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‘If that creature is sick again, I am going
to have him ride with the driver.’

‘It’s not his fault.’ Emmett James Finchley,
ten years old (but going on fifty if his grave demeanor was any
indication) laid a hand on his dog’s head protectively. ‘He
probably ate a rat and they don’t agree with him.’

‘He ate a
what?’

‘A rat. Lots of dogs eat rats.’ Large brown
eyes regarded her solemnly. ‘Some terriers are actually known as
ratters. They go into small spaces and fetch them out. Didn’t you
know that?’

‘Somehow it seems to have slipped through my
education. I cannot say I’m sorry about it.’

Margaret Holstock regarded the large mastiff
cross who, like his young master, also possessed a pair of large
brown eyes. He yawned and dropped awkwardly onto the carriage seat,
wedge-shaped head settling across Emmett’s legs. His earlier
attempt to bring up whatever unsavory item had lodged in his throat
had passed, although clearly the entire experience had exhausted
him.

‘That is a singularly ugly animal,’ she
observed, without thinking.

Emmett frowned. ‘He isn’t ugly. He’s just -’
he hesitated, searching for the right word.

‘The opposite of appealing?’ his aunt
suggested dryly.

‘He’s distinguished,’ the boy produced the
word with a slight air of triumph.

Meg eyed what had to be the most
undistinguished beast she had ever encountered dubiously. He cocked
the equivalent of a canine eyebrow at her, sighed deeply and
prepared for sleep on his young master’s lap.

‘If that’s distinguished then I’m an
Irishman,’ she murmured.

‘Perseus is a pedigree.’

‘Perseus? Really?’

‘I named him after the Greek hero,’ Emmett
observed loftily, bristling at the tone of her voice.

‘Well if we are beset by
gorgons I’m sure he will come in handy.’ While eating us out of house and home. A dog like that looks
as if it needs an entire cow to fill his belly.

Most sensible women would not have let such
an unprepossessing creature ride in the coach with them but Emmett
had teared up at the very thought of being parted from his closest
friend and she had conceded the field. The boy had been through
enough, she supposed without losing the companionship of his last
tie to hearth and home but for a trunk of clothing and a few toys.
And at least it was a talking point between them. Lord knows, there
had been few enough words spoken until then.

She sighed, settling back on the worn squibs
of the ancient coach, which might have been stylish forty years
before but was now sadly in need of re-painting, re-springing and
generally resuscitating. It had been a difficult two weeks and God
only knew what lay ahead. An aged barouche was the least of her
troubles and at least she was thankful they had transport into
Surrey that she did not have to pay for. She knew she was in for a
testing time of it and was ill equipped for whatever lay ahead. The
death of Agatha and her husband had left their only son Emmett in
need of a home and, as Meg was the only relative willing to claim
him, here they were, heading for a new life together. It had come
at a propitious time, actually, as her own position had disappeared
with the death of Lord Barrymore. She felt her heart skitter with
unhappiness at the thought of the old man’s passing, but pushed the
thought away firmly. It wasn’t as if she didn’t have enough to
occupy her and the death of her own sister, despite the fact that
they had not seen each other frequently over the past eleven years,
had come as a genuine shock. Then, to discover that she appeared to
be her nephew’s only lifeline in a singularly unfriendly world…

With the best will in the world, she felt as
if her future was clouded in uncertainty.

Positives, Meg! Think of the positives.

One of which was, at least
they had somewhere to live. She had no idea what Honeysuckle
Cottage, their
current destination, would be like but it sounded very pleasant.
Low beamed ceilings, whitewashed walls and a thatched rooftop, with
perhaps a pretty trellis around the gate. It was in a little
village called Cobbitty, or so Mr. Brent, the solicitor who had
handled the death of the third Finchley son had told her as he’d
handed her what papers there were and the large, unwieldy keys to
her new home.

‘I’m sure you and the boy will be
comfortable enough.’

‘Really? You have seen the place, then?’

‘No. It was part of the Finchley estate,
left to Edward as he was the third son. I doubt any of the family
has been there in years.’

‘Has it been empty all this time?’

‘It was occupied by an elderly couple for
quite a few years. Now it is untenanted so there can be no
objection to you moving in.’

‘And it belongs to Emmett?’

‘That is correct.’

‘Does anything else belong to Emmett? I am
assuming the Finchley family are aware of Edward’s death?’

The elderly man had shifted uncomfortably.
‘They have been apprised of it. But as Edward Finchley chose to
marry without permission then they have expressed no interest in
taking on the care of his son. Lady Finchley does not consider him
her responsibility,’ he’d grimaced, shaking his head. ‘I do not
think that is the right decision – the boy is a Finchley after all
and Lord Finchley has yet to produce an heir – but there is nothing
to be done about it.’

And that was that, more or less. Emmett had
devolved to her, along with said cottage and a modest stipend that
was supposed to feed and clothe them for the foreseeable future. As
Meg had no notion of money, she was unclear how far an annuity of
fifty pounds a year would stretch but it was reasonable to assume
that she would know, soon enough.

It was getting cold inside the carriage, the
September air carrying quite a nip to it as the day progressed.
Reaching for the rug, she passed it the boy. ‘Put it around your
legs. You look chilly.’

Emmett accepted it without comment, lifting
his dog’s head to slip the rug beneath. ‘Is it going to be much
longer?’

‘I have no idea,’ she admitted. ‘But let’s
hope that we’re there by nightfall so we can see our new quarters.
Are you curious to know where we are to live?’

‘Not really.’

No, Meg reflected wearily,
neither was she. If her fortunes reversed any more swiftly she
would find herself owing the Finchley estate a living. As it was,
she had been entrusted to raise her sister’s child as best she
could on fifty pounds a year.

For a spinster bluestocking who was familiar
with the works of the Greek philosophers and Middle Eastern
cultures but sorely deficient in other areas, her knowledge of
children was nonexistent.

Never was a woman less suited to the
momentous task ahead.

Meg closed her eyes and tried to think happy
thoughts.

 


As it turned out, they arrived in Cobbitty
an hour before sunset and so had ample opportunity to observe their
new home in daylight. Having laid eyes on it, Meg decided that
darkness might have been the kinder option. The cottage turned out
not to be in the village itself but a mile or so beyond, set among
picturesque rolling hills that were covered with fat, white sheep
grazing placidly on their grassy largesse. The road was not well
maintained and they lurched through potholes and the ruts made by
wheels that had gone before them so that woman and boy – clutching
a somewhat bemused dog – swayed uncomfortably from side to side or,
occasionally, up and down. It was a relief when they finally came
to a stop.

A short-lived relief.

Meg climbed down from the carriage while the
driver unloaded their possessions, lugging them up the overgrown
path to set them by the door. Emmett emerged to stand beside her
and together they stared at the house that was to be their new
home.

‘Dear Lord…’

‘Is it… is it haunted?’

‘By the specters of
several dozen rodents, no doubt,’ Meg hadn’t know what to expect
and perhaps she had been deceived a little by the sweetly pretty
name (which hung lopsidedly from a shingle over the door) but
nothing had prepared her from the unhappy sight that met her eyes.
It was thatched,
it was true although part of the thatching had sunk in places,
collapsing into the roof space beneath. And while it might once
have been white washed, time and the weather had turned the walls
to a murky, unappealing grey. The only thing they could reasonably
expect were low-beamed rooms. In fact, the entire place looked as
if it wished to become even lower, sinking ignominiously into the
dirt on which it had been built. The garden was the prettiest thing
about it, overgrown as it was and filled with flowers left over
from the summer, scattered in among the weeds but the structure
itself was sorely in need of attention.

The coach driver, hired to transport them to
their destination, paused and looked at her sympathetically. ‘Would
you be thinking you might need a lift back into the village miss?
Hardly seems fit for habitation, that.’

Meg smiled weakly. She would have loved a
lift back into the village. She would love to take rooms at the
best inn available and order up a decent meal but funds were
limited and, while Mr. Brent had given her twenty pounds to ‘start
her off’ in the housekeeping department, it looked as if it might
be absorbed rapidly if she was to make their new home even vaguely
habitable.

‘Oh no, that is quite all right. We will
manage. Won’t we Emmett?’

The boy gave her a look that suggested he
disagreed and went to see what Perseus was investigating among the
wildly exuberant herbaceous borders. Meg bade a reluctant farewell
to her only mode of transport out of this insanity and walked
slowly up the front path, large, iron key in hand.

‘Perhaps it won’t be as bad inside?’ she
murmured, but it was a forlorn hope.

It was every bit as bad as the outside had
suggested.

She had Emmett help bring their things in
and did not object in the least when Perseus invited himself along
too, bounding enthusiastically from room to room, hopefully scaring
away anything that had four legs and no tenancy agreement. The
place was furnished and shrouded in dust covers that looked eerie
in the twilight, so much so that Emmett remained at her side, still
inclined to think that ghosts might be wandering the dimly lit
rooms. Although it was still daylight outside, the small paned
windows were so covered in grime that the interior would be
perpetually murky until they were cleaned. Meg had brought a
variety of supplies, not knowing what to expect and now produced
her candles, placing them in whatever candlesticks she could find.
Rather recklessly, for she supposed she would have to start
hoarding precious items, she lit one to help dispel the gloom.

The bottom floor consisted of four rooms;
parlor and sitting room in the front, kitchen and scullery at the
back with a hallway between. The kitchen, at least, was a decent
size. Aged saucepans sat upon wooden benches and it boasted an oven
of some kind, an iron monolith that appeared to be singularly
filthy. Meg eyed it malevolently for a moment, knowing that they
would become better acquainted before too much time had passed and
dreading the thought. Hot water would not make itself, however and
cold bathing had little to recommend it. From the hallway, steep
stairs led upwards to three bedrooms tucked beneath the eaves. Meg
selected the two that did not have obviously damp ceilings. The
third smelt of mildew and neglect and was clearly the site of the
thatching failure and she closed the door on it firmly.

Emmett looked at the tall iron bed that was
to be his, then at his aunt. There was a quilt, it was true, but no
sheet and pillowcases. Meg shrugged. ‘Tomorrow we will go into the
village. I had thought the place would be in better repair but
clearly, we need linen and… well really, it appears that we need
practically everything. Luckily I brought provisions for us tonight
so we shall have a picnic. It is your job, as of now, to find the
least disgusting surface to have it on.’

She did not try and infuse the hearty
enthusiasm into her voice that so many people adopted when talking
to children. As far as she could tell her nephew was an intelligent
child who did not need talking down to and he could tell that
things were not exactly sunshine and roses.

‘What about Perseus?’

‘I purchased a bone for him in the last inn
we stopped at. In return for such a treat he can sleep on your bed
and keep you warm tonight.’ As she had hoped, this brought a brief
smile, a sudden flash of light on an otherwise closed little face.
The boy was probably quite appealing when he wasn’t cast down with
grief. She had seen him only twice since his birth so she had
little history to go on, however.

Satisfied that she could do no more for
Emmett’s comfort, Meg went to find her own room. Although clearly
the master bedroom (for it was the biggest room on the second
floor) it was as sparsely furnished as Emmett’s with a high
cast-iron double bed, a nightstand and a rickety old wardrobe that
listed sadly to the left. Along with all this luxury was a single
chair and she flopped into it wearily and stared at the room with
sour distaste.

‘Thank you, most noble Finchleys, for all
this munificence. We shall clearly be living in the lap of luxury
while you…’

For a moment, anger
clenched her stomach, so tightly that she closed her eyes and drew
several deep breaths. The anger was not for her own situation but
for Emmett, who had been sorely let down by his paternal relatives.
She was a poor guardian for a ten-year-old boy, there was no
denying the fact. But even if she hadn’t been desperately in need
of a new position, she knew that she would have gone to her
nephew’s aid for that was what one did for family. What
people should do.
What kind of people washed their hands of an innocent
child?

‘Idiots, that’s who.’

She would have liked to have had a few
moments conversation with Edward Finchley’s family to express her
disgust with the way they had treated his son.

But at least they’ve put a roof over our
heads, even if it is falling in on us…

She was bone weary. By the end of tomorrow
she knew that she was even wearier for there was much to do and
nobody but herself to do it. Meg had never run a household in her
life, had never had any experience with children and yet somehow,
she must learn about both starting from this moment forward.

If a ten year old boy hadn’t been in the
room next door, trying hard to put a brave face on things, Meg
would have given up and cried. As it was, she rose to her feet and
went to find the food, hoping that the intrepid Perseus had not
found it first.

 



Chapter Two

 


 


 


 


After four days the cottage was, if not fit
for the local gentry to sit and take tea, at least habitable if one
happened to be a spinster and a boy who wasn’t all that fussed.

The windows were clean, allowing light into
the rooms for the first time in years. Any surfaces that could be
had been scrubbed and all of the mats were beaten back into their
original, albeit faded, colors. Such rudimentary attention had
revealed the fact that the cottage might actually be quite
charming, given time and attention. But it was unsurprising that
closer investigation had turned up more problems. Meg had
discovered that all of the chimneys were blocked thanks to nesting
starlings, that the oven was stubbornly unpredictable thanks to the
fact that it had been manufactured when Moses was in leading
strings and that the cellar had become a home for all manner of
beasties. Perseus had spent a happy half hour chasing everything
but the spiders out, which made Meg even more grateful to the
large, cumbersome beast, so much so that she had given him a
hambone for his efforts which he had promptly gone to bury
somewhere in the garden, no doubt to be disinterred at a later date
when truly foul and eaten on the rug in the sitting room.

Emmett remained silent for the most part but
not sullen and Meg was inclined to give him room to grieve and not
force the boy into speech. She had suffered deeply when her own
parents had perished ten years before and knew that nothing she
could do or say would make the slightest bit of difference. People
– and presumably children – recovered, given time. But one could
not hurry time and the boy would find his feet eventually.

So instead of soothing him with false
platitudes, she kept him fully occupied for there was certainly
plenty to do and busy hands were a cure in themselves. She was keen
to do as much as she was able before the cold weather set in and it
would set in before they knew it. Emmett collected firewood and
stacked it in the woodshed by the back door. He dragged anything he
could manage outside; rugs, bedding, soft furnishings… then beat
them all with a broom handle so that the dust rose into the air
like slow drifts of fog. Meg attacked the oven first, desperate for
hot water and scrubbed at it furiously wearing a pair of old opera
gloves to protect her hands. Happily the chimney for the oven
worked after Emmett climbed onto the roof and removed a bird’s nest
from the top of it and after many a muttered curse Meg managed to
get a fire going. When it was well alight, she added wood and
banked it down, hoping that it would continue to burn indefinitely,
if they managed to feed it right. After that she boiled water and
both she and Emmett enjoyed a warm wash, although she suspected she
enjoyed it a great deal more than he did. Boys did not mind grime
whereas she found two days worth to be extremely unpleasant.

The windows came after that and took some
hours for she was determined to let as much light in as she could.
These chores took the better part of the day and they dined early
that evening on the left over food from the day before.

‘I think we might need to get some
chickens,’ she commented, throwing a particularly fatty piece of
ham to Perseus who had surprisingly good manners for a dog of his
size and was content to sit back and wait. He caught it neatly,
swallowing it without bothering to chew.

‘There’s an old hen house out the back.’
Emmett said, sticking a piece of cheese into his mouth.

‘In need of work, no doubt.’

‘I think so. There are holes in it. Foxes
could get in during the night.’

Meg sighed and added it to her mental list
of things that required attention. It was a long list.

The next morning they walked into town and
she made some essential purchases; food, linen and several lamps,
which the storekeeper promised would be delivered later that day.
When they returned, she tied on an apron she had brought back with
her and set to work once again, scouring, cleaning and generally
unearthing their new home. The oven had been her primary focus the
day before but now she set about cleaning the rest of the kitchen,
trying to take stock of what they had to cook with. The cupboards
produced three saucepans, two fry pans and one large cast iron
casserole dish that was so weighty she struggled to lift it. Along
with these treasures there were a variety of spoons, ladles, some
amazingly blunt knives and two forks. She set them all out on the
bench and wondered if that was enough to run a household. Two forks
seemed a little modest but as long as they didn’t have guests – and
it was impossible to believe that they ever would – then they
should manage well enough, at least for the moment. What she really
needed was a book of recipes for she had no idea how to cook.
Naturally, there wasn’t one to be found anywhere.

At the end of each day they had both fallen
in to bed, exhausted by their unaccustomed efforts.

It was on Meg’s third trip into town that
she learned something of the neighborhood they had settled in,
specifically, about the nearest neighbor, one Viscount Chetwyn. The
viscount visited sporadically and it seemed a certain amount of
scandal was attached to these occasions. Understandably, this
scandalous reputation generated a great deal of talk for wickedness
was a marvelous thing to gossip about, enlivening the dullest
conversation. It seemed that all manner of licentiousness
flourished at the fine old estate of Kettering and, while the
villagers rarely caught a glimpse of the elusive Viscount Chetwyn
(the source of said licentiousness) they knew that he was up to no
good.

‘Orgies, he has,’ Mr. Dennett had murmured,
glancing at her sideways with his pencil poised in the act of
jotting down Meg’s grocery requirements for the next few days. The
man looked around him furtively, then leaned a little closer.
‘Women, he has up there. Cyprians, they call ‘em. From London. Not
that I’d expect a lady like yourself to know what that means, but
take it from me, best you stay away from him.’

‘Goodness,’ Meg murmured. She knew perfectly
well what a Cyprian was, far better than the storekeeper probably
did, being familiar with the words origins and history. But it did
not do to go talking about such understandings. For one thing, an
educated lady was considered something of an eccentric and if she
were going to make a life for herself in Cobbitty then she needed
the good will of everybody she encountered. And the second reason
she did no speak out was that Mr. Dennett had been keen to shock
her, clearly titillated by having a wicked blade in the
neighborhood. It probably enlivened his tête-à-têtes over dinner
with Mrs. Dennett considerably. Personally, Meg didn’t care if her
neighbor rode around on a wild boar while plucking a lute and
reciting Cicero. It was a certainty they would not be socializing
together so his habits, unsavory or otherwise, were of no
consequence. Still, she had made an effort, adopting what she hoped
was a scandalized expression. ‘But it seems such a pleasant
neighborhood, Mr. Dennett.’

‘Well it is,’ he’d agreed, not wishing to
make the place sound anything less than profoundly respectable,
‘but one can’t help the gentry, hey?’

‘No,’ Meg had sighed, wishing it was
otherwise. ‘One certainly cannot.’

‘I was wondering,’ the storekeeper had
continued on, ‘seeing as how you and the lad are all alone in that
place. Would you be looking for a lass to do for you?’

‘A lass?’ Meg had repeated blankly.

‘You know. To help round the house, like.
You being a lady it don’t seem right that you should be doing all
such things yourself.’

It hadn’t seemed right to
Meg, either for she had never had to do chores before and she had
to confess she didn’t care for them at all. She’d hesitated. The
prospect of help was very
alluring. ‘Do you know of somebody, Mr.
Dennett?’

‘My niece, Alice,’ he responded promptly.
‘She’s a good girl and a hard worker.’

‘Well…’ Did she have enough money to pay
Alice? How much did a maid cost, anyway? Meg had nodded slowly.
‘Have her come out tomorrow, then. We’ll see if we suit each
other.’ Although Meg rather suspected that Alice would take one
look at the neglected Honeysuckle Cottage and turn tail for home
immediately.

‘Excellent. Now then, what about some
bacon?’

‘Yes please. Can I have
some butter as well? And a dozen eggs.’

He’d written down her requirements
laboriously. ‘And there be exotic things from foreign places, all
manner of things, or so I hear.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Up at yon Kettering,’ Mr. Dennett had
returned to his original topic.

‘What kind of things?’

The man had paused, no doubt raking through
his meager mental supply of scandalous foreign items. ‘Things,’
he’d said slowly, after a moment. ‘An not proper Christian things
neither.’

Which was all very unenlightening. She had
to allow that she was intrigued by the unchristian reference,
wondering if the viscount was a traveler. If Mr. Dennett could have
seen Meg’s former employer’s library, his eyes would have stood out
on stalks. Lord Barrymore had been a passionate Egyptian scholar
among other things and his collection of foreign items – everything
from glittering scarabs to Canopic jars used to inter the dead -
had been impressive. Still, the minute she set foot out of the
store, she had promptly forgotten all about Kettering and its
owner. The man was probably nothing more than some wealthy young
nonpareil who enjoyed kicking up his heels with like-minded friends
away from the censure of London Society. A little alcohol, an
actress or two and the man would have developed a reputation of a
libertine, especially in the rigidly respectable village of
Cobbitty. Meg did not give her neighbor another thought.

Rather surprisingly, Mr. Dennett’s niece
Alice had turned up the next day, knocking on the door at nine
o’clock, smiling shyly when Meg had opened it. She’d bobbed a
curtsey.

‘Tis Alice Miss. Uncle Tom said I should
come by.’

‘Oh!’ Meg had forgotten,
of course. She’d looked the girl over and decided that she liked
what she saw. Alice was of middling height and sturdy, with rosy
cheeks and dark blonde hair. She looked healthy and strong and,
truth be told, not all that bright but that hardly mattered. Meg
stood back, letting her in. She showed her over the place and Alice
had studied her surroundings, blue eyes considering.
Not so slow after all,
Meg decided. She was encouraged when the girl’s smile did not fade,
even when she saw the sorry state of the kitchen.

‘I’m sorry,’ Meg apologized, ‘but it’s all
rather dreadful.’

‘Oh no!’ Alice appeared surprised at that.
‘It’s a bit mucky, but sound enough. It’ll come up a treat.’

‘The roof is half collapsed upstairs and two
of the chimneys are blocked.’

‘You need my Ned,’ the girl replied
comfortably, ‘I’ll have him come tomorrow. Now then… do you have an
apron or shall I bring my own?’

Meg was taken aback. ‘Uh… I have several
aprons. Who is Ned, if you please?’

The girl blushed. ‘We’re by way of walking
out together, Miss. He can come and do your chimneys and look at
the roof. He’s a keen hand with thatching, he is.’

‘He is?’ Meg repeated, a little dazedly,
wondering how much this Ned fellow would cost her. Not that she
didn’t need somebody to sort out the roof and the chimneys but
still… Meg sighed, accepting the inevitability of Ned. Besides,
uncomplicated Alice might be. Sweet she undoubtedly was. But she
also had a curiously relentless air about her that saw her hired,
the price of her services established and her two half days off
decided upon in the space of fifteen minutes.

‘I’ll help, of course. You cannot possibly
manage all this yourself.’

Alice was shocked. ‘Now then, what’s a lady
like you know about kitchens and the like? You can do some dusting,
I daresay and the lad can fetch us wood when he’s off playing but I
really can’t be seeing you in the kitchen.’

As that was where Meg had
spent the better part of four days, she didn’t want to see herself in the kitchen.
Dusting, however, was something she could deal with. Dusting had
been one of her duties with Lord Barrymore so she considered
herself well qualified to tackle it.

‘When that small bedroom upstairs is set to
rights, I’ll move in.’

‘You will?’

‘Oh yes. You can’t be doing for yourselves
in the morning. It’s not proper.’

It isn’t?’

‘Dear me no.’

‘We have a dog,’ Meg said, determined to
reveal the worst.

‘I like dogs.’

‘He’s enormous.’

‘Ah well,’ Alice returned placidly, eyeing
the dishes on the bench with something almost like longing, ‘good
for the lad, I daresay. Boys like dogs.’

And there it was. Boys liked dogs, Alice
liked housework and Meg had successfully hired her first
domestic.

With everything sorted to her satisfaction,
Alice took off her cloak, undid the ties on her bonnet and put on
the apron that Meg had obediently produced for her. The interview
had obviously turned into an actual position and the girl was now
part of the household. In the space of thirty minutes she did more
to bring the kitchen to order than Meg had managed in four days. It
was demoralizing and yet strangely reassuring. Alice reminded Meg
of a nanny she and her sister had been very fond of, twenty years
before. Kind, yet firm.

Meg celebrated her first successful
undertaking in running a household by unpacking some of her books
and piling them carefully on a table in the parlor. She had eyed
her precious collection for a moment, before heading into the
kitchen. Alice had already boiled a large pan of water and was
tackling everything that she had pulled out of the cupboards with
blissful gusto.

‘Alice?’

‘Yes, Miss?’

‘Does your Ned know how to make things?
Bookshelves and the like?’

‘He does an’ all. Good with his hands, he
is.’ And for some reason, the girl blushed again, as rosy as a ripe
red apple.

‘Do you think he would be willing to make
some bookshelves for me?’

‘I’m sure he would Miss. We’ll sort it out
when he comes tomorrow.’

The household duties more or less in hand,
Meg spent the rest of the morning taking stock of what they didn’t
have, rearranging the furniture in the front rooms and
investigating the contents of the cellar. That dank, dark room so
depressed her that she decided that she and her nephew had been
cooped up for far too long and, after luncheon (a remarkably tasty
meal of game pie and vegetables – Alice was a wonderful cook and
was promising yet more treats when the larder was up to scratch),
Meg suggested a walk. It was a fine, cool afternoon. Something in
the wind suggested that rain was on its way but for now, the sun
shone and the birds were making busy in the trees and
hedgerows.

‘Where are we going?’ Emmett inquired,
picking up a stick and pitching it over the old bean trellis in the
vegetable garden. Perseus plunged after it with enthusiasm,
crashing through raspberry canes and marrow plants that had run to
seed.

‘Exploring. Let’s see where our feet take us
shall we?’

He tilted his head, considering this. It was
a quirk of the boy’s she had quickly discovered, that grave tilt of
the head as he considered whatever proposition was put to him. It
had not taken her long at all to realize that he was remarkably
clever young man and as she had been going about her chores since
arriving at the cottage, she had been considering ways that she
might find a tutor for him, for surely such a promising mind should
have all the educational opportunities intelligence demanded. She
could do the basics, of course. Philosophy, history, French and
even a little Greek. She had brought the classics with her in the
form of many of the great Greek writers and was confident in her
ability to give him a thorough grounding in literature. But there
were some things that she could not manage. She had only a
rudimentary knowledge of Latin, for instance and mathematics had
always been a weakness.

No, she’d decided the day before when
scouring the tops of the kitchen benches, at some stage the money
must be found for a tutor for the boy if he were to have any hope
of entering a public school.

But that was a hurdle yet to come. Until
Alice’s arrival she had been too busy even to unpack her books, let
alone indulge in her usual bedtime reading for her eyes had closed
the minute her head touched the pillow.

There was so much to do and she was ill
equipped to do most of it, although it seemed that in household
matters, at least, she had been given a reprieve.

As unprepossessing as their new home was,
the countryside around it was delightful, as soft and green as
anybody could wish for in the early autumn. The cottage had come
with an acre of land that bordered another, considerably bigger
property than their own modest establishment. In the distance could
be glimpsed flashes of gabled brick through the trees and if those
glimpses were anything to go by, it was quite a sizeable estate,
the one where the wicked lord dwelt. What had been his name?
Chetwyn? Meg couldn’t say she was familiar with it but she had been
well out of Society for nearly eleven years and her solitary Season
at the age of seventeen had certainly not given her any lingering
memories of the men she had danced with, an eternity ago.

About half a mile from the cottage they came
to a small stream running through a green copse of trees. They
wandered across to look down into the clear water and Meg caught a
glimmer of silver just beneath the water. ‘Do you know, I think
there are fish in there?’

‘Trout, probably,’ Emmett said, picking up a
stone to throw it into the water. ‘Papa used to take me fishing
sometimes.’

It was the first mention he had made of his
father. ‘No, don’t throw the stone in. Perseus will chase it and I
will have wet dog all over the furniture. Besides, it will frighten
off the trout.’

‘Shall I try and catch us one? I found an
old rod in the cellar.’

‘If you do, I daresay Alice will know how to
deal with it. We can have it for our supper one night. What do you
think of Alice, incidentally?’

‘She’s all right I suppose.’ Emmett dropped
the stone, squatting down to peer into the water. Beside him
Perseus prepared to dive in but the boy laid a hand on the fur at
the ruff of his neck. ‘Stay out of the water Perseus. You’ll scare
our supper away.’

The dog settled back onto his haunches
obediently. The devotion of dog and boy, Meg reflected, certainly
made managing the beast easier for he generally did as Emmett
instructed although he frequently ignored Meg’s requests, shrugging
them off with canine distain as if sensing that she had zero
experience with his breed and so was in no position to make
suggestions. Which was true enough. She had grown up with two
well-behaved spaniels whose greatest ambition in life was to make
themselves comfortable in front of the fire. The likes of Perseus
had never graced the Holstock hallways.

‘Do you want to run back to the house to get
your rod now?’

‘I’ll need some bait.’

‘Ask Alice for something.’ The girl would
probably know exactly the right thing to use.

Emmett nodded, rising to his feet. He hadn’t
gone six feet when he stopped, turning back to face her. ‘Are you
going to stay here?’

‘Certainly. I might wander up this path a
little but I won’t go far.’

He hesitated. ‘Do you want me to leave
Perseus? He is an excellent guard dog.’

Meg looked at the dog who was standing
happily beside his master, giant pink tongue hanging out of the
side of his mouth as he grinned at her happily. ‘I will be
perfectly safe, I can assure you. I don’t believe that there are
any wild animals worthy of note in these parts.’

‘I won’t be long.’ Emmett said reassuringly
and turning, he began to run back the way he had come, Perseus
bounding along beside him easily.

Meg stared at their
retreating forms thoughtfully. Now what had that been about? She was as
unfamiliar with the workings of a child’s mind as she was with that
monster range in the kitchen but it seemed obvious that, having
lost so much, Emmett was reluctant to lose the only other person in
his life that he was vaguely familiar with. What would happen to
him if anything happened to her? Those thoughts must have been
going through his mind after the loss of his parents and his
anxiety was understandable.

The knowledge sent a pang of melancholy
through her. She had been saddened by the sudden death of her
sister but she and Agatha had never really been close – Aggie being
the older by six years – and so her death had not been as heart
wrenching as it might have been. Besides, the two sisters had never
had anything in common but blood, which
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