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Chapter 1



Me bloody tights is split again, dearie.

Bess Rigby bounced into the dingy wardrobe room where Nerissas sewing table was squeezed in between racks and shelves of clothes. A gust of cheap violet scent joined the mingled odours of grease-paint and sweat--many of the costumes were too flimsy to be washed and the best Nerissa could do was to air them well after each wearing.

Split again! she groaned.

Fraid so. Good job I didnt turn me back on the audience last night. Scarlet hose dangled limply from her plump hand. In her present rôle, as Rosalind, Besss legs still drew whistles from the gallery but her hips were gradually succumbing to a liking for sweetmeats. Her present protector, a wealthy York grocer, was more generous with his wares than with the rubies Bess craved.

Ill see what I can do, said Nerissa with a sigh as she took the tights, but there is not much left to darn.

Lucian Gossetts handsome face and carefully arranged blond curls appeared over Besss shoulder. Finished my kilt yet, darling?

Not quite. Nerissa twined an errant strand of straight, mouse-brown hair, escaped from her braids, around her finger. If only he meant it when he called her darling, she mourned, shed stay up all night stitching and ironing those endless pleats for him. Ill have it ready for opening night, I promise.

But, darling, I simply must have it for the dress rehearsal.

Afraid youll get your sword tangled up in your skirts? Bess jeered. Thatd be a laugh, Macduff losing the fight for a change.

One does need to practise, darling, Lucian snapped.

Mr Wingate dont need practice, she needled him. Borrow his kilt.

Papa has played Macbeth a dozen times, Nerissa pointed out pacifically. One way or another he always manages to lose the fight as Shakespeare intended. Ill see what I can do, Lucian.

The actor went off looking sulky.

Ill be damned if he dont snitch to Mr Fothergill, said Bess.

He wouldnt! I didnt mean I shant have it done in time, at least if I dont have to darn your tights. Theyll only split again tonight. Mr Fothergill is simply going to have to lay out a few shillings for a new pair. After all, weve had good houses all week.

As You Like It always goes down well and Rosalinds a treat to play, specially with your dad as Orlando. Its a good thing for me your ma dont do breeches parts. Still, shes got Lady McB. next week to make up. But lets face it, love, the York Playhouse just aint got the Theatre Royals prestige.

Our company is quite as good as theirs. If only we could scrape together enough money for new seats and some gilt paint!

Witches on stage! Young Jem, perennial page, third murderer, apprentice, messenger, et cetera, scurried along the narrow, draughty corridor summoning the cast for the beginning of the rehearsal. He popped his head around Besss ample form. Nerissa, Mr Fothergill wants to know is Macduffs kilt going to be ready for the dress rehearsal?

Tell Mr Fothergill yes, if hell buy new tights for Rosalind so I dont have to darn them again.

Better get a bigger size next time. Grinning, Jem pinched Besss posterior. She squealed and slapped his hand. Hey, I nearly forgot. This came for you. He delved into his pocket, produced a crumpled, grubby piece of paper, and handed it to Nerissa.

If its another invitation from Sir George Clemence, Mama will be on her high ropes. She told him in no uncertain terms that I dont dine alone with gentlemen.

His grin broadened. I heard her. Shouldnt think its Ol Clammy-Hands, though. It wasnt delivered by a groom; the postman brought it. Come on, Bess, the blasted heath awaits.

Thats Miss Rigby to you, brat.

As the actress left, Nerissa stopped the boy. Jem, Ive let out your court breeches. Can you try them on now? Youre not on for a while, are you?

No, but I want to watch your ma do the weird sister bit. Mrs Wingates a hell of a good witch. I reckon our Bess is getting too broad in the beam to play a withered crone. He eyed Nerissas figure judiciously. Youd make a good un, if you could act worth a damn.

But I cant, said Nerissa as he ran off. She was rarely asked to play even a speechless court lady or shepherdess, for stage fright froze her so completely she might be a pillar or a tree rather than a living, breathing human being.

If only she could play Juliet to Lucians Romeo, perhaps hed see her in a different light.

Sighing, she turned over the letter in her hand and smoothed it flat. The bright September sunlight pouring in at the small window sparkled on tinsel and spangles and cheap paste gems as she peered at the direction. The neat, precise hand, half obscured by a fluffy smear of toffee from Jems pocket, was quite unlike Sir Georges scrawl.

She couldnt remember ever receiving a real letter before, only billets doux from gentlemen who assumed that any female associated with the theatre must be a lightskirt. Those she was herself unable to dissuade, Mama generally dealt with quite satisfactorily. Anthea Wingate was, after all, accustomed to regal rôles. The more persistent pursuers were confronted by Papa in one of his sword-bearing costumes. He had only to loosen the sword in its scabbard to establish his daughters respectability beyond a doubt.

With her sewing scissors Nerissa pried open the seal. Her first reading of the letter left her so incredulous she had to go back and read it again from the beginning. Then, blue-striped dimity skirts gathered in one hand, the letter waving wildly in the other, she dashed along the corridor towards the stage, crying, Mama! Mama!

A lifetime of training slowed and hushed her as she reached the wings. On the stage, her father and Banquo approached the three witches. Of the three only Mrs Wingate managed, without rags and makeup, to give the impression of a secret, black and midnight hag as they danced widdershins about an imaginary fire. Tall and slender like her daughter, her dark hair untouched by grey, she seemed to have shrunk into decrepit, tottery, malevolent old age.

Stop swinging your hips, Miss Rigby, called Mr Fothergill from the auditorium. Thats not the sort of lure youre casting for Macbeth.

Bess gave Mr Wingate a saucy wink. Everyone laughed, and Nerissa took advantage of the interruption to step onto the stage. She was too impatient to wait. Besides, her news might affect everyone there and it wasnt as if her mother made any secret of her birth, though nor did she flaunt it.

Mama, Papa, I have a letter from my grandfathers lawyer!

From Sir Barnabas? her father exclaimed.

From his lawyer, she reiterated as the entire company flocked around her.

We dont want anything to do with the old dastard, said Mr Wingate adamantly. He cast off your mother without a groat when she married me and its too late for him to repent now.

Mrs Wingate, restored miraculously to grace and dignity, laid her hand on her husbands arm. Wait, Frederick. Lets hear what Father wants. We may reject his interfering with ourselves, but if he means to do something for Nerissa...

It seems hes dead, Mama.

Well, I for one cannot pretend to be sorry, Mr Wingate said. I beg your pardon, Anthea, but your father never had any claim on my regard.

His wife sighed. I am only sorry for his own sake that he did not attempt a reconciliation sooner. Nerissa, my love, what has the lawyer to say?

Mr Harwood writes that if I attend the reading of Sir Barnabass last Will and Testament, I shall hear something very much to my advantage.

Very much! said Bess. Jem whistled and Lucian regarded Nerissa with a new interest.

Mr Harwood says you must attend the reading? asked Mrs Wingate sharply. Where is it to be?

At Addlescombe, Mama.

He expects you to travel all the way to Dorset? her father demanded, incredulous.

The Will demands it, and prohibits his giving further details until then. If I do not go, I shall hear nothing more. Surely Sir Barnabas would not insist if I am only to inherit a few guineas, or a small keepsake?

Oh yes he would, the old curmudgeon! said Mr Wingate. I dont trust him an inch, live or dead.

But I must go, Papa! Suppose the bequest is enough to buy new seats and repaint the Playhouse? I cannot bear to lose the chance.

Suppose its a miniature of Sir Barnabas to remember him by, her father retorted. I daresay it would cost all of twenty pounds to send you, even with an outside seat on the stage, what with a night at a London inn and a little extra for emergencies.

Emergencies! Mrs Wingate exclaimed in dismay.

Yes, emergencies, Anthea. I cannot allow my daughter to travel so far alone.

Quite apart from the possible inheritance, Nerissa saw her chance of adventure escaping her, her chance of a few days respite from the dreary round of stitching and pressing. Let me go, Papa, she cried. I shant speak to strangers, or... or do anything else foolish. I shall be quite safe. Mama, surely you dont wish to reject Grandfathers peace offering?

Her mothers regretful look showed her opposition was weakening.

I might as well throw twenty pounds in the fire as trust to Sir Barnabass nonexistent benevolence, Mr Wingate grumbled, running his hand through his dark hair in a theatrical gesture intended to portray harassment without disarranging a single lock.

Well all dub up, Bess suggested eagerly, fumbling in her pocket. Itll be like risking a bit on the prancers. Here, dearie, heres half a yellow boy to start with. You deserve a bit of a holiday, anyways, even if there aint no more comes of it.

Ill put in five guineas, said the tightfisted Mr Fothergill to Nerissas astonishment, adding with a reckless air, Nothing venture, nothing gain!

Following their example, the rest of the company produced half-crowns and sixpences. Even Jem donated a sticky penny, carefully picking off the fluff before he added it to the hoard. Their generosity brought Nerissa near to tears.

Thank you all, she stammered. Even if I dont inherit a fortune, I shall pay you all back somehow.

Lucian scowled as he handed over two silver shillings with obvious reluctance. What about my kilt, damn it? he complained.

The Will is not to be read till the first of October, said Nerissa, wistfully wishing his ill-humour stemmed from the prospect of losing her company, not her skills. Ill finish your kilt before I leave.

No good will come of this, said her father gloomily.

Im the witch, Frederick, Mrs Wingate admonished him. Leave the prophesying to me. Nerissa is a sensible girl, and if nothing else, thanks to the generosity of our friends she will see a little of the world.

Then thats settled, said Mr Fothergill, and clapped his hands. Back to work, if you please, ladies and gentlemen. Well start from the beginning of Scene 3, and please try, Miss Rigby, to remember that you are tempting Macbeth to a kingdom, not to your bed.

* * * *

You cant just kick me out of your bed like a slut you picked up in the street! screeched Dorabel. Im an actress, I am, not a common harlot. Her eyes glittered with rage between heavily blackened lashes. 

Half the crowd in the Covent Garden Green Room turned to stare, but Miles said coolly enough, Im sorry, Dolly, it cant be helped. I had reverses at the Cocoa Tree last night and I cant afford to keep both of you in the style you deserve.

So es chose me, Charmaine crowed, flaunting her splendid, half-clad bosom at her rival and tossing her improbably red curls. E dont fancy you no more. You can go ang yerself, yer old bag.

Ill be damned if I dont see you hanged first, bitch!

Bitch yerself! Charmaine flung herself with clawed fingers at Dorabel, ripping her exiguous lime-green satin bodice.

Dorabel retaliated, fingernails aimed at Charmaines rouged cheeks. Miles grabbed her around the waist from behind.

Ouch! he yelped as a flailing elbow caught him in the ribs. Ladies, please!

To his relief, Lord Thorpe had Charmaine firmly by the wrists. I must say, Courtenay, the viscount drawled, life in your vicinity has never a dull moment.

My aim must ever be to entertain my friends, said Miles ironically. Dolly, I told you from the first that I live by my wits and my pockets are often to let. Be a good girl, lets agree to part amicably.

Whats that thieving whore got that I dont? Dorabel whined.

Lemme kill er! shrilled Charmaine.

Oh, to the devil with both of you! Disgusted, Miles released his hold and turned away. Go ahead and kill each other, for all I care. There are other fish in the sea.

He sauntered off, relaxed, yet instantly ready to swing round to intervene if the slightest sound suggested the two actresses were really tearing each other limb from limb.

Thorpe joined him. Damned if I can make out how you always have the ladybirds squabbling over you, he said admiringly, when you never have a feather to fly with, let alone to feather their nests.

Its my natural charm and manly beauty, Gerald. Theres something about black hair, blue eyes and a broken nose to which females naturally gravitate.

Ha! Msister Lottie says youd be the very image of a pirate if you were bearded and a trifle taller.

Laughing, Miles glanced back, to see his whilom mistresses with their arms about each other, temporarily united in their temporary hatred of men. Doubtless each would find a new lover tonight, he thought cynically. Already Levison and young Grant were bearing down upon them.

A pretty redhead in a canary-and-rose striped sarcenet gown glided up beside him. Looking for company, Mr Courtenay? she enquired coyly.

Miles ran his eyes slowly up and down her lush figure and smiled. Im not looking for creampot love, he warned. Its low tide with me.

Shamelessly matching his deliberate scrutiny, she took his arm. From what Ive eard, youve other things to offer a girl. Lets give it a try for tonight, eh? Im Roxanna, and deelighted to make your acquaintance, Im sure.

With a gallant bow, Miles raised her hand to his lips. The pleasure is all mine, madam, he murmured.

Lord Thorpe sighed and shook his head. What I wouldnt give for your reputation!

Deserved, I assure you.

Braggart! Will you and Miss Roxanna join Suzette and me at the Piazza for supper? Ill pick her up at Drury Lane and well meet you there.

Some hours later, after an energetic and satisfactory night, Miles strolled homeward through the bustling early-morning streets. Always an abstemious drinker, whatever his other sins, he was in excellent spirits. He exchanged cheerful greetings with maids scrubbing front steps, bought from an itinerant vendor a hot meat pie which he shared with a stray dog, dropped a shilling in a blind beggars palm, and arrived at his lodgings whistling Cherry Ripe, out of tune.

His landlord, a retired gentlemans gentleman, accosted him when he was half way up the first flight of stairs. Theres a letter for you, Mr Courtenay, sir. He held up the folded sheet, just out of Miless reach as he leant over the banisters. And this months rents not been paid and next months is due tomorrow, not to mention laundry and such.

Tempus fugit, Burkle, which in the vernacular is how time flies! Let me have it, theres a good fellow. Ill give you something on account today, I swear it.

Paid in full, sir, or no letter.

Youre a hard man, Burkle. Still, I expect the letter can wait. Lady Lucks bound to smile on me soon.

Its been redirected three times, Mr Courtenay, said Burkle sourly.

Miles was unsurprised. He removed from lodging to lodging often, with the rise and fall in his fortunes, though hed never yet done a moonlight flit. Perhaps it was time to seek out cheaper rooms, which meant Burkle must be paid. Besides, a real letter sent by the post was a rarity. Most of the communications he received were brief notes from friends, appointing a meeting place; scented love-letters from the more literate of his chères-amies; or invitations from those ladies of the ton who had not yet consigned him to outer darkness.

All right, Burkle, he said with a sigh, come up and Ill settle the score. This months, at least. As you pointed out yourself, Octobers rent is not due until tomorrow. He continued up the stairs, the landlord lumbering after him.

His purse lighter by eleven guineas, his conscience by a debt paid, he slit open the seal of the letter. Holding it in one hand and tugging off his neckcloth with the other, he moved to the window to read it.

Confound it! He raced out to the landing and shouted down the stairs, Burkle, is today really the thirtieth?

The landlords injured face turned up to him. Have I ever lied to you, Mr Courtenay?

Hot water! At once, if not sooner!

Washed, shaved, and dressed for driving in a brown coat, buckskin breeches, and top-boots, Miles hurried towards St Jamess. The caped greatcoat over one arm and portmanteau in the opposite hand were scarcely suitable burdens for a gentleman, but few if any of the Polite World were yet about. He ran up the steps of Lord Haverfords mansion and beat a tattoo on the door.

As the porter opened the door, the butler was crossing the marble-floored hall with a steaming coffee-pot.

Bristow! Miles cried, entering without ceremony. Is Lord Thorpe at home?

I shall enquire in a moment, sir, said the butler, unmoved, and proceeded on his stately way towards the breakfast parlour.

Its urgent. Wake him if necessary. He set down his portmanteau on the floor, tossed his overcoat on a chair, handed hat and gloves to the porter, and ran his hand through his hair.

From the breakfast parlour came Lady Haverfords stentorian tones. Tell Mr Courtenay to come here, she commanded.

Bristow reappeared, sans coffee-pot. Her ladyship requests the pleasure of your company, sir.

With a groan, Miles complied, saying over his shoulder, For heavens sake, tell Thorpe I need him.

The Marchioness of Haverford, who happened to be his godmother, possessed a figure as imposing as her voice. Dressed in eau de Nil figured silk, she sat at breakfast with her youngest daughter, a pretty young lady in pink jaconet muslin who blushed as she caught Miless eye. She it was who had likened him to a pirate.

He made his bows. I beg your pardon for intruding, maam. I did not expect any of the family to be down.

Lottie has fittings this morning. Well, Miles, what brings you bellowing for Gerald at this unlikely hour? Have you breakfasted?

As a matter of fact, no. He was ravenous, he realized, and it would be crackbrained to set off for Dorset on an empty stomach.

Sit down, dear boy, and Bristow shall bring you a beefsteak. Lottie, pour coffee for Mr Courtenay.

Yes, Mama. Lady Charlotte blushed again as she handed him the cup. Miles wondered what tales she had been told about him. Though Lady Haverford had a kindness for her girlhood friends orphaned son, shed have left her daughter in no doubt of the ineligibility of a penniless rake.

Not that he had the slightest intention of losing his freedom in wedlock, even for the sake of repairing his fortunes.

Either her ladyship had forgotten that she wanted to know what brought him here so early, or she feared his business with Thorpe was not proper for a young ladys ears. She chatted about the coming entertainments of the Little Season while he attacked a large beefsteak with fried potatoes.

He was half way through it when Bristow reappeared and said discreetly in his ear, Lord Thorpes man says his lordship did not retire until daybreak, sir, and he wont take it upon himself to wake him.

Miles nodded. Never mind, Ill do my own dirty work, he said, and rapidly finishing his breakfast, he made his excuses and ran upstairs to his friends chamber.

It took a wet sponge to rouse Thorpe and a pint of strong coffee to bring him to something approaching coherence. Wanna borrow my curricle? he asked incredulously. At dawn?

Its not dawn, Gerald, and I have a hundred and thirty miles to go by nine tomorrow morning.

Hunnerd thirty! Wha the devil?

My godfather is dead...

Didn know yad one.

Sir Barnabas Philpott, Baronet, of Addlescombe in Dorset. If Im not there at the reading of the Will, Ill inherit nothing.

That caught Thorpes attention. Will, eh? Plump in the pocket, this Philpott fellow?

Plump enough.

My dear chap, of course you can borrow the curricle. Tell you what, Ill drive my greys the first couple of stages, see you well on your way. He swung his legs out of bed and bellowed for his valet. Or shall I come all the way with you?

Lord, no. I wouldnt for the world subject you to the swarm of spongers the old man kept hanging on his sleeve. He deplored my behaviour, you know, and probably summoned me down posthumously in order to cut me off with a shilling. I wouldnt be surprised if he regarded his last Will and Testament as a final opportunity to read me a sermon.

I cant believe hed have demanded your presence if he hasnt left you something worth having.

You didnt know my godfather, Miles pointed out dryly. Dyspeptic, straitlaced, mean-spirited, and utterly determined to be proved right. He said Id go to the dogs and nothing is less likely than that hed lift a finger to prevent it. All the same, Ill have to gamble on his relenting at the last and leaving me a fortune. Im going to get there in time even if hiring post-horses takes my last penny.




Chapter 2



But I cant ride. There must be some other way to get there! said Nerissa in desperation.

Shanks mare, miss, said the tapster indifferently, returning to polishing a pewter tankard, leastways till Thad comes back wi the gig whichll be around noon.

I have to be at Addlescombe by nine.

She had clambered down from the roof of the stagecoach in Riddlebourne, in a dank, grey dawn with rain threatening. After a night squeezed between the iron rail and a stout farmer, in constant fear of falling into the road, she was stiff and chilled through. The bread and butter she had snatched at the brief supper stop last night seemed an age ago. All she wanted was a hot meal and a warm bed.

The Stickleback Inn, a small hostelry of grey Portland stone, could doubtless supply both. What it could not supply, having no pretensions to being a posting house, was a vehicle to carry her on to her grandfathers house.

Shanks mare? Nerissa was a townswoman, accustomed to walking no farther than from one side of the City of York to the other, with an occasional stroll along the river or the city walls of a Sunday. Her cheap jean halfboots were far from adequate for a lengthy tramp. Still, she was not quite ready to give in.

How far is Addlescombe? she asked.

A matter o six or eight mile, miss. Ye cn leave your box an send frit later.

Eight miles! It might as well have been as far off as the moon. But perhaps the reading of the Will would be delayed for some reason. Perhaps if she arrived before the end, Mr Harwood would make an allowance for her difficulties. Having come so far, she must try.

She picked up the brown paper parcel with clean linen and her toothbrush. If you please, will you direct me?

The tapster stepped out of the inn with her and pointed along the street. Turn right, n follow the road along the stream, miss. Thats the Riddle, see. First fork in the road, go left across the bridge, second go right cross that bridge, then on through Riddle Abbas n Kingstonriddle. Jus past the village, by the big oak, the Addle joins the Riddle. Theres a lanell take ye along the Addle to Addlescombe. Cant miss it. He scratched his head ruminatively. Leastways, if ye finds yoursel in Upriddle, ye has missed it.

Thanking him, Nerissa hugged her grey duffel cloak close about her and plodded off. First bridge left, second bridge right, she repeated to herself. Shed worry about the rest later. Surely someone in the villages would point out her way.

By the time she reached the second bridge, she knew she wasnt going to make it on foot. In a daze of fatigue, she sank down onto the low parapet and hid her face in her hands.

And then she heard the sound of hooves and wheels. A dusty curricle turned the corner behind her and started across the bridge. In a final access of hope, Nerissa jumped up and waved her arms.

As the curricle stopped beside her, she cried out, Sir, please, are you going to Riddle... A flood of heat rose in her cheeks as she realized the name of the next village had utterly vanished from her mind.

The drivers blue, red-rimmed eyes brightened with amusement and a grin transformed his tired, unshaven, rather cynical face. No, maam, I fear I prefer cards to charades, he informed her, tipping his hat to reveal ruffled coal-black hair. His broken nose gave him a slightly sinister air--an Iago, or a Cassius. However, I can offer you a lift as far as Kingstonriddle if that will be of assistance to you. I am bound for Addlescombe.

For Addlescombe? Nerissa forgot her embarrassment and the strangers disreputable appearance. How excessively fortunate, so am I.

Miles gazed down at the young woman. Her face pale, with dark circles beneath the wide-set, dark-lashed grey eyes, she looked as exhausted as he felt. She could be a governess in her plain, travel-stained grey cloak, a wisp of brown hair escaping the hood, but as far as he knew Addlescombe had no need of governesses. More likely she was a rival for Sir Barnabass fortune.

If he left her behind, shed miss the reading of the Will, which might be to his benefit. What a pity he had not yet sunk to such depths of iniquity! He leaned down to give her a hand up.

As she settled beside him, he urged the horses onward. A prim and proper miss to all appearances, he thought, though as a last resort she had let a stranger take her up in his carriage. He wouldnt put it past his godfather to hold her up to him as an example of the rewards of virtue.

Thank you, sir. Her voice was soft, but with a curious clarity of enunciation. She sat erect despite her weariness, her clasped hands resting composedly upon the parcel in her lap. It is of the utmost importance to me that I reach Addlescombe by nine oclock. I hope you are familiar with the way, for the directions I received thoroughly muddled me.

Addled you, as one might say?

Glancing down, he received a smile of singular sweetness. Her grey irises had an irregular circle of green around the pupils, he noted. 

My wits are addled indeed, she agreed. The roof of a stagecoach is not a restful place to spend the night. Perhaps I had best introduce myself, sir. I am Nerissa Wingate, the late Sir Barnabass granddaughter.

His granddaughter? I wasnt aware that he had any children, though I have a distant memory of a wife long since deceased. A sudden notion crossed his mind: could Miss Wingate be a descendant on the wrong side of the blanket? Had the baronet in youth indulged in the profligacy for which he later condemned his godson? After all, popular mythology claimed that reformed rakes made the strictest puritans.

He put away the intriguing possibility for the moment. He didnt want to embarrass the young woman at his side by enquiring into her parents legitimacy. I beg your pardon, Miss Wingate, I dont mean to pry. Im Miles Courtenay; Sir Barnabas was my godfather. I imagine we are in Dorset on the same errand.

In hopes of an inheritance, she said candidly. I ought to have arrived yesterday, but when I reached London the waybill for the stagecoach was already full.

And I only received the lawyers letter yesterday. Ive driven day and night.

Then you must be as tired as I. Let us hope the Will is not too long or I shall fall asleep in the middle.

They fell silent as he negotiated the twists and turns of the narrow lane between high hedges. Occasional gates gave glimpses of green meadows, with the course of the Riddle marked by willows and poplars, yellowing already. Just before Kingstonriddle they were held up by a herd of cows crossing from one field to another in a leisurely manner. Miles saw Miss Wingates hands clenched tight in an agony of impatience.

Dont worry, he reassured her. Well be there in time. Its less than a mile to the turning.

You must have come this way often?

Her tone was questioning, and he guessed she was anxious to discover on what terms he had stood with the baronet. Two could play at that game.

Often enough, though not of recent years. And you?

Never, but of course Mama grew up at Addlescombe.

So Miss Wingates mama was the straying sheep, it seemed, not Sir Barnabas. Miles was too tired to work out whether that increased or decreased his chances of a substantial legacy. He drove through the village and turned off along the Addle, a narrow, crystal-clear brook slipping smoothly along over its flinty bed.

They passed through a belt of woodland and emerged into a valley surrounded by high green hills.

I do believe the sun is coming out, Miss Wingate exclaimed. Perhaps it is a good omen.

Perhaps, Miles grunted.

How the stream sparkles! The countryside is very pretty, is it not? I have never lived in the country.

He roused himself to regard the familiar scene. Here the Addle meandered between beds of watercress. On either side, rusty-red cattle grazed the lush pastures while winter wheat already striped the pale, chalky arable fields with green. A team of hedgers and ditchers with scythes, billhooks, and spades stood aside to let the curricle pass. Miles noted repairs to a five-barred gate, the new wood yellow in contrast to the weathered grey of the old. No fallen, rotting timber marred the autumn-hued copses, and a multitude of sheep dotted the encircling hillsides.

Sir Barnabas had always been an exacting, though fair, landlord, and apparently he had not loosed the reins in his latter years. Addlescombe was still a rich, productive estate.

The sight pleased Miles, though it was a long time since such matters had had any relevance to his life. That was not likely to change. The manor and the farms would presumably go to his godfathers younger brother, heir to the baronetcy. Unlike Miles, Neville Philpott had been willing to put up with Sir Barnabass misanthropic autocracy in exchange for a life of ease.

Or was Neville the heir? Miles had always assumed so, but if a daughter unknown to him suddenly turned up, an unknown son seemed equally possible.

And how would that change his chances?

Has your mother any brothers, Miss Wingate?

No, she is an only child, which makes it all the sadder that my grandfather should have cast her off so thoroughly. He cannot have been a happy man, I think.

That the shabby female at his side should pity the wealthy baronet struck Miles as exquisitely humorous. A chuckle escaped him.

She looked up at him, frowning. Why do you laugh, sir? Was my grandfather in fact perfectly contented despite the estrangement?

No, happy and contented are not words Id ever associate with Sir Barnabas. I beg your pardon for laughing, maam. Truth to tell, Im too fagged to know what Im about.

Then let us hope you will not upset us in the ditch, she said tartly.

He grinned and shook his head. Never fear. I can manage the last half mile.

The lane branched. To the left the square church tower and part of the village were visible, straggling along the lower slopes on the west side of the valley. Taking the right fork, over a flat stone bridge, Miles pointed ahead with his whip.

Theres the house.

Addlescombe Manor, starting as a thatched brick-and-flint farmhouse, had sprawled in all directions at the whim of succeeding owners. Here two stories, there three, with dormer windows scattered at random, parts were built of grey Portland stone, parts of local yellow stone, giving it a patchwork appearance. Walled kitchen gardens at one end, together with the stables at the other, added to the apparent length of the house.

Its very large, murmured Miss Wingate, her fine eyes widening.

Ill set you down at the front door and drive around to the stables.

Oh no, pray take me with you!

As you wish, but you need not fear them, you know.

Its just that Im sure there must be a butler, and I should not know what to say to him. Them? she added in a tone of deep foreboding. You mean a number of people live here? Who are they?

A choice assortment of purse-pinched relatives, living at the old mans rack and manger, and at his beck and call. I shant describe them. Youll meet them soon enough.

Mama did mention that her uncle and his family lived here when she was growing up, but that was more than twenty years ago. So they are still here?

They were six years ago.

As he drove into the stableyard, Miss Wingate was silent. No doubt she was contemplating the existence of considerably more competition than she had expected for Sir Barnabass fortune.

A groom hurried to the horses heads and Miles stepped down, every muscle protesting the long drive. Following him without waiting for assistance, Miss Wingate stumbled a little. He quickly put out his hand to steady her, alarmed by her pallor.

Are you all right?

She gave him a tremulous smile. A trifle dizzy. I shall be quite all right when I have had something to eat. Do you think we are too late for breakfast?

My dear girl, why did you not tell me youre hungry? I have an apple in my pocket. He produced it.

My saviour! She pulled off her glove, serviceable York tan, worn but well kept, and took the apple. Thank you, sir, I am simply ravenous.

Eat as much as you can before we meet anyone, he advised.

Oh dear, I suppose it is not good manners to march munching into a strange house, she said in dismay as they entered by a back door.

Fustian! I was merely thinking that it would be a pity to waste any of it.

At this attempt to put her at her ease, her lips curved upward, and Miles was struck again by the enchanting quality of her smile. Apart from that and her eyes, she was no beauty. Her chin was too pointed, her nose undistinguished, her hair--what he could see of it under the hood--of a commonplace brown. As she walked beside him, crunching the apple, he realized that she was taller than hed thought, the top of her head on a level with his eyes. Himself of middling height, he was generally attracted to shorter females, with a preference for a voluptuous Pocket Venus. Miss Wingates figure was disguised by her cloak but he rather thought she was on the skinny side.

Of course, whatever the cause of her mothers exile, Miss Wingate appeared to be respectable, whereas the creatures he assiduously pursued were invariably quite the reverse. On the other hand, she had accepted a lift from a stranger. She had more or less requested it, in fact, with no signs of bashful modesty....

What shall I do with the core? she whispered urgently.

He whipped out his handkerchief, received the remains in it, and stuffed it back in his greatcoat pocket as they reached the small front hall. Not much wider than the passage by which they had entered, it had two more corridors leading off it and two doors besides the front door. A carpeted staircase rose to a square landing before continuing to the first floor. Against one wall stood a long-case clock, an umbrella stand, a couple of straight, rush-bottomed chairs, and a half-moon table, on which Miles dropped hat, gloves, and whip.

The butler appeared. Almost as starchy as his late master, Snodgrass inclined his head in a minimal bow. Mr Courtenay, he said, sounding as censorious Miles remembered him, and...?

Miss Wingate, Miles informed him.

If you will please to come this way, the family is gathered in the drawing room. He opened the door to the left of the front door and announced, Miss Wingate. Mr Courtenay.

Snodgrass stood aside and Miss Wingate stepped into the room. Close behind her, Miles saw seven pairs of eyes turn to stare. Miss Wingate froze.

Courtenay? What the deuce? barked Neville Philpott.

Mrs Chidwell raised her lorgnette and regarded the pair in the doorway with cold eyes. Mr Courtenay, how dare you bring your doxy to Addlescombe! she snapped.

The clock in the hallway struck nine.

* * * *

Perched on the inkstand, Sir Barnabas watched as his household filed into the library. He would have preferred a more dignified seat. However, in the weeks since his death hed discovered that being read through was uncomfortable and being sat upon definitely painful--as well as still less dignified than the inkstand.

The rest of the kneehole desk was covered with Harwoods papers, and every chair was needed for the vultures gathering in hopes of profit from his demise. He could have sat on the long table, pushed out of the way against the far wall, but he wanted to see their faces.

Despite their eagerness, they were late, he noted irritably. Nine oclock was the hour he had specified for the reading, not for them to begin to straggle towards the library. Lawyer Harwood was an ineffectual fool.

The tubby little man stood behind the desk, nervously consulting his silver turnip watch and casting uneasy glances at his insubstantial friend and client. He was the only one to whom Sir Barnabas had so far succeeded in revealing himself, albeit indistinctly. It was to be hoped he was competent to see the terms of the Will carried out to the last letter, even those he had fervently argued against.

The hopeful heirs were in for a shock, thought the late baronet, rubbing his spectral hands together in something approaching glee.

Inevitably Cousin Euphemia Chidwell waddled in first. Massive and determined in her perpetual purple, the widow always managed to push ahead of the milksop who was now Lady Philpott. Even before his death, Effie had even usurped his wishy-washy sister-in-laws position as manager of his household. Much he cared, as long as it was ordered to his liking. Of course, if there was any actual labour involved, poor Sophie was the one who did it.

Jane, Lady Philpott, trailed in limply, her shawl slipping off one shoulder as usual. Sir Barnabas felt the usual surge of irritation. In other circumstances hed have growled at her to to straighten her clothes.

She leaned on the arm of her daughter, Matilda, a small, spare, loud-voiced spinster of six-and-thirty, smelling of horses and dogs. Her uncle had long since given up hope of matrimony removing her from his house. The two gentlemen who had risen to the bait of the large dowry he offered, she threw back on the grounds that neither could keep up with her in the hunting field.

Sophronia pattered in, last of the ladies, always a little breathless, pink-cheeked and softly plump. Somehow her crooked cap and the hairpins constantly scattering from her white hair never annoyed Sir Barnabas as did Janes shawl. He had been tempted to bequeath a little extra to Sophie. Shed not reap the benefit of it, though, having been firmly under her sister Euphemias thumb since childhood.

Neville was next, Sir Neville now, strutting like a pouter pigeon in the glory of his new title. He had never taken the least interest in the Addlescombe estate and was utterly unfit to run it.

So was his son, Aubrey. Once a beautiful youth, Aubrey at forty expended all his energy in fighting the encroachment of the years. He had never married because a plain wife was unthinkable and a pretty one too much competition. Sir Barnabas snorted as the creak of his nephews corset reached his ears. Man-milliner!

His other nephew, his sisters son, entered with the grave mien proper to a clergyman. The Reverend Raymond Reece was a sanctimonious sapskull with the most deplorable Romish tendencies, but no one else had offered him a living and after all, he was family.

And that was the lot, except for the servants, unless....

Sir Barnabass breath caught in his throat, or would have, had he been breathing. The girl was Antheas image. She must be about the age Anthea had been when she faced him with defiance in her eyes and announced that shed marry Frederick Wingate or no one.

His daughter marry a strolling player! Out of the question, not even worthy of discussion.

So she had run off with the fellow. He had managed to hush it up, giving out that she had gone to stay with relatives, and later that she had accepted a suitor and was living in a distant part of the country. None of the neighbours had ever been so impertinent as to ask him for further news of her.

Anthea had written to her father announcing her marriage. He had not replied. A second letter notified him of the birth of her child. Again he had not responded, but he had kept the letter. Nerissa was the chits name, a constant reminder of the theatrical world with its notorious immorality, in the midst of which his granddaughter had been brought up.

No one could have guessed it by looking at her. In her simple olive-green dress, long-sleeved and high-necked, her hair pinned up in braids, her face innocent of paint, butter wouldnt melt in her mouth.

But after all, that was the nature of the beast. The most infamous Cyprians were capable of appearing on the stage as the innocent Miranda, the maligned Desdemona. What the hussy hoped to gain by this show of modesty now that her grandfather was dead, he failed to guess. Perhaps she hoped to influence Harwood in her favour.

Too late. The Will was written. Shed have her chance to reform her wanton ways but Sir Barnabas was certain she would fail.

The same went for his unshaven godson. Miles was a good-for-nothing, care-for-nobody libertine and gamester, beyond redemption. Sir Barnabas owned hed be astonished if the wastrel accepted his challenge, let alone met it, even for the sake of a fortune.

All any of them cared for was his fortune, the late baronet muttered silently, sweeping the assembled company with an invisibly scornful gaze.

The last of the upper servants filed in and closed the door. Euphemia shifted weightily in her seat, taking it upon herself to glance around the room through her lorgnette as if it were her business to ensure everyones presence. Her complacent air turned to an indignant glare as she noticed Nerissa beside a lounging Miles in the back row of chairs.

Mr Harwood, pray have that... that person ejected, she demanded with an imperious gesture.

Nerissa raised her chin in defiance--so like her stubbornly disobedient mother! She opened her mouth to protest, but the inimical stares turned on her apparently stopped the words in her throat. No doubt she was used to a more appreciative audience.

Snodgrass stepped forward. To the butlers habitual supercilious tone was added a hint of relish: he was glad of a chance to thwart Effie, who constantly interfered in his duties. Mr Harwood, sir, the young lady is Miss Wingate. I admitted her according to your instructions.

The lawyer stood up, beaming. To be sure, Snodgrass. Miss Wingate, I am William Harwood, your late grandfathers attorney. Allow me to welcome you to Addlescombe and to hope that your stay here will be a happy one.

Sir Barnabas glowered at him. A happy stay was not at all what he had in mind for the jade.

However, Harwoods words had magically changed the attitude of the rest of his family. Raymond Reece was the quickest off the mark.

My dear Miss Wingate--Cousin, if I may make so bold, he said in his oily way, may I be the first to welcome you to the family. For this thy brother was lost and is found. He proceeded to introduce himself, and then the rest as though she were his protégée.

Your grandfather! grumbled Euphemia. Well, I am sure I dont know how I could have guessed, though now I see you do bear some resemblance to Anthea. We have been forbidden to mention your mamas name these twenty years and more, and one cannot be expected to recall....

I remember her very well, squeaked Sophie. We used to visit Addlescombe quite often before she left home. I was prodigious fond of dear Anthea.

Her sister gave her a reproving frown. So were we all, Sophronia, and naturally we have not forgotten her, but we were unaware she had a daughter. I am delighted that your grandfather saw fit to relent at the last, my dear child, she added unconvincingly.

Nerissa seemed overwhelmed by her sudden popularity--an accomplished actress indeed. Sir Barnabas looked on with cynical amusement as they fawned about her. Doubtless they were all afraid that as his closest relative present, his only direct descendant, shed get the lot. Ha!

With increasingly exaggerated throat-clearings, Harwood called the meeting to order. An expectant silence fell.

Ahem. He settled gold-rimmed spectacles upon his nose, picked up the three closely-written sheets of parchment, and began to read. I, Barnabas Elijah Philpot, Baronet, of Addlescombe in the County of Dorset, being of sound mind, do declare this to be my last Will and....

Cut the twaddle, Sir Neville advised impatiently.

Harwood frowned over his spectacles. Sir Barnabas gave particular instructions that every word was to be read. To continue.

Amid much fidgeting, he completed the preliminaries. As you have all already been instructed, he continued, Sir Barnabas forbade any observance of mourning, either in clothes or in conduct. He here gives his reason, which I regret the necessity of pronouncing. Any such observance can only be the rankest hypocrisy, too extravagant for even me to stomach though I have lived surrounded by fawning hypocrites. Anyone disregarding this requirement will forfeit his or her bequest.

No mourning! Jane moaned. What will people think?

Everyone knows Barnabas was eccentric, snapped her husband. Go on, Harwood.

His Will was going to confirm everyones opinion of his eccentricity, Sir Barnabas thought with relish.

The lawyer went on to list minor bequests to butler, housekeeper, valet, cook, bailiff, coachman, head groom, and head gardener. All appeared satisfied. Though no warmth had entered into their relationship, Sir Barnabas had always paid them well, and they had served him well, for he tolerated no less.

Dismissing the servants, Harwood moved on to the last item on the first page. Er-hem. He turned pink. To my friend and counsellor, William Harwood, hm-hm, the sum of five hundred guineas, er, yes, most generous, provided he shall at once take up residence at Addlescombe Manor and there reside as long as may prove necessary to superintend the implementation of the further terms of this, my Will and Testament, in no case to exceed a period of six months. Er-hem, yes.

What the deuce? Neville blustered. Since his brothers demise the new baronet had behaved as if Addlescombe belonged to him. To have an uninvited guest forced upon him added to the unease caused by the unexpected arrival of his unknown niece.

Terms? Euphemia shrilled. What terms?

Sir Barnabas set certain conditions to be fulfilled before the remaining legacies are executed.

Conditions!

The lawyer cast a reproachful glance towards the inkstand as his dead friend and client cackled.

Poor Sophie was confused, as usual, Sir Barnabas noted. Miles had adopted an unconvincing pose of boredom, while Nerissa was trying to look as if her head was in the clouds, her mind elsewhere. However, the pair would soon give him their full attention, and the rest already wore altogether satisfactory expressions of surprise and alarm.

The late baronet hadnt enjoyed himself so much for years.
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