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Chapter One



Theres no point in lingering here. Adam Herbert turned from the window to face his father. I could wait for years and years before I obtain a curacy. There are no vacancies to be found anywhere. And even where the minister is as old as Methuselah or often absent, it is impossible to get rid of a clergyman once installed. He can be dreadful!

He thrust his hands in his pockets, wondering what his father would say. It wasnt that Adam truly wanted a parish. His father expected now that he had finished Cambridge he would begin his callingif he indeed had such.

With a deep sigh, Mr. Herbert nodded a reluctant agreement to the undoubtedly factual conclusion, since he refused to ask favors. What do you intend to do? You might consider law. This was a hesitant suggestion, diffidently made.

Adam turned slightly to stare out of the window again. How could he tell his father that more than anything he wanted to manage some land, to know the satisfaction of growing things? He had not opposed his fathers assumption that he would follow in his footsteps. The problem was that those footsteps were ably occupied, and there was no sign of opportunity for a young, not-too-eager man for a decent position even as a curateand the thought of living on eighty pounds per annum wasnt exactly appealing. If he were fortunate to obtain a vicarage, he might garner one hundred and fifty to begin. If he was lucky.

What I would like to do, he mused aloud, is travel a bit. Taking note of his fathers alarmed expression, he added, Oh, not out of the country into foreign parts. I would like to see where your family lives, where you grew up and spent your boyhood. He waited for a reaction.

Mr. Herbert gave Adam an amazed look. You have never expressed any wish to do something like this. I thought you cared nothing for the family tree or relatives.

Well, perhaps not the tree, but I am intrigued by your uncle, the Earl of Stanwell. Priscilla mentioned meeting his grandson in London. He gave his father a hopeful look, for this elusive earl piqued his interest.

Aye. Your sister said the viscount is a dandy of the first water. Mr. Herbert grimaced. Although, she did say he had excellent manners and is accepted everywhere.

However that might be, I should like to meet the earl, if possible. Even if I dont, it would be nice to see the estate, the village where you grew up. You approve? he concluded as he observed a smile slowly crease his fathers face.

I think it a splendid notion. The rector thought a moment before continuing. But if you intend to travel you will need your own vehicle. There is no point in trying to take a stage only to be afoot when you get there. It just so happens Lord Latham mentioned he wants to sell his cabriolet. It looks good to me and will only require one horse. We will find you a sound animal and you can be headed west before you know it.

Adam grinned. I almost have the feeling you will be glad to see me gone! He felt well nigh light-headed with relief that his suggestion was so well received.

Never, you must know that. But a restless lad can too easily find trouble when not gainfully occupied. Go with my blessing. Who knows, perhaps you will meet my uncle. Stranger things have happened. The earl is considered to be a remote gentleman, more so since his son William died.

It seemed as though the trip was meant to be, for the cabriolet was in Adams hands before another day was out, and the squire sold him a horse at what Adam suspected was a very low price. He thought the chestnut named Jigg looked rather fine pulling the shiny black cabriolet. He took a day to pick out the wheels with a bright yellow paint, liking the touch of color on the smart vehicle. He polished the glass-and-wood folding screen that added protection from the weather. The damaged leather apron was soon mended.

Adams clothing was a sore point with his mother. She saw to it that his garments were washed and pressed, all the while complaining at the paucity of his wardrobe. His sister Tabitha brought him several new neckcloths. But fine Marcella waistcoats and coats of the best Bath cloth were beyond his purse. Still, he looked acceptable, his auburn hair neatly styled. He was taller than his father, but his gray eyes had the same keen look of intelligence in them.

He stowed his portmanteau behind the cabriolet seat on the small platform where a groom might be if he had one. His luggage was as modest as his clothes. He turned back to pat his mother on her shoulder. I dont mind, you know. I have never been one to long for fine feathers.

It was just in case you met your great-uncle. Id not have him think your father a failure because he sees us as shabby-genteel sort of folk. First impressions can be lasting ones. She gave him a bright smile with a hint of tears.

Id soon set him straight on that. Enduring the hugs and handshaking with goodwill, Adam eagerly set forth west. Somehow he would manage to see the earlone way or another. The letter of introduction handed him by his father might be the thing.

* * * *

Not in any hurry, he took his time traveling, enjoying the sights to be found on his route, bent on taking care of Jigg. It was two weeks later that he slowly entered the picturesque village of Peetbridge, on the edge of his great-uncles estate.

The sun warmed the honey-colored stone of neat cottages that lined the main road. Flowers bloomed beneath white-painted window frames where curious occupants peeped out to see who this stranger might be. It was much like home. He studied the various shops as he drove along the main street of the prosperous village. They were a handsome collection, with stone fronts and bowed windows to display the wares.

The Feathers, the village inn, appeared to be a successful concern. It had the look of a snug, comfortable place. He wheeled his cabriolet through the attached arch into the yard. An ostler hurried forth to take the horse and carriage, leaving Adam to take his portmanteau and venture through the large oak door. Once inside, he was impressed with the neatness and cleanliness of the place. Since he had progressed slowly so as to spare his horse, he had stayed in a fair number of inns. This was clearly superior.

Good day to you, young gentleman. The innkeeper appeared from a back room, bustling to greet his new guest.

Adam felt he was being assessed. I should like a room for an indefinite period. My father came from around here and Ive a notion to see the country, perhaps look up relatives. He gave the man a straight look in the eye.

The innkeeper thrust the visitors book toward Adam, then looked at his signature when hed signed. Herbert? He studied his guest again. Aye, youve the look of themwith that rusty hair and gray eyes. Whynt you at Stanwell Hall? The earls in residence.

Ive never met the man. Something I hope to rectify. I could scarce impose, not knowing my great-uncle.

The innkeeper nodded, then told a maid to usher Adam to his room. It seemed clean, with a fine-looking bed and a window with a view of the street below.

Adam disposed of his things in the wardrobe and chest, then tidied his clothes. A hasty glance at the looking glass showed his hair acceptable. The gray eyes gazing back at him revealed his inner excitement. At last he was really here. He set his hat on just so, and then hurried back down, wishing to see as much of the village as he could before dark.

At the foot of the stairs, the innkeeper caught his eye. He gestured to a man seated in the common room. That be his lordships steward there, just come in. Name of Chambers. Might introduce yourself. The innkeeper nodded to a lean gentleman of middle height and years wearing a brown coat and tan breeches. He was enjoying a mug of ale along with some bread and cheese.

Adam did just that at once, introducing himself with a modest bow. He pulled out a chair when motioned to sit down.

A Herbert? You would be Roberts grandson, then? Georges son, I reckon. Clearly knowledgeable of the family tree, the steward studied Adam, waiting for confirmation.

My father is George Herbert. He is the rector at Rushcombe, Kent. One of my sisters has resided with our Aunt Mercy in London, where she met Viscount Rawlinson. Her talk of relatives prompted me to see where my father grew up, the countryside and all. And ... perhaps meet my great-uncle as well. Adam figured he might as well put his cards on the table immediately. This was not a moment to be shy and retiring.

Mr. Chambers asked a number of penetrating questions, in particular about Adams plans for the future.

Not having any secure post, I am at loose ends at the moment. I shall come about, Im sure. Adam gave the man a forthright smile. He had no intention of pretending to be other than he was.

Interesting. I shall mention your being here to his lordship later when I return. Mr. Chambers clearly was not a chatty chap, seeming quite reserved.

If there is a possibility that I might see the estate, I should enjoy that very much, Adam added. Even if I dont meet my great-uncle, I should like to see the house and land.

The steward nodded, but no reply was forthcoming.

Adam thanked the man, then excused himself on the pretext of seeing the village. He had no desire to intrude on the mans privacy. He probably had little time to himself if his life was anything like that of the steward at Latham Court.

The village of Peetbridge dozed peacefully in the midday suit. Adam sauntered along the well-swept pavement, pausing to admire the contents of the pastry shop window. The peace of the village was shattered when he heard an argument not far off. A woman was strongly protesting something. Not liking the sound of it, he headed that way. His steps brought him to a small herb garden beside the pastry shop, where a young lady fended off the advances of a chap Adam remembered from Cambridge.

Polkinghorne! What a surprise to see you here! Adam entered the garden, his long legs covering the ground in seconds. Claude Polkinghorne had been a fellow who liked to pick on the weak, those who could ill defend themselves against his strength. Adam hadnt liked him then, and liked him even less when he observed the beauty he intimidated.

Herbert! What the devil are you doing here? The bully took a step from the young woman, giving Adam a cold, condescending stare designed to send him away.

Adam smiled and bowed to the woman who eyed him with patent misgivings. She was the prettiest girl he could recall seeing anywhere ever, with dark blue eyes and a sweet mouth in a classically oval face. Soft brown hair framed her face in a very fetching manner. A few curls teased his eyes where they escaped from her bonnet, a fine affair of chip straw and ribbons.

Ignoring Claude, he gazed into her eyes and announced, I am Adam Herbert, as Polkinghorne would tell you if he had his wits about him. Glancing at Claude, then back to the unknown beauty, he continued. I thought to visit this area to discover something of the place where my father grew up.

You are related to the Earl of Stanwell, she declared. Seeing his faint surprise, she added, You have the Herbert looksthe auburn hair, gray eyes, and the nose. Not that your nose is anything remarkable, but it is a nose you see again and again in the family. She attempted to shake off Claudes hold and failed.

Claude snickered.

Well, I am not ashamed of having a family nose. Besides, from all I have heard, the earl is a very esteemed gentleman. Unlike some others. The look he sent Claude was meant to remind him that Adam was privy to any number of unsavory incidents in Claudes Cambridge days. But Claude stood firm, unwilling to yield an inch. Only after Adam took a step in his direction did Claude release his hold on the young ladys arm.

The beauty took several steps away from Claude to stand by Adam, something that pleased him mightily.

Claude is my cousin, she said, glaring at the affronted gentleman. And you truly had no need to come to my aid, although I suppose I must thank you anyway. I am quite able to handle the nitwit. I have been doing so for years. Her sniff was clearly one of disdain.

Adam didnt know what to think of her outspoken manner. He had to admit that Claude would cut a fashionable swath in any village with his well-cut coat of peacock green over tan breeches and a bronze waistcoat. His boots had a blinding shine, reminding Adam that he needed to polish his before tomorrow. Claudes hat was of the finest beaver and tilted at a rakish angle over his brow. But Adam also knew the sort of fellow he was under all that polish.

Since my dear cousin has lost his manners, permit me to say that I am Miss Lawrence of Brook Court. She dipped a proper curtsy. It wasnt all that often that a handsome gentleman visited Peetbridge or the area, for that matter. The chaps who came to see her cousin were a dreadful sort, dandies all of them. Or worse. She had no use for any of them, but particularly cousin Claude.

Claude sputtered. Dash it all, Emma, taint proper for you to introduce yourself.

Emma flicked him a look that should have felled him on the spot. Well, perhaps in the future you might learn some conduct, Claude. If he thought that she would yield to his crude notions of a courtship he was far and away off. She would as soon be a spinster the rest of her life!

Might I escort you to wherever your destination might be? Mr. Herbert asked with a bit of reserve, as though not sure what she might say to him. Emma liked his reticence, something her stupid cousin had never learned.

I was bound for the pastry shop when Claude tried to... what were you trying to do. Cousin? She firmed her lips and tapped a daintily shod foot.

Dash it all, Emma, I seldom get a chance to talk to you. His mouth turned down in a sulky pout, as petulant as a thwarted boy who has had his toy taken from him.

You have nothing to say that I wish to hear. She narrowed her eyes. Simply leave me alone. Cousin.

Sensing there was a great deal more to this scene than he was being told, Adam offered his arm without comment. She accepted with amusing reluctance. He liked the sensation, though, feeling like a regular knight-errant.

Now see here, Herbert. Claude took a threatening step forward. No need to interfere with that madcap.

I believe I will, however. Adam bestowed a triumphant smile on a man he cordially detested. He then escorted Miss Lawrence from the miniscule garden to the door of the pastry shop, ushering her safely inside.

My thanks to you, Mr. Herbert. She curtsied again, offering a polite smile. Although, I repeat that I could have managed my cousin without your intervention. Her chin tilted up in what appeared to be defiance. Adam was tempted to tell her what Polkinghorne had done while at Cambridge, only it wouldnt be fit for her tender ears.

She was dismissing him, and he was reluctant to leave her with Polkinghorne lingering about outside. Yet, if she persisted in being so dratted uppity, perhaps she merited her cousins attentions.

You will be safe? Adam queried, although why he should be concerned with this impudent piece eluded him.

A maid is with me. Claude had told her to go away. She gave a small woman garbed in gray a narrow look. I will not have her accompany me again. Claude has a way of intimidating the servants. They seem to think I will succumb to his blandishments and marry the clod.

You do not hold your cousin in high regard, I gather. Adam waited while she selected an assortment of pastries, then walked at her side when she left the fragrant warmth of the little shop.

Once outside and away from the inquiring eyes and ears of the bakers wife, she answered him. No. He was an utter toad as a child and age has not improved him. I have the feeling that you know him fairly well. She turned to gaze at him with patent curiosity.

Adam glanced off to see Polkinghorne in the distance, not far from The Feathers inn. True. We were at Cambridge at the same time.

She grimaced. How fortunate for you. I suspect you could offer some famous tales of his exploits. Her voice held a dry note. She walked a few steps to where a gig awaited her, the groom watching Adam with suspicious eyes. You intend to meet the earl?

I would like to. I have heard such interesting stories about him. He is my great-uncle, and from what my rather has said, that house is just as fascinating as he is.

If you like collections and old things and the like, it is. You plan to remain here for a time? She paused by the carriage, turning to face him.

Adam repressed a grin at her forwardness. It wasnt the done thing for a young lady to be so curious about a stranger. She was indeed a madcap. If staying in Peelbridge meant he might see her again, he would stay as long as possible. Yes. Even if my great-uncle is not interested in meeting me, I should like to explore the area.

She entered the gig and with capable hands took the reins from the groom. I would not be the least surprised if he summons you to Stanwell Hall. He is not given to much entertaining, but he is a curious man. You wait and see. You will have the opportunity to go through the entire place.

The maid went around to the far side and climbed into the gig, waiting with sullen patience.

Adam tipped his nicely brushed beaver hat. I shall look forward to seeing you again, Miss Lawrence. Perhaps you can instruct me on the history of this area?

There is a decent guide book available. The Feathers ought to have a copy. Her gaze swept over him, reminding Adam that he had been a bit too forward with a young woman he didnt know, never mind that she had done the same.

Adam stepped back, acknowledging her curt, but admittedly proper, set down. He earned it. No matter how much he would like to spend time with this beautiful creature, he was a stranger about whom she knew nothing, other than that he was a member of the Herbert family. He watched as she deftly flicked the reins, departing without so much as a glance in his direction. Miss Lawrence did not flirt.

* * * *

Emma capably guided the gig from the village back to her home. Brook Court might not be as splendid a place as Stanwell Hall, but the manor house was old and supposedly had entertained some famous people at one time or another.

While they clipped along at a smart pace she considered what had happened in the village. Really, she must persuade her father to convince Cousin Claude to leave her alone. Unless dearest Papa had succumbed to the notion that Claude would make an acceptable husband for her. Horrors!

This thought was so dire that she nearly dropped the reins. Only the dismayed gasp of the maid brought her to her senses.

Once at Brook Court, she left the gig in the care of the groom and ignored the subdued maid as she went to seek out her father. She found him in his study, a paneled room with ample space for his desk and books.

Papa, I have returned from the village with your special pastries. She placed the neat parcel on his desk. Tell me, what do you think of my cousin Polkinghorne?

Hes not a bad sort of chap. He frowned at his only child from beneath bushy gray brows. Have you had a run-in with him again?

 I want you to know that no matter what, I will not marry Claude Polkinghorne. He is an utter toad!

Looks well enough to me.

I met someone this afternoon who knew him while at Cambridge. He did not appear to have a high opinion of my cousin.

Mr. Lawrence leaned back in his chair, one finger marking his place in the book he had been reading. A stranger here? Who?

George Herberts son, Adam. He rescued me from Claude.

He did, eh? Well, we shall see about that.

What do you mean by that. Papa?

Er, nothing, he said, his gaze sliding away evasively. You know the earl. Mr. Herbert will be called there in a trice.

Emma was pleased at the thought. Any man who could put Claude Polkinghorne out of countenance was one she could admire!




Chapter Two



It is as Mr. Chambers told you. Mr. Adam Herbert, your great-nephew, is staying at The Feathers in the village. Emma gave her old friend and neighbor an impish look. I believe he would like to meet you. Are you curious about him?

The Earl of Stanwell leaned against his high-backed armchair to study her where she perched on a nearby chair. You believe him when he claims to be a Herbert? He rubbed his chin, intrigued with the news she and Mr. Chambers had brought to him.

Definitely. Not only does he have a well-bred air about him, he also has that lovely auburn hair and gray eyes, and he has the Herbert nose. She suspected her voice had a touch of mischief in it, and probably her eyes as well. Emma knew that the particular combination of hair and eye color combined with the claim to the Herbert nose would arouse the earls curiosity.

The Herbert nose, my dear? And, pray tell, what is so particular about my nose? the earl growled.

She wasnt fooled in the least by his show of fierceness. She had long suspected that underneath that stern exterior existed a sentimental heart.

It really exists, you know. If you study the paintings in the gallery and halls around this vast pile, you will discover what you probably know and may not admityou all have the same nose. Come to think on it, auburn hair and gray eyes stay in the family as well. Emma tilted her head, casting a glance at the earl, then to a painting that hung over the mantel of the great hall fireplace. Look. You can see it in the painting of your father.

The earl did as bid. Well, he muttered, one painting does not account for them all. I suppose you think I ought to invite this young scamp to stay here?

Well, he came to my rescue like a knight-errant when Claude was being tiresome again, so I dont think hes a scamp. Those long legs of his reached us in seconds. She thought for a few moments, considering the matter. I dont think Claude likes him, and I am quite certain Mr. Herbert does not like Claude. He looked at him quite as though my vexing cousin was a nasty sort of insect recently crawled out from under a rock. It was delightful the way he intimidated Claude into releasing my arm. She shrugged and chuckled at the memory. I must say, he cowed Claude rather quickly. I cant help but wonder what Mr. Herbert knows about Claude.

Why does your father allow that puppy to bother you? the earl demanded. Then he thought a minute before continuing. But, now you have me intrigued. Anyone who can see through your cousin is bound to be agreeable. So, shall I send a footman to fetch young Mr. Adam Herbert here?

Indeed, do. But do not send your coach. I believe he has his own carriage, for the pastry shopkeeper told my maid that the newcomer owned a superior vehicle and a fine horse. One of your suitably imposing footmen ought to impress the village to a man... and woman.

Oh, ho! Is the young man more than presentable? The earls gaze pierced Emmas calm mien.

Emma was glad that she didnt blush easily. Even her old friend could discompose her at times. Aye, I should say he would please you. He is no blot on the family tree at any rate. At least from what I could tell. And that was an understatement if she had ever made one. Mr. Herbert is a gentleman of handsome appearance.

His gray eyes had flashed with anger when he found Claude using her so ill. She had been only too glad to take refuge beside that tall, well-built man. Claude wouldnt actually harm her, but he could be so annoying.

I would say he would be an addition to any gathering and likely have many young ladies swooning over him! Emma added. When Mr. Herbert had parted from her side, the memory of his engaging smile had lingered in her mind for quite some time. She had tried to be severe, not wishing to give him the impression she was a hoyden. But shed not be averse to having that smile trained on her again.

The earl rubbed his chin for a few moments, then summoned his butler, a fellow who was a contemporary of the earl, only more white on top, something that pleased the earl no end. After giving Newton instructions regarding young Mr. Herbert, the earl returned his attention to Emma.

So, what shall I do to entertain this fellow? For I am certain you have something in mind. He rubbed his chin again, looking to Emma for her reaction.

No assemblies are to be had in the summer, I fear. This is true for any theater or musical presentations as well, not that we ever go. Perhaps you might offer a musical evening or a ball here? You have not given a ball in ever so long, and I do love to dance. Emma hoped this might be the case. Since her mother died there had been little or no entertaining at Brook Court and a trip to Salisbury for an assembly simply didnt happen.

Have I mentioned recently that you are an impertinent miss? He waggled a finger at her in admonition. Yes, I know you love these affairs.

Especially since Papa cannot or will not do anything. How I am to find a husband when he will not give me a Season in London much less attend an assembly in Salisbury or stay in Bath is beyond me. This particular neglect especially irked her. As much as she loved her father, she wanted to marry and have a family of her own. The thought of lingering on at Brook Court into spinsterhood was enough to give her the green melancholy.

You think young Herbert might do?

No! I did not say that. Actually It is just... I long for some gaiety, music, and laughter. Our house is become dull and dreary. Dont you know that is why I am here so often? She flashed him a wide and totally unrepentant grin.

Ha! I knew it wasnt the pleasure of my old company. Summon the tea tray and I will consider what you have said. I shall consult with Sophia about it.

Emma compressed a smile. I suspect the countess will agree with me. I believe she enjoys planning parties as much as I enjoy attending them.

Conspiracy! Thats what it is. You women. The earl frowned, looking fierce.

And what is the matter with us women, pray tell? the countess cried, entering the room in time to hear the earls last remark.

Emma rose to curtsy to the charming older lady, who was always dressed in the latest style from London. Your husband was contemplating what we might do to entertain his great-nephew when he comes.

I was unaware we were to have company. Charles, did you mention it and I forgot? She approached her husband, giving him a shrewd look.

Emma just informed me that a young Mr. Herbert is in the village at The Feathers. Georges son, I should imagine. Come here to see the area and if possible this pile of old stones.

And to meet you as well, my lord, Emma reminded.

Hmpf. The earl glared at her again.

I recall meeting your nephew George many years ago, Sophia said. He seemed an amiable gentleman. I believe he had five daughters in addition to this son? The countess seated herself in a matching high-back armchair, placing her feet neatly upon a small stool, for she was much shorter than her husband, as well as younger.

If you know, why ask me? the earl snapped out in his customary testy manner.

The countess turned to Emma, pinning her in place with a questioning look. What does this young man look like, pray tell? I assume you met him?

Indeed. He rescued me from Claude. Mr. Adam Herbert is quite tall and slender, although of athletic build, with auburn hair and fine gray eyes. He beats old Claude to flinders as looks go.

She says he has the Herbert nose. Is there a Herbert nose, my dear? the earl demanded, sending his wife a challenging look.

Of course there is, Charles. Emma has the right of it. It will be interesting to see this young man. You sent for him, of course? She raised her brows in question.

Hmpf.

Which means of course he did, Emma said with a smile.

Folderol. Need to entertain him, I suppose? the earl grumbled.

Indeed, but nothing very taxing, the countess agreed. I should imagine he would like to see a race or two and we can give a ball here. Nothing much going on in Salisbury or Marlborough in late summer, she concluded.

The Journal lists few activities to be had, Emma replied, trying to recall what she had found in the Salisbury and Winchester Journal. Fellows Library received a new shipment of books. I sent off a request for several of the latest novels, she added quietly, knowing what the earl thought of novels.

I should think you might have learned to appreciate something more than novel reading at that expensive boarding school your father placed you in all those years.

Mrs. Cambell saw to it that I had the finest of music lessons, sirrah! There is no better teacher to be found in all of Salisbury, Emma retorted, darting a glance across the room where the fine harp stood. How she adored her harp. The ethereal music that floated forth soothed her heart, comforting her.

The earl nodded in the same direction, where the exquisite harp sat next to a long window that offered splendid light for seeing the music placed on the polished stand next to it.

I gather you wish me to play for you?

His dark gray eyes met hers. One of the reasons I tolerate your impertinence, my child, is to be entertained from time to time with the harp. I calculate it will help me appreciate the music when I get to heaven.

Oh, pooh, Emma exclaimed. She jumped up from her chair to drop a light kiss on his elderly head before she made her way to the beautiful instrument.

Emma intended to be part of the music festival in Salisbury come next St. Cecilias Day. Only the finest musicians were invited to play at the festival. She had qualified earlier in the year and wanted to play her very best for the occasion, hence her daily practice.

There was little enough for her to do at Brook Court. Her fathers housekeeper ran the house on oiled wheels. Papa saw to everything else. Except her. She had her music and books, but little else. Of course, there was always Claude to plague her hours. Emma seated herself before the harp even as she wondered if her father intended for her to accept her cousin one of these days. He made no effort to send the nodcock on his way.

The earl leaned back in his chair, tapping his foot in time to the lively music that sprang from the plucked strings of the harp. Its golden wood gleamed in the sunlight, and the delicate notes floated on the air to please the most discriminating ear. The room was soon filled with exquisite tones from the excellent instrument played by an accomplished artist.

Emma relished playing the superb Naderman harp the earl had ordered from France after the war. She also had many of Nadermans compositions. She played one now, having left the music here. It seemed she played here more than she did at home. Although her father liked to listen to a brief harp concerto in the evening from time to time, it was not something he tolerated often. She usually practiced in the mornings when Papa was off on his rounds with his agent.

The countess applauded when the music ended. The earl merely nodded his approval. Emma rejoined them in hopes of a good tea.

It was some minutes later, after the tea tray had been brought in, that the sounds of a visitor reached their ears. The little concert over, the three had gathered about the tray to enjoy the piping-hot Hyson tea and some of Cooks raspberry tarts.

Emma placed her cup on its saucer with care, then watched the wide archway with an anxious stare. What if she had been mistaken about the quality of the gentleman? She might have been so relieved to have Claude rebuffed that she had overreacted to Mr. Herbert and his fine gray eyes.

Mr. Adam Herbert, my lord, Newton declared, his mien indicating to Emma that he highly approved of the guest.

The tall young gentleman who presented himself possessed amazing self-assurance considering he was in the vastness of the Stanwell Hall great room. Tasteful Turkish carpets were scattered over the oak floor, while the finest of furnishings filled the great room with magnificent color and texture. Emma was so accustomed to the sight she was no longer impressed by it all. But glancing about, she could see where it might intimidate a person who had not been exposed to such glory before. Evidently Mr. Adam Herbert had been around a bit.

My lord, I am pleased to meet you, Mr. Herbert said politely. The simplicity of the statement and the lack of obvious toadying were bound to gratify the earl, who detested toads quite heartily. I offer greetings from my father and mother.

Well, well. So you are Georges son. What brings you to this part of the world? The earl rubbed his jaw while studying the fine specimen of English manhood before him.

To be honest, I wished to see the area where my esteemed father grew up. Ill not deny I hoped to make your acquaintance as welland perhaps see this venerable house. The guide books praise it highly.

So they do, the earl complained. Never know when some touristas they now call those travelers who persist in roaming about the country to see the sightswill show up at the front door wanting to be guided about the place. But Ill not be like that fellow Walpole who hides away while his cook shows Strawberry Hill to those pesky snoopers. Heard he said he ought to marry the woman, for she makes a small fortune from the viewings. Hmpf.

Come, join us for a cup of tea, the countess invited, ignoring her husbands animadversions.

Adam had been startled to see Miss Lawrence seated so cozily with the earl and countess, partaking of tea and tarts. He wondered if she was as sharp with them as she had been to him yesterday. He doubted the earl would tolerate such behavior, judging from his talk so far.

Thank you, I would welcome a cup of tea. This may be summer, but its been a cool one.

The subject of the unusual weather this year occupied them for a time.

Adam listened and watched Miss Lawrence as unobtrusively as he might. She was a woman beyond mere beauty, although beautiful she surely was. She possessed a simplicity of manner that pleased him. There were no fine airs to indicate that she was accustomed to hobnobbing with an earl and his countess, particularly an earl with the reputation of Stanwell. He was known to be a high stickler. Yet she remained simple, direct, although a bit incautious.

Do you have all you need for the Sunday school in Peetbridge, Emma? the countess inquired when there was a lull in the conversation. She turned to Adam to add, Our dear Emma has set up a Sunday school and takes an active role in it. She even teaches on occasion.

Aye, the earl said, But I do not like that she follows the tykes home to see how they are cared for. Leave that to the parson.

Adam turned an admiring pair of eyes on this amazing young woman. None of his admittedly competent sisters had actually started or led a Sunday school. What a wife she would make for some vicar! And what a pity that he could not hope for such a position, much less the money to sustain a wife and family. She looked to be accustomed to the finest in life. Adam knew enough about womens dress to know that hers was excellent quality and of recent style. She was not some poor relation, for certain.

Indeed, the countess said, Emmas kindness and concern is not limited to children. She keeps an eye on the elderly as well.

And that is another bone I have to pick with you, young lady, the earl declared, wagging his finger at her. I want a list of those old biddies you see.

Adam repressed a grin when he spotted the blush that crept over Miss Lawrences alluring skin. Her name, Emma, had a lovely ring to it, as lovely as she was.

Stop, please! Miss Lawrence cried, putting forth a hand in protest. You make me sound the veriest prig. I have so little to occupy my days, it is small wonder I need something to do. I fear I am utterly dreadful at watercolors and simply cannot embroider worth two pence. You wouldnt have me sit all day with folded hands?

You practice every day, my dear? the countess asked while pouring more tea for Adam. To Adam she said, Emma plays the harp with great skill. We are very proud of her ability. Later, she will play something for you.

I should like that very much. Adam watched her blush deepen. Knowing his sisters, hed wager she was not given to blushing easily. She didnt seem the sort. From her behavior at the pastry shop hed have said she was rather rash and headstrong.

He was of a sudden extremely glad he had decided to visit Peetbridge and his great-uncle. Miss Lawrence was worth the trip all by herself.

Emma was certain her face was on fire. Why, oh why did the countess and the earl persist in this praise? It was as she said, she had to have something to occupy her days, and why not something that did some good instead of an insipid watercolor or a mangled piece of embroidery?

Tell me of your family, the earl insisted. You have five sisters, I gather?

Claudia is Lady Fairfax, recently widowed Im sorry to say. Then comes Nympha, who is married to Lord Nicholas Stanhope. She is heiress to the Coxmoor fortune, and they will live part of the year in Nottinghamshire, the other near my parents on Nicks estate.

Even I have heard of the Coxmoor wealth, the earl said, looking rather impressed.

Priscilla is married to Earl Latimer. She met him while staying with Aunt Mercy Herbert.

So, Mercy has taken to being a matchmaker? Hmpf.

Drusilla is to marry the Marquess of Brentford this fall. And Tabitha is wed to Lord Latham, whose property is in Rustcombe, not far from where we live.

Impressive, I must say, the countess remarked, looking quite surprised at the information about her great-nieces.

Your parents have done extremely well in disposing of their daughters. What about you? What plans do you have? Are you thinking of entering the ministry as your father did?

Well, even if I did wish to become a parson, there simply are no vacancies available. Since retirement is something most of them disregard, not having the money upon which to live, few openings occur.

But you say even if I wish which tells me that you are not particularly interested in that field of endeavor. What does interest you? The earl studied his young relative with disconcerting thoroughness.

I would like to learn land management. Perhaps I can apprentice to someone who is a bailiff or steward. It is an honorable profession.

The earl explored this topic for a time while Emma sat quietly, deep in thought. No matter that his sisters had married or were to marry very well, it seemed to her that Mr. Adam Herbert was in need of money, his father being no more than a parson. Had someone in the village revealed that she was an heiress? That she was an only child to a man who possessed great wealth? Even if she married before he died, she would have an income of five thousand pounds per annum. Upon his death she would inherit his estate, all the land and money. He had no title and there was nothing like an entail to the property. All of a sudden she was suspicious of Mr. Herbert. It was just too pat.

But the earl found no want in his great-nephew, that much was obvious. Apparently Adam Herbert passed all tests with flying colors.

Emma wanted to sniff, but knew better than to do so. She would take care in her dealings with this gentleman. It paid to be wary!






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   





Ops/images/img1.jpg





