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      Under the wide skies of Norfolk, the market town of Little Foxbury is a charming and historic place.

      It boasts a ruined abbey, a sixteenth century church, a famous coaching inn, a monument to Boudicca’s rebellion, and an entry in the Domesday book. Ownership of the pile of stones that used to be a castle is disputed with the village of Wymond, a few miles to the east, in a mild feud that persists to this day.

      The town is home to a varied and (mostly) congenial assortment of inhabitants from farriers to farmers, blacksmiths to brewsters, and tradesmen and merchants of all descriptions. The self-described gentry usually go off to London for the Season, but everyone is home for hay-making and, in case of trouble, they will rally behind each other.

      Little Foxbury is a wonderful place to look for love…and to bring love home for good.
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      NORFOLK, 1815

      “Why do we have to wear black, Aunt Diana?” Victoria asked. It was a fair question, Diana admitted. The custom of children—of anyone—wearing black for mourning was just tradition. It had no reason behind it. Certainly not reasons a six year old would care about.

      “It’s to show people that we’re sad, so they won’t expect us to be happy,” she said. She laid the small black dresses on the bed, her heart twisting in her chest.

      “I’m not happy.” Dorothy—Dora—two years younger than Vicky, clung to Diana’s leg. She bent and picked her niece up, cuddling her comfortingly.

      “I know, sweetheart. None of us is happy.” The news of the shipwreck of her sister and brother-in-law, the girls’ parents, had come so unexpectedly, they were all still in shock. Diana sat down on the bed, and Vicky sat beside her, holding her free hand.

      “Will we live here with you now?” Vicky was so like her mother, Catherine. She always liked to pin everything down and have it organised and under control.

      “Yes, you will.” At least Catherine and Sebastian had left the girls to her care. She couldn’t have borne it if they’d been whisked off to some relative of Sebastian’s. “Now, you can go down to the kitchen and see the cat’s new kittens.”

      Thank God for kittens! The girls’ faces brightened immediately and they ran out of the room and clattered down the servants’ stairs. She had better go and write some letters to all their relatives, informing them of Catherine and Sebastian’s deaths.

      
      A peremptory knock at the door made Diana sit up from her desk in indignation. Couldn’t this person see they had crepe over the doorknocker? The house was in mourning!

      She dabbed tears from her cheeks. Mr Gunnel would deal with this ill-mannered intruder.

      A few moments later, Mr Gunnel opened the drawing room door with an apologetic expression on his face.

      “Lord Hindmouth, madam,” he said.

      The words jolted her as if she had been kicked under the heart. Sebastian! It was all a mistake! They were alive!

      Then a tall, dark-haired man walked through the door. Another kick. How stupid she was. It was the new earl, not her brother-in-law. Of course Gunnel would have let him in. She pushed down tears and swallowed around the lump in her throat.

      She rose to greet him, and curtseyed as he bowed.

      “Miss Tilney,” he said with a scowl, “why have you kidnapped my wards?”

      “I beg your pardon! I have done no such thing!”

      “Then where are they?”

      “Upstairs, in the nursery, where they belong!”

      “They belong at Swanstead and you had no right to remove them.”

      She glared at him. How dare he!

      “I think you will find, my lord, that I have every right. You may have been appointed their guardian, but my sister and brother-in-law’s wills will make it very clear that I was to have the raising of them.”

      He pursed his mouth. “While true, that was not well considered.”

      “It’s best if they are raised by someone who loves them.” The poor lambs. They were so bewildered and sorrowful, she hadn’t hesitated to scoop them up and take them away from that echoing, empty house as soon as she’d been informed of their parents’ death.

      Looking around the admittedly modest room, he lifted an eyebrow. “It’s best if they are raised to fit their station in life.”

      Gunnel interrupted, bringing in the tea tray. With embarrassment, she realised she hadn’t asked the earl to sit.

      “Please, my lord.” She waved him to a chair and he took it as she sat on the sofa.

      The ceremony of pouring and handing over completed, she sipped at the welcome warmth of her tea. She had  to explain herself well enough that this man would leave them alone to grieve together.

      “The girls need security. Their world has been, has been smashed. I felt very strongly that they needed me with them.”

      He nodded. “In the short term, you may have a case. Not in the long term, Miss Tilney.” He hesitated. “I’m not sure what you know about their inheritance.”

      “I know that Swanstead Abbey was entailed, and goes to you as the next earl.”

      “Yes.” He put down the cup on a side table, and leaned forward, his pale blue eyes intent. “However, your brother-in-law Sebastian knew that, of course, and so he purchased estates for both of Victoria and Dorothy, to be part of their dowry. They are very wealthy young women in their own right. I am their trustee.” He cast another glance around the room. “Forgive me, Miss Tilney, but they will not learn how to run a large household here. They will not learn the skills and knowledge which will be expected of them when they marry. You are doing them harm by keeping them here. You must understand that. You yourself were raised on a large estate, were you not?”

      Leftwich. Gone to a distant cousin because of entails. The whole system was barbaric.

      “Yes. Which means that I can teach them what they need to know.”

      “Can you? With a staff of, what? Four or five?”

      “Six counting Mary, the girls’ nursemaid.”

      “And Swanstead has thirty or so inside servants and probably another twenty outside.” He just looked at her.

      Damn him! “I will raise my nieces.”

      “Certainly. But not here. Little Foxbury, while fine in its way, does not offer them enough.” He tapped his index finger on his knee. “The best plan,” he continued thoughtfully, “would be for you to live at Swanstead.”

      “As your pensioner? I think not! I prefer my independence.”

      He sighed, and ran a hand through his hair. “You could bring your chaperone with you, and establish a more or less separate life there.”

      How much to tell him? Only honesty would do. “I don’t have a chaperone yet.”

      “Yet?”

      “My sister Emma and I lived here together until her marriage a few months ago. Mrs Torbett. I haven’t—I haven’t found anyone suitable yet.”

      “The deuce! You’re living here alone?” He looked appalled.

      “I’m quite capable of managing my own affairs,” she snapped. “And I have no desire to be an unwanted relative in another woman’s house.”

      Why did he make her so angry? She was normally far calmer.

      “You wouldn’t be in another woman’s house!” He was no calmer than she. How could pale blue eyes look so fiery? “I’m not married. And if you’re alone in this house, this meeting is most improper. You could be compromised.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m not about to trick you into marriage. I have no intention of ever marrying.”

      Dumbfounded, he surged to his feet and took a few paces around the room, which seemed even smaller than usual. She loved this house, but it wasn’t designed for men this tall and energetic. He whirled and stared at her incredulously.

      “Never?”

      “Never. Marriage is a form of slavery for women, and I want no part of it.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous! It’s anything but slavery.”

      “Indeed, my lord? What would you call it, when a married woman has no say over where she lives, no control over her own money, no ability to earn her own living, and if she dares to leave, the sheriff’s officers can, on the simple say-so of her husband, drag her back to him, and allow him to beat her as much as he pleases with no fear of reprisals! That sounds like slavery to me.”

      His mouth opened but he was lost for words. Good. Men never even thought about marriage from the legal standpoint for women. Let him think that over, the conceited know-it-all! He rallied.

      “But children?”

      A qualm ran through her. Still, she had the girls now.

      As though called, Dora and Vicky ran into the room and stopped, wary of the visitor. Then they saw who he was.

      “Uncle Ned!” They dropped very creditable curtseys for a six and four year old.

      At her questioning look, he shrugged. “Sebastian and I were close friends. I’m no stranger to them.”

      The girls both ran to Diana, climbing into her lap like puppies.

      “We need a hug!” Dora said.

      She looked at the earl over their heads as she cuddled them. His lips tightened.

      “Mr Courtenay has organised the memorial service for Thursday morning at eleven,” he said. Mr Courtenay was the local vicar. Highly regarded for his sermons, he was generally regarded as a very holy man; although Diana had observed wryly that it was Mrs Courtenay who actually ran the parish. “Children would not normally attend a funeral, but a simple service should be acceptable for them. And for you and your sister Mrs Torbett.”

      Women didn’t attend

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/the-reluctant-countess-ebook-cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/iflogo.jpg





