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Chapter One 

“An Impossible Venture”
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“EXCELLENT, PHILIPS! Lord Maitland’s references are excellent!”

“Yes, madam. I should say he is perfect.”  

“Indeed, he is.” Felicity Rhoades reread the letter she had only today received from the Earl of Maitland’s solicitor in London. “He appears to be exactly the sort of person I wished to attract to Rhoades Arbor. Mr. Featherstone says the gentleman has recently returned to England from the Peninsula; that he sold his commission in the army and is desirous of a month of complete rest before taking up his new duties.” 

“He sounds perfect, indeed, madam.” Though Philips’s tone and demeanor bespoke that of a butler, his dress this morning more closely resembled a workman; rough breeches and a soiled shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Presently, he was engaged in securing the top of a pie-crust tea table to its base. “Placing an advertisement in the London Times in order to attract boarders was quite a good idea of yours,” he added conversationally.

“It is just as I have maintained since the beginning, Philips, there are not nearly enough respectable establishments in the country that cater to the needs of Quality. One could hardly expect an earl to put himself up for an entire month at a common roadside inn. Here, he need never fear rubbing shoulders with undesirables. I daresay, my idea is at last taking hold.” Despite the fact, Felicity added to herself, that her brother Robert thought she had windmills in her head.

True, setting up housekeeping on one’s own was brazen enough for an unmarried lady of two and twenty, but to actually “enter trade” was, according to Robert, nothing short of scandalous. “This scheme of yours is utter rubbish, Felicity! You will lose your entire inheritance, and upon trying to re-enter society, you will be shunned by everyone of consequence. Is that what you wish?”

“How do you propose I make a living for myself now that I am a widow?” Felicity had demanded of him the last time the two of them attempted to discuss the matter.

“You could do as any well-bred young lady does. Marry again.”

“I have been married once,” Felicity reminded him icily, “and I have no intention of ever doing so again.”

Robert glared at her. “Your marriage could not have been so bad as all that.”

“You do not know the half of it,” Felicity muttered. “I thank God every day that I bore the man no children, otherwise I should be obliged to also bear his name. And that is something I refuse to do!”

Robert’s eyes, the same arresting shade of clear blue-green as Felicity’s, narrowed. “You are the outside of enough, Felicity. Just what exactly do you propose to call yourself now?”

“I am Mrs. Rhoades.”

Robert shook his head with derision. “When you could be Lady Newbury. The only one in the family to have a valid claim to a title and instead of reveling in your good fortune, you choose instead to turn your back on it and walk away. You are completely over the edge, Felicity.”

“I am no such thing!”

“Well, it isn’t right. And neither is what you propose doing with Newbury Farm. William would rise up from the grave and bring a halt to the proceedings straightaway if he knew what you intended!”

“Well, my former husband can have no say in the matter now, can he?” And neither can you, she had nearly added, but out of respect for her elder brother, she refrained. “What I do with my very own property and my share of our inheritance is my business and well you know it.”

The discussion had ended, as it always did, at an impasse. Reflecting now on the events that had brought her to this point in her life, Felicity’s stomach churned afresh. She could do as she pleased now. And, it was not as if the freedom to do so hadn’t been a long time coming. William had been dead four long years, during which time Felicity had dutifully tended his ailing parents. When they had at last passed away, she had removed to her brother Robert’s household in time to witness the death of his young wife as she gave birth to twin boys. At once, Felicity had stepped in to become both nursemaid and mother to the tiny babies. Then, just over one year ago, within weeks of one another, her own parents had been carried away, and soon after that, Robert had remarried.

On her own at last, Felicity had decided to remove again to the property she had inherited from her husband’s meager estate, Newbury Farm, and with the small sum left to her by her parents, to refurbish the once grand manor house to her own liking. Her plan was to take in boarders. Oh, not the common variety. Rhoades Arbor was to be a respectable establishment, a sort of country retreat for select members of the upper crust who perhaps did not have access to a rural home.

Seated before the newly polished little writing desk in one corner of the drawing room, Felicity gazed about the spacious room with pride. Her renovation project was nearly complete. All except the west wing; which, with the money she’d realize from the Earl of Maitland’s month long stay here, she would be able to complete to satisfaction. She couldn’t be happier, she thought, her blue-green eyes traveling over the freshly painted and papered drawing room. Its lovely row of mullioned windows overlooked a restful expanse of newly clipped green velvet lawn, the view extending over the rolling meadow to the small pond in the dell.

“The house and grounds look vastly different than they did when we first came here, do they not, Philips?”

“You have worked very hard, madam.”

A warm smile curved Felicity’s lips. “I could not have done it without your help, Philips.”

When she had hired Philips, a large man with a muscular build, she had not looked too closely at his references, or questioned him too greatly as to why he was unemployed at the moment. Though Philips professed to have once been a gentleman’s gentleman, and before that, a butler, he had proved far more capable than that. Felicity knew she would need a man to help with the heavy work, clearing away two decades of vines and undergrowth from the fruit orchards and the berry arbors, and repairing dilapidated fences, broken shutters, and whatever else she came across that needed fixing. And, when she finally opened Rhoades Arbor, she would, of course, need a butler. Philips suited perfectly.

“You have proved far more talented than I could have hoped, Philips,” she said. “You are a true jack-of-all-trades. And a friend.” She sighed with pleasure. “Soon we shall reap the harvest from all our hard work.” She turned again to the crisp sheet of linen paper in her hand. “To think, the Earl of Maitland himself wishes to spend an entire month at Rhoades Arbor. It is more than I could have hoped for.” Her eyes rapidly scanned the page again. “I wonder if he saw active duty on the Continent, or perhaps he was wounded, and that is why he is seeking rest.”

“I couldn’t say, madam.”

Felicity did not hear the butler’s reply; already she had taken up pen and paper and was busy composing a letter of acceptance to the earl’s solicitor, Mr. Featherstone, in London.

******
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IN LONDON, PRESTON Ross, the sixth Earl of Maitland, alighted from his carriage in front of his solicitor’s office and walked across the cobbled flagway, only slightly aware of the prick of pain in his upper thigh . . . a bleak reminder of the gentleman’s final day of active duty on Spanish soil. Ironic, thought Lord Maitland, that after surviving a full ten years of service without a scratch, he had, on his very last day, sustained what could have been a crippling blow. Intent upon stealing the British officer’s horse, a French deserter had tried to run his bayonet through Maitland’s leg. Maitland, refusing to surrender his steed, had successfully warded off the attack, but upon observing the raw anguish in the man’s eyes, he had given in to a rare urge to spare the fellow’s life. Later, he had chastised himself for such a blatant display of weakness, though he took a modicum of comfort from the fact that one less name would now be added to the growing list of war dead, albeit on the enemies roll.

It was time, Maitland believed, that the fighting on both sides came to an end. At eight and twenty, he was weary of endless skirmishes, of plotting new maneuvers, of leading his men into battle. It was this weariness that, at last, convinced him to sell his colours and retire to his family’s country-seat in Berkshire. Just enough energy remained within him to put the once grand estate to rights again. Afterward, Maitland looked forward to settling down to enjoy the privileged life that was his birthright.

“Afternoon,” Lord Maitland said, nodding to the young clerk perched on a stool behind the counter in Mr. Featherstone’s office.

“Good afternoon, your lordship, Mr. Featherstone is expecting you.”

“I am in no hurry,” Maitland returned quietly.

He was, after all, already a man of leisure. Truth was, however, he rather missed having the army’s rigid rules and regulations to adhere to. Discipline was good for a man’s soul. It protected him from the hurtful side of life, from giving in to weaknesses, from raw, unbidden emotions whose only function was to rip a man’s heart out. Too many times on the battlefield, Maitland had observed emotional displays from undisciplined men, men who were no more than children, crying like babies for their mamas or sweethearts to hold them while the very breath of life slipped from their lungs. It had tugged at Maitland’s heart to see such displays of weakness, but as usual, he kept his deepest feelings hidden. He had no choice. As an officer, it was his duty to be strong.

Seated inside the doorway, Maitland removed one glove, his interest drawn to the garnet signet ring now gracing the third finger of his right hand. The ring had been his father’s and his father’s before him. Now, it belonged to Maitland, the title that accompanied it signifying for him a new beginning, a new life. Still, apart from the fact that Maitland was now no longer a soldier who spent his days fighting on one battlefield or another, he expected little else about him life to change.

His thoughts turned to the admittedly monumental task that awaited him now in the country. The family seat in Berkshire had fallen into gross disrepair. In fact, it was uninhabitable. Only a few servants remained and during the past several years, even they had removed to the dower house. Maitland’s aged parents had lived out their final years at the family’s city dwelling in Mayfair. But upon their death, even that had been closed up. Maitland was currently staying with friends in London, but the chaos of city life being not to his liking, he was eager now to remove to the country.

“Lord Maitland!” called Mr. Featherstone from the corridor beyond the clerk, “do come in. I’ve good news for you, sir.”

“Splendid.” Maitland rose to his feet.

Drawing up a chair in the solicitor’s small cubicle, Lord Maitland listened with interest as Mr. Featherstone enlightened him on the various details regarding his late father’s investments and the prospects of selling another of the Maitland holdings in the north country. Finally, he got round to the new Earl of Maitland’s primary concern, the family seat in Berkshire.

“Per your instructions, my lord, I secured a competent bailiff for you some months back. From what I understand he has already made headway in collecting back rents due from the tenants and is about to hire contractors to begin restoration on the main house. However,” the solicitor looked up, “he thought he should wait for final instructions from you.”

Maitland nodded. “Very good, I am most anxious to meet with him. The man’s name is . . .?”

“Tidwell. He and his family have moved into one of the smaller cottages, and . . .” Mr. Featherstone shuffled through some papers on his desk, “ah, yes, here it is. As I mentioned in my last letter, since it is unlikely that you will want to take up residence in the dower house, which I understand from Tidwell, is in much the same condition as the main house, I took the liberty of making interim living arrangements for you.”

“I see.” Maitland nodded his approval again and leaned back in his chair to listen.

“The place is called . . . ” he shuffled the papers again, “Rhoades Arbor.”

Maitland’s brows drew together. “Don’t believe I’ve heard of it. Near Reading, is it? I shouldn’t want to be too far afield from Maitland. While I do plan to rest a bit before I begin my work in earnest, I shouldn’t want to waste precious time traveling back and forth each day, you understand.”

“Oh, no sir, I completely understand your position there, sir. I believe Rhoades Arbor to be not above half an hour’s ride from Maitland.” He turned to another sheet of paper upon which was drawn a simple map. “The Arbor seems to be . . . just off the main highway, a bit north and east of Reading, I’d say.” He handed the page across to Maitland.

Maitland studied the diagram as Mr. Featherstone went on. “The establishment was formerly called Newbury Farm and was owned by Sir William Newbury. I believe the gentleman to have been knighted shortly before his death.”

“That so,” Maitland mused. “Acknowledged for service, was he? Now that I think on it, I do seem to recollect the place, although it has been well over two decades since I was in the area. Quite showy in the springtime, orchards in full bloom, well-tended gardens, the like. Though I do not recall it being a lodging establishment.”

“That is a recent development, sir. Appears the property has only just changed hands and been completely modernized by the new owner.”

“Ah. Very well, then. It sounds ideal for my needs, Featherstone. You’ve been very thorough.”

The solicitor smiled and held up yet another sheet of paper. “The proprietor’s letter of acceptance. There is the matter of your signature, sir.”

“Signature?”

Maitland reached for the document and began to study it. “This Mrs. Rhoades . . . is she . . .?”

“Quite reputable, your lordship. Her father was a clergyman, I understand, though he is no longer living. In Mrs. Rhoades first letter, she mentioned having been a governess as a young woman. She is presently a widow. It is evident from the wording of the document and the attached advertisement that she runs a reputable establishment, sir.” Mr. Featherstone smiled. “She was quite adamant about securing proper references from her boarders. Of course you passed muster, sir.”

“Of course.” Without signing it, Maitland neatly folded up the letter and the map and slipped them both into his coat pocket.

Standing, he reached to shake Mr. Featherstone’s hand.

“I expect you are finding city life far less grueling than the battlefield, eh, my lord?”

Maitland nodded. “Indeed. Though the constant snarl of traffic is not to my liking. One would think something could be done about it. I admit I am quite looking forward to the tranquility of country living.”

“I am confident you will find what you are looking for at Rhoades Arbor, sir.”

“I’ve no doubt that I will, Featherstone; no doubt that I will.”

*****
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FELICITY WAS IN A PELTER. Her first boarders were expected to arrive later this afternoon and she was having the devil of a time getting the new draperies in the front bedchamber to hang properly. She had decided this room would serve for an elderly gentleman by the name of Mr. Tweed, who, along with his nurse, was coming to stay for the next week. After that, she would turn the suite of rooms over to the Pindiddle sisters, Miss Lucinda and her younger sister, Miss Amelia, or was it the other way around? Felicity wasn’t sure, but that hardly signified now. She had a week to get the minor details about her guests straight and only a few hours to get the folds of the new curtains to hang straight.

If only she were a few inches taller! For most of her life, she had enjoyed being rather small in stature. It made her feel feminine. But, for the past five months, she had loathed her diminutive size. She could never quite reach the top shelf of a cupboard she was cleaning, or move pieces of furniture that shouldn’t be difficult to shift about, and now this. She climbed down from the ladder Philips had drug into the room for her and moved it a few inches closer to the window. Maybe, if she . . . 

“So. There you are!”

Startled, Felicity’s golden head spun around. She hadn’t heard a carriage drive up. But then, who could hear anything above the noise Philips was making hammering the rose trellis back into place on the front gate? Her lips tightened when she saw who had entered the room unannounced. Debating her situation yet one more time with her older brother Robert was the last thing she needed to contend with today.

“As you can see, I am quite busy just now, Robert.”

A masculine version of Felicity’s finely arched brow lifted. “You look a fright. Felicity,” Robert said by way of greeting.

“I am working. I can hardly be expected to look the picture of perfection when I am . . .”

“You have not looked the picture of perfection in months, not since you embarked upon this impossible venture.”

Felicity gripped the rails of the ladder and slowly backed down. Her feet firmly on the ground, she turned to face her brother. He stood at least two heads taller than she. “A gentleman would offer to give a lady a hand,” she said tartly.

Robert snorted his impatience, slapping his gloves against his buckskin-clad thigh. “I will have no part of this nonsense and well you know it. The fact is, my dear, I have come to take you home.”

Felicity stared at him as if he had gone daft. Her chin elevated, she attempted to brush past him but he caught her about the wrist, halting her progress. She winced as his strong ringers dug into her flesh.

“You are hurting me, Robert!”

“You are hurting yourself, peagoose. I will brook no objection this time. I insist you pack your bags and return home with me straightaway.”

“I have guests coming today, one of . . . ” she bit her lip to keep from telling him that among her first lodgers was an earl! Robert would likely scoff and accuse her of fabricating. Instead, she wrenched free of his hold and stood rubbing the red spot on her arm where his fingers had so roughly gripped it.

“The twins need you!” Robert next exclaimed. “You have been the only mother my sons have known since birth.”

“But I am not their mother. You’ve a wife now. Libby is the proper one to be the boys’ mother.”

“Libby is little more than a child herself! She knows nothing of children.”

Felicity tried to bite back an angry retort, but found she simply couldn’t. “Your new bride should know plenty about children, considering she so recently was one!”

“For pity sakes, Felicity, my wife is only seventeen years of age. Have a care.”

“Your family problems are none of my concern. You should have taken Libby’s age into account before you married a girl fresh from the schoolroom.”

“At the time it did not occur to me that my own sister . . . dependable, responsible Felicity . . . would desert her own nephews! What would Mother say if she were still alive?”

Felicity’s stomach churned. “You know very well what our parents would say. I would be told what to do and that would be the end of it.”

Becoming visibly agitated by his younger sister’s stubborn refusal to comply with his wishes, Robert paced. Felicity’s lips tightened when she noted the scuff marks his polished Hessians were making on her freshly scrubbed floor. “If you don’t mind, Robert . . . ”

He whirled to face her. “Father would never have allowed you to spend his money refurbishing . . . this useless relic of a farm! To say nothing of your late husband’s feelings on the matter!”

Felicity sniffed. “Oddly enough, I believe William would be quite pleased with what I have done to the house. You must admit it has never looked quite so grand. Of course, the vegetable garden I’ve planned is not yet in place, but I have made a good start.”

Reaching to hold back a lopsided curtain, Robert peered out, his gaze alighting on a new stretch of fence that Philips had whitewashed. Suddenly he whirled about again, his features contorted angrily.

“I insist you give up this nonsense at once, Felicity! It was an impulsive idea at best and I will not have it. You belong at home with Libby and myself, minding your duties with the twins. They need you. They cry constantly. ‘Til we decide what’s to be done with this relic, we can leave it in the care of that . . . that oaf you hired to tend it. He has done the lion’s share of the work already, it shouldn’t be difficult to sell.”

Felicity’s eyes narrowed with fury. “I have worked every bit as long and hard as Philips, and I have no intention of selling my home. Now,”  she was so furious she was actually trembling, “I insist you leave me to my work. My first guest is scheduled to arrive this evening and I intend to have these draperies in place.” She stalked toward the ladder and deliberately began to climb up it.

“Pah! I will not have it, Felicity!” Robert grabbed hold of one side of the ladder and shook it roughly.

“Stop it, Robert!” Felicity screamed.

In seconds, Philips appeared in the doorway, his rugged face an angry scowl.

“It’s alright. Philips. My brother was just leaving.”

Apparently realizing he’d been beaten by the pair of them, Robert pursed his lips and made a cursory move toward the door. “Very well, Felicity, I shall leave you to your . . . your folly. But, I warn you; this is not over. Not by a long chalk.”
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Chapter Two 

“A Headless Horseman . . .”
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FELICITY PAID HER BROTHER’S threat no mind until late the following evening. By then, several of her guests had already arrived, Mr. Tweed and his nurse, Miss Hall, and a Mrs. Leads from London. By nine of the clock, the evening meal was over and everyone was settled comfortably in their respective bedchambers. Even Felicity was about to turn in when suddenly a loud disturbance arose on the graveled drive in front of the house. Looking a bit alarmed, Philips strode to the door and flung it open.

“Lord Maitland requires aid, man! Come at once!”

Without a word, Philips ran outdoors and moments later, Felicity watched in horror as he and the wide-eyed coachman who had summoned their help carried the prone body of an elegantly dressed gentleman between them.

Since Philips knew that the grandest bedchamber had been prepared for Lord Maitland, he led the way down the uncarpeted corridor and into the darkened room. Felicity was close behind them holding a flickering candlestick above her head. Catching a glimpse of the Earl of Maitland’s ashen face in the pool of light that fell onto the bed, her heart leapt to her throat.

“What happened?” she demanded of the coach driver. “He isn’t . . . is he?”

“We was set upon by . . . well, we was set upon by . . . by somethin’, ma’am.” The man’s red-rimmed eyes were round with fright. “I be on my way now, ma’am.” With that, he turned to flee. 

Philips halted him in the doorway. “I expect his lordship has baggage.”

“Indeed, he does, sir. But I done throwed it to the ground. I be gone now.” And he was.

Philips flung a puzzled gaze at Felicity. “I’ll just see to the gentleman’s bags, ma’am.”

“Thank you, Philips.” Felicity turned again to the gentleman lying on the bed. He was a large man, though not nearly so muscular as Philips. He was more on the order of her brother Robert, though she knew that Robert often resorted to artificial means to enhance various parts of his body. Something told her this gentleman was the genuine article. Every last inch of him.

Edging closer to the bed, she stole a concerned peek at Lord Maitland’s powerful torso. No blood spots or gaping holes were visible on his crisp white shirt front, or his embroidered waistcoat. She wondered if she should be so bold as to lift back the lapels of his jacket just to be sure he had not been shot, or stabbed. Highwaymen often carried knives.

She reached a hand out, then drew it back. What if he suddenly opened his eyes and thought she was in search of his valuables, or worse, that she meant to undress him! She decided to wait for Philips. Perhaps by the time he returned, he would have ascertained precisely what had happened and they would know what could be done for the Earl of Maitland.

Waiting, she couldn’t resist lowering the flickering candle for a closer look at the gentleman’s face. But, just then, Philips appeared in the entryway carrying two bags, a large one and a smaller leather case, which Felicity assumed held the gentleman’s toiletry items. She hurriedly set the candlestick down on the small table beside the bed as Philips deposited his load just inside the doorway.

“Driver was queer as Dick’s hatband,” Philips marveled. “Lit out like a man crazed.”

“Did he tell you what happened? Should we send for a doctor? Was his lordship shot?”

Philips’s gaze flicked to Lord Maitland, still lying unconscious on the bed. “Coachman said his outrider disappeared into the woods just after the attack . . . and his lordship barely escaped with his life.”

“Oh!” Felicity sucked in her breath and looked down at the sleeping gentleman again. “But we’ve heard nothing about highwaymen or footpads hereabouts, who could have . . .?” At that exact moment, she remembered Robert’s veiled threat of two days ago. No! It couldn’t be. When Robert was angry or upset, he could be loud and even abusive at times, but he would never . . . no! She refused to believe this was Robert’s doing. But, still . . . she felt a tight knot of fear form in the pit of her stomach.

“Perhaps we should try to rouse the gentleman,” she said to Philips. “Surely, he will know what happened.”

“Very well. If you’ll tell me where the brandy is.”

Felicity’s head jerked up. “Philips!”

“For his lordship,” Philips replied evenly.

“Oh.” Felicity scampered from the room and returned seconds later with an uncorked bottle and a glass. She watched as Philips slipped an arm beneath the Earl of Maitland’s strong shoulders and lifted his dark head a few inches off the pillow.

“If you could just assist me, please, madam.”

Felicity sprang to his side. “What would you have me do?”

“Try to get a dram or two into his mouth.”

Felicity did as she was told and sure enough, the gentleman’s eyelids fluttered open as he swallowed convulsively, then coughed. Flinging Philips’s arms aside, the Earl of Maitland sat up on his own. “Where am I?  What . . .?”

Felicity handed the bottle of brandy to Philips, and he stepped wordlessly into the shadows.

“Where am I?” the Earl of Maitland demanded, his eyes apparently searching out someone, or something, he recognized. “Who are you people?”

“I am Mrs. Rhoades,” Felicity said primly. “The proprietor of Rhoades Arbor. Your coach driver delivered you to us only moments ago. He said you had been set upon . . . ”

“My, God!” The Earl of Maitland’s gloved hands reached for his head. “It’s coming back to me now.” His chest began to heave.

“Do you need a doctor, sir?” Felicity leaned forward with concern. “Are you injured?”

Lord Maitland’s eyelids blinked rapidly as a bewildered look crossed his face. “No, no. I was not injured . . . ” But, one hand had strayed to the back of his head and he began to rub an apparently sore spot upon it.

“Are you certain you are unharmed?” Felicity asked again. “The coach driver could tell us nothing . . . or would tell us nothing. Perhaps you can enlighten us.”

Lord Maitland drew in another breath and Felicity noted with alarm that his expression still appeared dazed.

“We were, indeed, set upon,” the earl began. “A man . . . on a black steed. He was waving a pistol, and,” . . . the earl’s nostrils flared as he fought for air . . . “he was carrying a . . . ”

Felicity bit her lower lip. “What? What was the highwayman carrying, Lord Maitland?”

Maitland looked up and directly into Felicity’s eyes, almost as if he were just now noticing that she was actually standing there. “He . . . he was carrying...” Suddenly, the earl’s shoulders sagged, and his face went ashen. “The man was carrying . . . his own head.”

“Oh!” Felicity cried, a hand flying to her mouth.

From the shadows behind her, she heard Philips murmur, “The headless horseman.”

Recovering herself almost instantly, Felicity flung a reproachful look at Philips. She moved a step closer to the bed and, in her most soothing tone, said, “You’ve had a frightful scare tonight, sir. What you need is a good night’s rest. There now, lie back again. Philips will bring you a nice mug of warm milk. Philips,” she instructed, “wake Mrs. Allen, have her prepare a tumbler of milk and bring it to me, at once.”

After the milk had been administered and Lord Maitland seemed to again be resting peacefully, Felicity still was not certain what she should do. Stay behind and see that Lord Maitland stayed calm and remained in his room, or leave the gentleman be and hope he didn’t wake up confused and wander off into the night. She was convinced the poor earl was definitely not right in the upper story and was clearly suffering from some sort of brain disorder. He did, indeed, need a month long rest in the country. Perhaps even longer.

She decided to station Philips on a cot just outside the earl’s bedchamber door for the night. Any untoward movement from within and Philips would hear. Tucking herself into bed, she couldn’t help feeling frightfully sorry for the gentleman. She wondered if the poor man’s mind would ever heal?

The following morning, Lord Maitland missed breakfast entirely, but Felicity decided that for now, the extra sleep would do him more good than food. He did, however, emerge from his bedchamber just before luncheon. Felicity saw him from where she stood polishing the diamond-paned window in the foyer. She fastened a gaze on the gentleman as he moved toward her. He was quite tall, taller than Robert, on a par with Philips, though more lean than muscular. He wore his hair fashionably long. It was thick and wavy, the color of rich, dark chocolate, as were his eyes. It struck her suddenly, that Lord Maitland was an inordinately handsome man, a fact she had failed to take note of in most other gentlemen these last years, due entirely, she believed, to her complete lack of interest in the male sex. What a pity this elegant gentleman suffered from such a severe mental disorder. Ailments of that sort were quite often permanent.

She continued to watch the tall man. He had a nice stride, she noted, more sure than uncertain. She’d have expected him to be a bit clumsy, considering his condition.

“And how do you feel this fine morning, my lord?” she asked as he drew nearer. She hoped her voice sounded bright and cheerful to him.

He seemed startled that she had addressed him. “I am well enough, thank you, miss.”

Had he totally forgot the events that transpired last evening, Felicity thought with alarm?  She addressed him again. “Perhaps you would care for a cup of coffee, or tea, sir? It is nearly time for luncheon. I am sure the pot has already boiled. You might enjoy taking a cup out on the verandah,” she suggested, smiling. “It is quite pleasant out there.”

Lord Maitland stopped before her, his dark eyes focused directly on her now. He still seemed unsure why she was speaking to him. “Perhaps you would direct me to the proprietor of this establishment, miss.”

Felicity’s smile turned indulgent. “I am Mrs. Rhoades, sir. We met last evening. But then, you were not quite yourself when you arrived.”

Lord Maitland stared at the young lady for a long moment. It was true, the events surrounding his arrival here last evening were somewhat of a blur in his mind. Odd, he had never suffered lapses of memory before.

He clearly recalled hiring the chaise and four in London, and beginning the trip early last evening. But, once he’d settled himself inside the coach, he’d quickly fallen asleep. From that point on, he had no clear memory at all. But then, he was still suffering from exhaustion. It was common for him to wake abruptly during the night, his nostrils stinging from the stench of death, his ears ringing from a real or imagined burst of cannonball. Last night had been no exception.

He had not meant to stay abed so long this morning, however. Laziness went against all that he stood for. He retired at the exact same time each evening and awoke at precisely the same time every morning. It had been that way for years; he had no intention of altering his routine now.

“Well, then, Mrs. Rhoades, may I thank you for looking after me. I feel sufficiently rested now and I am most anxious to go home. If I might avail myself of a mount from your stable.”

“Oh, no, sir,” Felicity cried. “I cannot allow it!”

Maitland’s eyes darkened. “I am not a prisoner here, Mrs. Rhoades. I merely wish to ride to my home and ascertain for myself the extent of the damage.”

“Oh, my Lord Maitland, do you think that a good idea? I mean . . . after last night? You did suffer quite a severe blow to your head. I’m sure it could not have helped matters any.”

Maitland’s brows pulled together in a scowl. Clearly, the young woman was misinformed about something.

“Please, my lord. Do you take a seat in the drawing room and allow me to fetch you a nice cup of tea. Tea can be quite soothing to the nerves, you know.” She indicated with the hand not holding the dust cloth which chamber was the drawing room.

Maitland glanced in that direction. The chamber to the left of the hall was large and sunny. For some reason, the comfortable looking chairs and sofas seemed to beckon him. “Well, perhaps one cup. Then I really must be on my way.”

Breathing a sigh of relief, Felicity ushered the tall gentleman to an over-stuffed wing chair in the center of the room. After he sat down, she managed to extract his hat and gloves from him. “I’ll have Philips put these in your room,” she said. “Philips is my butler,” she added, speaking rather loudly and enunciating her words carefully. “He helped you into bed last evening and . . . ” she nearly said, kept watch outside your door all night, but she caught herself. No need to unduly alarm the poor, sick man.

She turned to go, then felt, rather than saw, Lord Maitland rise again to his feet. She whirled to face him. “Where are you going now, my lord?”

He gave her a quizzical look. “To gaze from the window, Mrs. Rhoades. The view appears to be quite lovely.”

“Ah. Yes, yes it is. You can see all the way to the lake. Just there, do you see the pretty blue water?”

He flicked another odd look her way, then proceeded to the window and peered out. Felicity watched a second longer, then pushing down her anxiety, decided it was safe to leave him while she fetched the tea.

Yet, she kept a close watch on the gentleman during luncheon. The poor man’s dementia was worse than she feared. He actually meant to go home today! The dear, lost soul.

Eating her meal along with her guests in the common room, she wondered now if it was a good idea for Lord Maitland to mix with the others. Following his every move with her eyes, she thought if one did not know better, it would be hard to detect from just watching him that there was anything amiss. He displayed perfect manners at the table. Even now, he was conversing pleasantly with Mrs. Leads.

She was a motherly sort, gray hair, in her mid-to-late fifties. Felicity had meant to give the woman that nice suite of rooms . . . the blue bedchamber and lovely little sitting room . . . at the top of the stairs but, for some reason, Mrs. Leads had insisted upon a room on the ground floor. Early this morning, well before breakfast, Felicity had noticed Mrs. Leads in the garden. She carried a small notebook tucked under one arm and every now and again, she’d stop abruptly, jot something down, then take a few steps further, look about and make another notation. Felicity had wondered if the woman was a horticulturist.

She glanced now at Mr. Tweed. He and his spinsterish-looking nurse, Miss Hall, were both seated at the little round table in the corner of the room. There were three tables in all in the dining chamber. Two small ones and the large rectangular one in the center. The food was spread out on the buffet, with the guests being at liberty to fill and refill their own plates. By serving themselves. Felicity reasoned, she could cut down on the number of servants needed to run the household. As it was, she felt a bit strapped taking on both Philips and Mrs. Allen, the new cook-cum-housekeeper she’d pressed into service just two days ago. And, of course, there was Alice, a scullery and cleaning maid, whose duties extended to washing the mountain of soiled linen that accumulated each day. Maintaining such a household was one more reason Felicity must guard against the earl’s taking it into his head to up and leave. She was in desperate need of the money she’d realize from his lengthy stay here.

After luncheon, she was pleased to see Lord Maitland fall into step beside Mrs. Leads, the both of them taking a cup of tea with them onto the verandah.

Felicity turned to help Mrs. Allen clear away the dishes, then she walked to the drawing room, unable to resist peeking from a window in order to check on the whereabouts of her guests. Though it had been two full days since Mr. Tweed and his nurse had arrived, she still found it difficult to relax completely with virtual strangers about the house.

She caught a glimpse of Miss Hall helping her charge down the steps that led into the side garden, headed, she presumed, for the stone bench where the pair of them had whiled away the past two afternoons.

Closer in, she saw that Lord Maitland and Mrs. Leads were, indeed, still together, seated on high-backed chairs in a sunny spot on the porch. Hoping that meant the earl had abandoned his earlier plan to go home today, she decided it was safe again to turn her mind to other matters.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Three 

“A Dead Body in the Orchard?”
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FOR A GOOD HOUR, FELICITY worked feverishly, stripping the remains of faded green silk from an upstairs bedchamber wall. Feeling dirty and grimy, she suspected the dust swirling about her was at least a half-century old.

When a trickle of perspiration ran down her cheek, she swiped at it with the back of her hand and tramped across the debris littering the floor to fling open another window. The swoop of fresh air that rushed in felt good. She yanked off the mobcap she wore to prevent dust and creepy-crawly things from nesting in her hair, and vigorously shook the cap out the window. It was then she noticed the bank of dark clouds that were rolling in from the north.

Thinking that an afternoon shower would serve to bring her guests scurrying indoors, she decided she ought to go and check on Lord Maitland. In his condition, there was no saying what a loud clap of thunder or, Heaven forbid, a sudden crack of lightning would do.

On her way belowstairs, she paused in her chamber long enough to remove the oversized apron that covered her serviceable day frock and to splash cold water on her face and hands. Drying them quickly on her skirt, she hastened to the verandah. But what she found, or rather, didn't find there, caused a knot of fear to form in her stomach. Lord Maitland was nowhere in sight.

But Mrs. Leads hadn’t moved. With her gray head bent over her notebook, she was busy scribbling away. The woman glanced up as Felicity approached.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Rhoades. I’ve been having a perfectly lovely time sitting here on the . . . ” At apparently that exact moment, the woman noticed the rain clouds approaching. “Why, goodness me!” She laughed ruefully. “I’ve been so engrossed in my studies that I scarcely noticed the sun has disappeared altogether.”

“Where is Lord Maitland?” Felicity asked abruptly. “I had thought he was here with you.”

Quickly closing her notebook, Mrs. Leads smiled pleasantly. “What a delightful young man! And very well connected, too. We discovered we had several mutual acquaintances in London. Why, Lord Maitland’s aunt, Lady . . . ”

“I beg your pardon, Mrs. Leads, but I simply must know where Lord Maitland has got off to. He should not be . . . ”

“Why, I am sure there is no cause for alarm, Mrs. Rhoades. The gentleman is,” she pointed a finger toward the little lake that lay just beyond a low copse of trees, “there.”

Felicity’s eyes darted in that direction and sure enough, she spotted Lord Maitland sitting on a rock beside the cloudy blue water. In his hand was a thin reed, or stick, to which he had apparently attached a long string.

“He has gone angling,” Mrs. Leads said cheerily. “He said if he caught anything, he meant to have Cook prepare it this evening for his supper! Isn’t that clever of him?”

“Hmmm,” Felicity murmured. Then she turned a serious look on the matron, and said in a low tone, “I should like to ask you something, Mrs. Leads. It’s about Lord Maitland.”

The woman’s face became a question. “But I only just met the gentleman today, Mrs. Rhoades.”

Felicity hesitated. She did not wish to cause undue alarm amongst her other guests, yet . . . she couldn’t help feeling a certain responsibility for their safety. They were, after all, staying in her home. And if Lord Maitland were...well, dangerous. She decided to forge ahead. “Mrs. Leads, have you . . . noticed anything . . . well, untoward in the Earl of Maitland’s demeanor?”

Mrs. Leads looked shocked. “Why, absolutely not! Should I have? I daresay he has been the perfect gentleman to me. Quite. Were I to describe the man in a single word, I would say he is . . . impeccable.” Still wearing the shocked look on her face, she glanced toward the subject of their discussion, then back up at Felicity. “Why, I can’t think what you must be implying, Mrs. Rhoades.”

Suddenly Felicity felt consumed by guilt. She shouldn’t have said anything. “Forgive me, Mrs. Leads, I fear I have spoken out of turn. I beg you to please forget what I said. And, please, do not mention a word of this to the other guests, most especially his lordship.”

The expression on Mrs. Leads’ face became serious. “You may count on my complete cooperation, Mrs. Rhoades. It shall be our secret.”

Before Felicity had a chance to respond, huge raindrops
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