I am Katherine Penn. My father is a professor at Trinity College.

You are creating puddles on the floor, Lord Ramsey inserteda bit nastily, Katherine thought. We had best hustle you up the stairs before Mrs. Stedman has an attack of spasms.

Contrite, for she well knew the effect of water upon wood, Katherine followed the others across the saloon into what appeared to be a breakfast room, through another door, and up a flight of stairs.

This once was an open courtyard until my father decided to turn it into a plunge bath, Lord Ramsey announced. You may elect to take a shower bath if you prefer, although I suspect that nothing short of a total immersion will do the trick properly. I shall leave you to my sisters tender mercies. Turning to his sister, he added, I trust you can find something for her to wear.

Leave her to me, Gisela replied, her amusement still clear in her voice.

Katherine thought she heard him murmur something to the effect he would much prefer to do the job himself, but that had to be nonsense. A gentleman such as Lord Ramsey would never say something like that.

The plunge bath was a delightful little room with a lofty ceiling. Katherine cautiously walked down the curved staircase until she reached a narrow stone shelf.

I shall leave you to your ablutions. Here are several towels for when you come out. If you will place your gown near the steps, the maid can tend to it later. Gisela gave Katherine a warm smile, then added, Do enjoy yourself.

By the time the door closed behind Mrs. Cheney, Katherine had discarded her ruined half-boots and dipped a toe into blissfully warm water. From what she knew about plunge baths, they were infrequently used and the water only changed periodically. But this water was still warm, so someone had filled it recently.

She hastily peeled off her wet garments, then ran down the remaining steps into the bath to submerge herself. What a difference from the pond! The warm, silken water caressed her body in a sensuous flow as it rippled about her. She dived beneath the surface to cleanse her hair of the green seeds, then lazily splashed about from one end to the other of the immense tiled bath. One could grow to adore this sort of thing quite easily, she decided. Perhaps she might even learn to swim.

She could well understand why the boys from the university loved to jump into the Cam from Sheeps Green or Coe Fen. Her brother confessed they swam in the nude, a situation accepted by one and all, and a scene assiduously avoided by proper young ladies.

She left the bath with great reluctance. How heavenly to loll about in warm water in such privacy. If she possessed such a delight, she would spend time in it every day. Lord Ramsey probably used this bath, she reflected. The image of a naked male flashed before her. Katherine shook her head to rid it of such an improper vision. One might find it impossible to ignore the Greek statues viewed occasionally, but a true lady did not consider their likeness to a living male.

Wrapped in the luxury of a Turkish towel of a size such as she had never used before, Katherine cautiously peered around the door at the top of the stairs. Across the room a fire blazed away in the hearth. She hurried to it, warming her now-chilled body. The door opened and she looked up with a trace of alarm. While she doubted Lord Ramsey would return, it was not impossible. She did not know him, after all.

Mrs. Cheney entered with a pretty blue muslin gown over her arm, together with an assortment of underclothes. A pair of blue morocco slippers similar to ones Katherine had eyed with longing while shopping dangled from one hand.

I believe these will fit, for we are of a size. I am not as slender as you, but I daresay it will make little difference. As soon as you are dressed, come through the door on your left to my room.

It took but a short time to slip on the pretty clothes loaned to her. Shortly Katherine, feeling very strange and not a little awkward, opened the door. There was another short flight of stairs, most likely used by the servants. Making her way to the top, she opened the door to find herself in a small room. Beyond this sitting area or possibly a writing room was a bedroom decorated in pink. Mrs. Cheney hurried through to join Katherine when she heard the door click shut.

How charming, Gisela commented, studying the effect of blue muslin combined with corn-gold hair. Let me see what I can do with those curls.

A half-hour later the two women, grown much closer through the efforts of drying and arranging Katherines hair, retraced their steps to the saloon.

Lord Ramsey rose from his chair to greet them as they entered. Still raining out. You must stay here until you may safely return to town. If I may be so curious, how did you travel out here?

Katherine gave him a wary look, wondering how he might feel about her donkey tied up beneath the oak tree. The silly animal would most likely be grazing his head off in delirious abandon.

Donkey cart, she replied.

He nodded. 1 noticed there are few horse-and-carriage rigs about town.

The doctor has one, she offered, before recalling that Lord Ramsey most likely possessed an elegant carriage with a pair of magnificent horses to boot, if not several.

I see.

Katherine blushed, something she rarely did, at the amusement in his voice. It is not a very large town and there is little to do unless you count a trip to the market as something exciting.

Is there not a fair coming up shortly? Mrs. Cheney queried. 

Animation returned to Katherine, bringing a natural pink to her cheeks. Yes, indeed. Sturbridge Fair comes near the end of September. We actually get three weeks of drama then. I wonder the residents can bear it.

They still allow no plays to be performed during the rest of the year? Lord Ramsey asked. 

It was a topic dear to Katherines heart and she waded in with less than her usual caution. Aside from the few plays put on by students for students, there is no theater. I long to see a play acted in a real theater someday. This year we hope for something a bit different. Then she realized precisely to whom she spoke, and abruptly ceased.

Yes? Lord Ramsey settled back in his chair to study the delightful young woman perched on the sofa opposite him. Her rich gold hair, now free of pond seed, was a wispy halo about her head. Those speaking blue eyes conveyed far more than she realized. That pert nose tilted up even when she glanced down, and her mouth . . . My yes, her mouth was a sweetly curved pink bud when she compressed it as she did now. Said more than shed intended, hed wager.

Well, she temporized, do we not always hope for something a bit different?

I, for one, look forward to some entertainment. The country becomes dreadfully dull after a time. Gisela tossed her brother an apologetic look. Not that your hospitality lacks, Philip. However, this is not London.

I thought we came up to rusticate a bit, he replied dryly. 

And so we did. I am persuaded Miss Penn could be of help if we chose to do a bit of entertaining. Does one encounter trouble with precedence when dealing with the university officials? Mrs. Cheney artfully inquired.

Katherine gave her a rueful grimace. Indeed. The heads of houses rank by the dates of the founding of their respective colleges. In Trinity, after the master comes the regius professor and the other professors according to the dates of their chairs. I have a terrible time recalling whether Greek or Hebrew takes precedence. They are very touchy about it, should one get mixed up. Father seldom has dinner parties, and then fortunately confines the men to ones who are easy to peg.

Only men? Mrs. Cheney countered, smiling a little at this delightful girl.

Here arose another of Katherines peeves. I cannot believe that in this day and age the fellows and professors are not permitted to marry. Only the provost, the regius professor, perhaps one or two others, all most ancient. 

It sounds as though you find one of the younger fellows rather appealing, teased Mrs. Cheney.

Since this was precisely the case, Katherine blushed a delightful pink again and refused to answer the gentle query. Well, she managed to say, it means they must find a good living and give up the university post, which many find difficult to do. Rarely is it possible to combine the two. She darted a look at Lord Ramsey, knowing full well he had it in his power to grant three of these livings.

You have several livings in your disposal, do you not, Philip? Mrs. Cheneys eyes conveyed her amusement and curiosity.

Yes, my dear, all well occupied at the moment.

Katherine had hoped that perhaps one of them might have recently become vacant. While Michael Weekes showed no inclination to move in the direction of a church living he might combine with his fellowship, Katherine aspired to such for him. The other fellows eagerly discussed the possible vacancies so that they might earn sufficient to support wife and family. All except Michael.

A plump country maid bustled in at that moment carrying a tray with a plate of tiny sandwiches and a steaming pot of tea.

Good, Gisela said approvingly. Nothing like tea to set things to right. I am certain you shall feel more the thing after a restorative cup, my dear.

Katherine hid a smile behind her hand. Mrs. Cheney sounded most motherly. Katherine wondered if she had any children, but hesitated to ask. It could be a painful subject if she had wanted children and had none.

The rain has stopped, Lord Ramsey observed.

So it has. I suspect it will take some time to dry your gown, however, Gisela added to Katherine. Such a tiresome thing, laundry.

I ought to go, Katherine said in a subdued voice. She had relished that simply marvelous bath, and had thought it a great treat to know such luxury as being fussed over and waited upon, if only for a brief time. She was not eager to depart.

Does anyone ever call you Kate? Lord Ramsey inquired in a desultory manner, as though he was only mildly curious. Katherine gave him an affronted look. Certainly not.

What does your brother call you?

Giving a sigh that might be interpreted as being long-suffering, Katherine replied sedately, Kitty.

Hm. Feline. Yes, I can see that.

Philip, declared his sister, sounding shocked. What a thing to say to a stranger.

Oh, not quite. He flicked Katherine an intimate smile that sent shivers down her spine. She recalled how she must have appeared when she crawled from the pond, her gown clinging to her body in an indecent way, exposing every curve and angle of her from head to toe, including a bosom she considered indelicately bountiful.

Swallowing nervously and thinking that Lord Ramsey had a most peculiar effect on her, Katherine said, Occasionally things happen that speed up the process of becoming acquainted. At his look of amusement, she wondered what she had said that brought that expression to his face.

Since you are interested in the theater, you must see Philips collection of memorabilia. Did you know we have our own stage at Fairfax Hall? Mrs. Cheney said.

Katherine stared at Lord Ramsey, eyes wide with surprise. Really? Melly had never mentioned this in her gabbling about the hall. I truly ought to get home, she murmured with halfhearted propriety.

You run the house for your father? Dear girl, what a charge on your shoulders. I know, you must come another day and spend some time looking over the theater and Philips collection. Perhaps your father would care to view the library? And do not worry about your gown. I am certain we can arrange to return it to you once it is dry. You know the humidity during rainy weather.

It stopped some time ago, Gisela, reminded Lord Ramsey in a dry aside.

Yes, well, I feel Miss Penn knows very well what I mean, having to tend to a household, Mrs. Cheney concluded.

Katherine rose from the sofa, extending her hand first to Mrs. Cheney. Thank you ever so much for looking after this very bedraggled girl. I have no doubt I would have caught my death had I not had that marvelous bath and dry things to put on, not to mention that excellent tea.

You enjoyed the bath, did you? I do, too. Soothingin a sensuous way. Lord Ramsey smiled, raising one eyebrow.

Katherines mouth went dry at his look. She suddenly decided it was far better that she escape from this house and that man, than to remain talking with his lovely sister. Lord Ramsey cut up her peace of mind far too much. Why, he completely drove Michael from her memory. Kate, indeed. Did he believe her an incipient shrew who needed taming?

Good day, Lord Ramsey. And thank you for your kindness. She was taken aback when he uncurled himself from his chair and made to follow her out the door.  Tis not necessary to go with me, sir, she protested.

Nonsense, he replied. I must see how you get that goose back to the cart. Is it quite docile?

Feeling more at ease discussing an impersonal topic, Katherine nodded. Usually. He enjoys a ride in the cart so I anticipate little trouble. I expect he has had a glorious time paddling about in the pond.

Bring it again.

Tomorrow, inserted Mrs. Cheney promptly. Come for tea at two in the afternoon. Do bring your father as well.

Gisela, did I ever do this to you?

No, dear, but then you did not need to, did you?

At sea as to what they meant, Katherine stepped from the saloon to the attractive stone terrace, then headed toward the pond. The first thing to do was retrieve Gabriel.

Lord Ramsey appeared at her elbow, seemingly bent on assisting her in her quest. This time, the goose came promptly, evidently having consumed its fill of pond seed and other delicacies.

When they reached the cart after a leisurely strollfor Gabriel refused to be hurriedKatherine paused and curtsied politely. Again, I thank you for your gracious hospitality, Lord Ramsey. It was exceedingly kind of you to be so good to someone who, after all, trespassed.

Not at all. Stray, perhaps, never trespass. You will come tomorrow, will you not? Do not permit my sisters somewhat whimsical sense of humor to put you off.

I shall with pleasure, sir. His sister was not the only one with a frivolous wit. Katherine thought of how envious the beautiful Melly would be at a second invitation to the hall, and smiled. It was nice to have this special treat even if his lordship made her feel all quivery inside.

I intend to learn more of your interest in the theater. After undoing the reins from the tree and handing them to Katherine, he turned to leave. Then he paused, adding, And do not forget what I said about strays.

With that puzzling remark he strode off toward the hall, his long legs eating up the yards in a hurry.

Katherine sat in quiet bewilderment for a moment, then absently urged the donkey to a trot. Scattered drops of moisture cascaded down from the beech trees as she continued down the lane to the main road.

At the turning, her face cleared as she recalled what he had said to his sister earlier about strays. Any that wandered onto the land was his. So where did that place her?




Chapter 2



Melly shifted impatiently on the wooden bench that overlooked the slowly flowing Cam, flashing a pert look at her dearest friend. The two girls sat in the rear garden of the Penn house, cozily situated beneath a pergola that once upon a time had boasted a drapery of climbing roses. It was all Katherine could do to keep the structure upright now, but she loved the view and pleasant shade it offered, and so persisted in her efforts. Today, the late-summer sun warmed them while they shared a fascinating gossip.

I scarce believe that you, of all people, should meet Lord Ramsey. Tell me, what did his house look like? Melly queried, her eyes searching Katherines face for evidence that she had magically altered as a result of this momentous occasion.

Closing her eyes in reflection, Katherine said, My impression is one of light and charm. For you must know that I spent most of my time attending to his lordship and Mrs.Cheney. We went through a breakfast room decorated, near as I can remember, in pale green and ivory. I was hurried up to the plunge bath so as to not drip over the floor any more than necessary, so I cannot tell you about the furniture, other than I recall it seemed richly dark.

And her bedroom? inquired the avid listener.

It was a luscious shade of pink. Everything in the room seemed to bloom with pretty chintz rosesfrom pillows on her bed to the draperies and covering of two chairs and a chaise lounge. She insisted I sit down before a charming dressing table while she brushed out my tangled hair. Katherine exchanged a rueful look with Melly on the difficulty of dealing with Katherines short but unruly tresses.

Well, I believe she turned you out remarkably pretty, was Mellys thoughtful reply to that remark. I do not recollect I have ever seen you look so nice. 

The dress helps, I suspect, Katherine said dryly, fingering the delicate blue muslin in what she knew to be the very latest style. There appeared a hint of jealousy and pique in Mellys comments. Although the vivacious brunette might be a friend, Katherine was not blind to Mellys faults.

Your hair, as well, though. Melly complacently patted her brunette curls. That particular shade of ripe corn must be trying when choosing clothes.

Oh, I doubt it presents any greater difficulty than brunette. Katherine inhaled sharply, aware she had just snapped back at her friend. Was there a trace of Kate the Shrew in her, after all?

Melly opened her eyes wide at this riposte, then returned to her questioning. What was the hall like?

Very nice. A lovely carpet runner went along the length of the hall and down the stairs, so that we made no noise at all when we came back down to the saloon.

No paintings? What did it look like? Melly probed.

Melly, I thought your mother has visited there? Surely she told you everything.

Not as well as you do. So?

Some paintingsone portrait and several landscapes. That pretty green color also covered the walls in the staircase hall, with lovely white plasterwork decoration. You know the sort, garlands of fruit and flowers. I fear that when we went into the saloon all I noticed was the magnificent view from the windows looking out to the Gothic Tower. It is very romantic. Although, Katherine added, there was a very comfortable sofa facing the fireplace. And I believe there was a Gainsborough hanging above the surround.

I do not suppose I would have observed any more than that, what with his lordship sitting close to me.

He was in a chair across from where I sat, corrected Katherine. Her vivid recollection of Lord Ramsey was not one she wished to share with Melly. While he was not at all what one would usually describe as being handsome, he possessed a great charm of address if one overlooked his tendency to levity.

Katherine was born with a twinkle in her eye, or so her father proclaimed. She enjoyed the silly and ludicrous and adored a good chuckle. But she expected a man of Lord Ramseys consequence to be more serious in his approach to life. Ramsey revealed a shocking bent toward frivolity and wit that Katherine was not at all accustomed to hearing. Indeed, all the gentlemen she knew, save her younger brother, behaved with exceeding propriety. Dull to be sure, but proper.

Which made Lord Ramseys reference to strays all the more difficult for her to comprehend and analyze. If she took him seriously, as she would any other man she had met, she would think he intended to capture her for his own. And that was patent nonsense, she reflected somewhat sadly. Lord Ramsey had managed to put Katherine in a horrid confusion, and she was not accustomed to such a strange, dizzying sensation.

And you go back tomorrow? Melly intruded into Katherines mental wanderings with her persistent curiosity. I must say, I think it vastly unfair for you to have this access to such an elevated gentleman. I would fare much better, given the chance.

Melly undoubtedly had no notion as to how conceited she sounded. In her view, she merely stated the truth, her position as the towns incomparable. This complacency now irked Katherine. While her own mirror didnt flatter her, she knew she was no antidote. I shall strive to be worthy of the advantage, you may rest assured.

Melly gave her girlhood friend a confused look. There are times when I simply do not understand you, Katherine. You admitted Lord Ramsey is a handsome man. Yet I doubt if he gave you more attention than that odious pet of yours.

Gabriel wandered close to the girls, bestowing a narrow look at Melly, quite as though he prepared to nibble at her new morocco slippers.

Go away, you nasty creature, Melly hastily drew her feet beneath the hem of her gown.

Gabriel merely hissed at her, then waddled toward the river, obviously hoping to find something tasty. One glance was all it took to realize that eating provided Gabriels one great interest in life. He was enormously plump. Every time he invaded the kitchen garden, the cook threatened to roast him. Katherine tried to keep the peace as best she could, but Gabriel did not make it easy. 

Katherine was saved from further interrogation by the eruption of Teddy into the tranquility of the garden. At the sight of Melly he came to an abrupt halt in his precipitous dash. Oh. You are here, he declared most unnecessarily. His look accused Melly of trespassing in his domain a lowering attitude to be sure, and one the beauty was quite unaccustomed to receiving.

Melly rose from the bench, apparently deciding that she would gamer no more tidbits of life at Fairfax Hall from Katherine now that her pest of a brother had arrived. He was the one male who had never appeared to succumb to Mellys charms, and she could not forgive him this failing.

Well, Melly drawled, with a glance at Teddy to see if he noticed her new pink muslin gown trimmed with pretty lace, I expect you will make a mull of the entire opportunity. For you are nearly on the shelf, are you not?

How astute of you to remember my age, dear girl. Katherine grinned at Mellys puzzled expression. I daresay I shant perish if I do not wed within the year. She followed Melly toward the garden exit.

Katherine stifled the desire to say no eligible man existed in Cambridge that she would have as a husband. Michael Weekes was unattainable at present. Unless. . . she might convince Lord Ramsey to provide Michael with a living, or something. She wondered if Lord Ramsey needed a secretary. Had not her father said something about the excellent money one of the former fellows now earned in that position?

Her sense of the ridiculous coming to her aid, Katherine continued, Papa must have someone to look after him, for I could never leave him alone. She omitted reference to the well-known fact that her father rarely appeared about the house and could well take care of himself, if it came to that.

And I have not the faintest idea of how to go on, added her incorrigible brother, who quickly twigged to his sisters feelings. It is important to have a sense of family, he added in a tone of righteousness.

I daresay you have the right of the matter in that respect, Theodore, Melly snapped back at the young man, who so persistently ignored her. I wonder how you manage to get through the day. She gave her skirts a twitch, then flounced from the garden in quick steps.

Teddy watched the garden gate swing close, then turned to face his sister. Honestly, Kitty, how you can tolerate that widgeon is more than I can see. What a vixen she is.

She does not mean to be cruel. While a trifle spoiled, who can deny that she is the loveliest girl in town? Katherine led her brother back to the pergola, gently pushing him down on the bench. What she wished to discuss she would rather not have the entire household know.

Cant hold a candle to you, in my opinion, Teddy declared loyally. All that pink and white gives me a royal pain.

An impatient wave of her hand silenced him. Never mind Melly. She is upset because I am to return to Fairfax Hall to have tea, and she longs to see the inside of the place, not to mention flirt with Lord Ramsey. They invited Papa, and I have no idea as to where he secludes himself. Be a love and find him, will you? I must inform him of the interesting particular that he shall at long last have access to the wondrous library at Fairfax Hall. You know how he has wished to go there.

Teddys face grew thoughtful. A golden curl flopped over his brow, giving him a poetical look that drove him to do all sorts of things to prove his masculine abilities. His eyes began to dance with mischief. For a price. I will locate our dear, absentminded father if you will agree to put on this play you wrote. Its dashed good, Kitty, he added earnestly. The best you have written yet.

Melly would never understand it, Katherine replied in a roundabout manner.

That peabrain? The only thing she comprehends is how to cast out lures to all the men. I hope the one she eventually traps in her net gives her a lot of trouble and is a pinch-penny to boot, Teddy declared with disgust.

The gentleman doth protest too much, methinks, Katherine said, delighting in teasing her brother and hoping to draw him away from the subject of her play.

Cut line, Kitty. If you worry about what Papa might say, you know he never pays attention to the plays performed. We can have the author kept a secret if you like. You will see Lord Ramseys theater tomorrow, I wager. While Papa is deep in the library, you can sound out his lordship in regard to sponsoring us. I want a chance to do this. Please, Kitty. For me?

Katherines gaze met his, then slid away to focus on Gabriel at the edge of the river, just inside the small fence that kept him from swimming away. Very well, I shall think about it. I make no promises, mind you. I do not wish to create a conflict for Papa by doing this. You know as well as I that there is strong opposition from the university to any theater, not to mention the fair. For all we know, it might be canceled this year.

They would have a riot on their hands, prophesied Teddy. I misdoubt they want such a view of events elsewhere in the country. Aye, you may well raise an eyebrow at me. I do not spend all my time in foolishness.

I never said you did, though I confess I have wondered at times when I saw you sneaking into the house in the wee hours of the night.

What were you doing up at that time? Teddy gave her a nudge in the ribs.

Enjoying the bantering, Katherine lightly punched her brother on the arm, saying, I thought I heard a thief and meant to fetch you to defend us all.

Ho, thats a good one. Pull the other. What do we own to keep from a thief, pray tell? No jewels from Mama to be sure, as Papa sold them ages ago. He said them to be frivolous and that you would never wear such.

Since this had been a sore point with Katherine, as she had dearly longed for the pearls and other pretty things her mother had possessed, she grimaced, glaring at Teddy. Enough. You hurry off to urge Papa to come home in time to go visiting tomorrow. He shant like having to travel in the donkey cart, thinking such transport beneath his dignity, but it cannot be helped.

Theodore Penn rose to his full height, grinning down at his sister from his elevated position. He was a gangly youth with the promise of great handsomeness to come. Indeed, the poetic locks and smiling blue eyes had drawn the eye of every young woman in town. A bit of time and the awareness of his attraction would make him a devastating young man.

Katherine sighed, knowing full well that while sufficient money existed to set him up, there was not a penny to spare when it came to her. Her father did not believe in educating females nor in giving them an independence. Katherine had read everything of interest in his library, but dared not utter a word to reveal what she had learned. He would undoubtedly declare her scandalous and might even cast her off to fend for herself. She could be a governess, perhaps. Or a teacher in one of those boarding schools for young ladies. The image of Lord Ramsey popped up in her mind to mock her. Michael Weekes did not. Had she given it consideration, she might have thought it decidedly odd that he remained ignored as a possible savior.

How did her father expect her to find a husband when she looked the veriest dowd? As a doctor of divinity, she imagined he expected her to have her mind above such things as pretty clothes. Not so.

She watched her brother hurry up the streets, then she returned to the house, fingering the fine muslin in her hand as she walked. The delicate sort of fabric that one might draw through a ring appealed immensely to her touch. And the slippers she could not resist wearing just for a few hours were the softest she had ever had on her feet. No doubt her father would declare that any man worth his salt would not be taken in by fine feathers. Papa had never been around when Melly flirted with any handy male, dressed in her delicate pink muslins and batting long lashes.

Michael had paid little attention to Melly, other than answer questions put to him. He rather ignored her. Katherine suspected he liked the food at the Penn house and enjoyed Katherines housewifely talents. Any look he gave Katherine was approval for her direction of the meals and ability to act hostess for any guest in the home, mores the pity.

Unhappy with the direction of her thoughts, Katherine hurried out to the kitchen to confer with the cook regarding the dinner to be held later in the week. Her father had invited the provost and his wife to dine, and Katherine had a hunch he would include a few other men, informing her later about the change in numbers.

He was not mean, she assured herself, rather absentminded and preoccupied. He needed a good wife to see to his wants. Katherine devoutly hoped that she would not be required to tend to him the rest of his life. She much preferred to look after a husband and children of her own if only she might find the right man. After her kitchen conference, Katherine wandered into the neat parlor.

Daydreaming again, Katherine?

Startled, Katherine quickly turned to face the older woman who served as a companion and chaperone of sorts. She was a spindly woman of sharp tongue and sight. Her wispy gray hair peeped from beneath her prim white cap of plain, sturdy muslin. Smoothing down her starched white apron over her serviceable round gown, she advanced upon Katherine.

Cousin Sophia. You quite surprised me. Katherine ventured a smile, wondering what mood her fathers distant cousin possessed today. She refused the title of aunt, for she said it made her feel ancient.

Finished chatting with Amelia Bonner already? Either she gave up easily or you stood up to her better than usual. Cousin Sophia ventured a thin smile.

Teddy came home. Katherine didnt see fit to explain her conversation with Melly to the older woman. The two simply could not see eye to eye about anything. Katherine could understand this, as Cousin Sophia declared men to be of no interest and Melly thought them divine creatures placed on earth for her amusement.

And Amelia went into a taking because Theodore refuses to make a fool of himself over her, Cousin Sophia said dryly.

I rather suspect the day will come when he will tumble over some pretty thing, Katherine said by way of reply.

And where will you be then, I wonder? I know what I shall do. When you are older, I intend to return to my cottage by the sea and grow flowers. Cousin Sophia had made a point of reminding Katherine about her desires nearly every day. Not that Katherine might forget the matter with such frequent hints.

I think it is a great piece of nonsense that Papa insists you remain here when you dearly want to return home. As though I cannot manage by myself after all you have taught me, Katherine graciously replied, trying to defuse what she feared would be another oration on the subject of the thoughtlessness of men in general and her father in particular.

Did you agree to produce your play? I suspect your brother will not let you rest until you do.

I promised to consider it. He wants me to approach Lord Ramsey about supporting our efforts. We need a sponsor, for finances if nothing else. Katherine longed to ask Cousin Sophia what might prompt Lord Ramsey to say such foolishness as declaring all strays were his to keep and then instructing her to remember it. As if she might put such ridiculous words from her mind. How would she manage to face him tomorrow with Papa along?

I quite like it, you know. Tis a fine bit of nonsense, although your father would never understand it. I declare, how that man can have fathered you two is more than I can understand. You must take after your mothers side of the family. Are there any of her relatives living yet?

Great-aunt Harriette resides in London. How I would love to visit her, but Papa declares her a wicked old woman and I must not go.

Pity, replied Cousin Sophia. She might have been the making of you, or at least helped you find a husband. I fear that is the only path for you. You are far too pretty to become an eccentric.

At this piece of silliness, Katherine grinned and shook her head, giving Cousin Sophia a hug. I surely hope so. One was enough in the family, although this thought remained unspoken.

And I will wager that Great-aunt Harriette is not in the least wicked, Cousin Sophia concluded before she marched back into the house lest she acquire a bit of sun on her face.

Katherine snapped her fingers at Gabriel and waited until he waddled to her side. Do you wish to go with us tomorrow? I expect you would like another swim in that pond. The goose gave her a curious look. And Cousin Sophia said I am too pretty to be an eccentric. She neglected to mention my habit of talking to you, my friend. The beauty of our conversation is that you never talk back. Nor, Katherine added silently while she strolled up to the house, did Gabriel utter smug remarks designed to make Katherine feel hoMelly or unwanted. On the shelf was a term that Katherine could do very well without hearing, at least until she felt she warranted such. Which she admitted lurked not all that far off.

Her expression brightened as she discovered Michael Weekes in the drawing room. That he patently sought her father and not her did not particularly bother Katherine. He was here.

Ah, Miss Penn, good day to you. Might you have any notion where your father could be found? I particularly desire speech with him.

Katherine shook her head while she studied Michael. Why had she not observed before that his eyes seemed a bit too close together? And his hair was a rather uninspiring brown. The image of Lord Ramsey flashed in her mind: his vibrant good looks, rich brown hair, and very nice gray eyes. Michael possessed a penetrating voice, however. Heretofore Katherine had thought it an excellent thing for a man who often preached. Now, she reflected that a deep, rumbling sort of tonesuch as Lord Ramsey used to such effectcould accomplish wonders. It certainly had affected her. She got goose bumps merely thinking about it, not to mention what he had said. That bit of nonsense she pushed to the back of her mind to be reexamined later.

Papa has not been around much lately. I suspect he is preparing for Sturbridge Fair. A certain amount of paperwork and arranging always demands his time.

Michael gave her a skeptical look. Did he know what her father did with his days? Katherine truly wondered. Although the college now required that professors actually give lectures on a fairly regular basis, she couldnt prove it. How tempting to sneak into the lecture hall and listen sometime. If he found her out, there would be the devil to pay, but it might be interesting, even so.

Just then the front door slammed and Teddy popped around the door, giving Katherine a saucy grin. Hullo, Mr. Weekes, Katherine. Papas on his way home, utterly entranced with the prospect of perusing the contents of the Fairfax library. I neglected to find out how you managed such a thing. You ought to do it more often. It put Papa in a jolly good mood.

Katherine gave Teddy a despairing look, then glanced at Michael to see how he reacted to Teddys comments.

Michael smiled, his crooked front tooth coming to Katherines notice. She had thought it charming when first observed. How providential, Miss Penn. Your father will enjoy his visit to Fairfax Hall very much. What a thoughtful daughter to consider him thus.

Katherine felt a glow of pleasure. How very rare to get any manner of encomium from Michael. This was to be treasured. To be sure, it was not of the same variety as the remark regarding strays, but far more to the point.

The front door slammed again. Cousin Sophias voice mingled with that of Julian Penn. Katherine watched as her father entered the room.

A striking man, with blond hair containing no trace of gray, he was not given to fat; indeed, he had the figure of a younger man. But, then, he was only forty-nine. His usually vague blue eyes now sharply focused on his daughter, and he smiled with delight.

Weekes, has my good Katherine told you the news? I am to have access to the library at Fairfax Hall. Julian Penn rubbed his hands together with anticipation.

He did not invite you to take up residence, Papa, reminded Katherine with affection.

Most fortunate, indeed, sir, Weekes replied humbly.

Cousin Sophia had trailed into the room after Julian and now offered a comment. She said with a certain amount of asperity, If he had this much interest in seeing to Katherines future, shed be wed by now.

Katherine wished she might disappear. Why, oh, why did Cousin Sophia feel it necessary to harp on this subject? What a blessing that neither of the men seemed to hear her.

Mr. Weekes took advantage of the opportunity to question the doctor of divinity about his problem, something to do with a translation, as far as Katherine could make out, naturally being excluded from the conversation. 

Katherine, Julian Penn said abruptly, set a place for Mr. Weekes for dinner. We have much to discuss. The two men went off down the hall to the one place where Julian might be found when at home, his study.

You might as well give up on that one, Katherine, Cousin Sophia said in soft tones. He will never see you as a woman. All he thinks of when he looks at you is the comformable daughter and what an excellent manager you are for your father, not to mention the good meals to be had here. Although, I wonder if he might believe you to be a way to your father.

Well, that is a fine way to talk, I must say. Katherine gave Cousin Sophia an indignant look, but very much feared her estimation of Michael Weekes quite correct. Katherine resolved to do her best to draw some manner of response from Michael during dinner. Surely once the men had concluded their discussion, Michaels attention might be captured.

If only Lord Ramsey had that living or position available. Perhaps if Katherine could stir Michael to some sort of interesting reaction to her womanly charms, she might put forth the effort to snare such for him.

Lord Ramsey had seemed to appreciate her attributes, she quite vividly recalled. His knowing grin off into the distance while she had rung out her skirts offered one example. The sotto voce comment about preferring to assist her himself returned as well. While she wasnt entirely sure about that one, it was close enough.

She sighed with longing for something she did not have, just what she could not say. But the delightful verbal sparring with Lord Ramsey had given her a dissatisfaction with Michael Weekes. She scolded herself for disloyalty and went off to prepare their long-suffering cook for the extra guest, not to mention Julian Penn, for dinner.

Tomorrow Katherine would see Lord Ramsey once again. Surely her memories of him were enhanced by foolish romantic nonsense. Yet somehow a part of her hoped it would not be so.
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