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            LITTLE FOXBURY

          

        

      

    

    
      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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      JANUARY, 1817

      Anthony, Earl of Merryam, stood at his library table, waiting for his guests to sit before he did so himself.

      They’d all come, which was excellent. Sir Hugo Deveny, the local Squire. Thomas Courtenay, the curate, standing in for his father, the parson, who rarely left his study. The doctor, Simons, with his customary air of vague abstraction. Lady Marbury, head of the grand dames of Little Foxbury, with her husband. Lord Mundford and his wife. Even the recently brought-to-bed Countess of Hindmouth, Diana Faulkes, and her husband Ned.

      “How is the new babe?” Tony asked.

      Diana’s face lit up. “He’s lovely! But he’s hardly “new”, Tony. He’s six months old!”

      By deuce, that had gone fast.

      He waited until his mother had settled herself, silk rustling around her, before he sat. Around them, servants moved, setting full cups of coffee at each place.

      “Welcome,” he said. “Welcome to the first planning meeting for our new town school.”

      Little Foxbury had grown so much since the toll road was put in that the old Dame school just wasn’t enough. Especially since the Dame herself was old and getting shaky on her legs, but hadn’t been able to find a new Dame to replace her.

      “We need a good architect,” Sir Hugo said. “And we’ll need land for both a school and a schoolmaster’s house.”

      “I’m sure we can find lodgings for the schoolmaster,” Lady Marbury said, looking down her nose. “No need to go so such expense at first. Just the schoolhouse for now, I think?”

      There were murmurs of agreement around the table. His mother, most unusually for her, was keeping silent. Her back was to the tall library windows, which despite the grey Winter morning, gave her a becoming halo around her still-blonde hair. He couldn’t see her eyes. What mischief was she planning?

      The doctor sat up a little and put his coffee cup down. “I know a fellow. Andrew Grey. Met him at Oxford. He’s been working on the last part of the Stratford-Upon-Avon Canal, designing lock-keepers’ houses.”

      “Good!” Ned Faulkes said. “We want someone who does architecture on a small scale, not someone who’s only interested in building manor houses that look like Grecian temples.”

      Tony sat back and let them work it out. He hadn’t really wanted to take ownership of this project, given that he had so much to do in London. If Ned and Sir Hugo wanted to take it over, he was more than willing.

      But he might get this Andrew Grey’s details from the doctor.

      An hour later, they had a plan in place. He took on contacting the architect, two birds with one stone, and the rest committed to fund-raising, sourcing suitable land, and, eventually, finding a schoolmaster. That was his mother’s doing: every time a task was mentioned, she slid it off to someone. Belatedly, he realised she was protecting him from too much work.

      A good morning’s work. As they bade their guests farewell, his mother slid her hand through his arm.

      “You did very well not to volunteer for more,” she said serenely.

      Tony laughed. “You mean I did well to sit there and let you protect me from volunteering.”

      She twinkled up at him, her eyes as blue as his own. “That’s a mother’s duty.”

      
      “Shall you come up to London with me next week, Mama?” Tony Merryam regarded his mother over the dinner table with little hope. She hated travelling in winter; which was in direct contradiction to her desire to be in London for the Season.

      “Not next week. Isaiah says there’ll be a thaw before then and you know how awful it is to try to get the travelling carriage over those muddy roads.” Phoebe Merryam, Dowager Countess of Merryam, smiled winningly at her son, her blonde side curls shining in the lamplight. “I may come in a couple of weeks. The Season doesn’t start until the end of this month, after all. Must you go up next week?”

      The Season was tied to the Parliamentary term, which this year started on 28th January. All the peers came to London at that time, and brought their wives and daughters with them. It was true he didn’t need to be in London before then, but he had a lot to manage beforehand.

      “It’s this Soho business. I’ve organised with Henry Gunson to buy that warehouse near Soho Square we were planning to build a school in. My other reason to speak to this architect. I want to get it all settled before the Season really begins.”

      “Good! This Season is the one for you to find a bride.”

      Tony put his soup spoon down and groaned, head in hands. “Mama….”

      “You know you have to, Tony. You need an heir. You can’t seriously be thinking of allowing Derwent to inherit after you?”

      Derwent Merryam was a young cousin who had all the worst qualities of a rich young buck about town.

      “No.” Definitely not.

      “Didn’t you feel odd this morning? All those couples, and you and the doctor sitting there on your own?”

      “And Thomas.”

      She waved that off. “Clergy doesn’t count.”

      “It’s not that I object to getting married. It’s the finding-a-bride process that’s so appalling!”

      Mama laughed. “Oh, you poor lamb! Having to go to Almack’s and, I daresay, spend time with friends you’ve had for years! You know, Meg Deveny is going up with her step-mama. The Poulteneys are taking John up to see a new doctor.”

      Meg and John had been engaged almost since the cradle, but this must be a last-ditch effort. He’d been failing for more than a year, a canker eating him away.

      “That’s why you want me at Almack’s,” he accused his mother. “To support Meg.”

      “There are many reasons I want you at Almack’s,” she said with composure. “That’s only one of them. You really need to get out in the world more. Have some fun! You’ve barely had any fun since your father died.” Tears winked in her eyes. For all her frivolity, his mother had been a loving and faithful wife, and his father’s loss two years ago had pushed her into sincere grief. And him into a wagon-load of work, taking up management of the estates and investments far earlier than he’d expected.

      It was true, he hadn’t had much fun lately.

      “Diana and Ned are going up. Diana’s first Season as countess, since she was in mourning for her sister last year. It would be kind of you to make sure she takes.”

      “How many schemes do you actually have for this Season, Mama?”

      She twinkled at him and raised her glass.

      “Just enough!”

      He was doomed. Once his mother undertook something, it happened. He’d be married by the end of the Season—but he’d make damn sure it was to someone who’d back his cherished school and charitable projects. Someone pretty would also be nice, but less important.

      Grinning at himself, he shook his head. Who was he fooling? Like every man, he cared about looks. But not at the expense of a generous heart.

      
      “I’m sorry, Miss Edmonds, but I’m afraid that’s impossible.” Mr Heiserman blinked at her over the tops of his pince-nez. He didn’t look sorry. He looked startled.

      Adeline took a deep breath. “I understand that it might be difficult, Mr Heiserman, but surely not impossible.” She was rich. Very rich, thanks to her grandfather’s bequest. Why shouldn’t she have some of her own money?

      “The trustees will not agree, Miss Edmonds. The terms of the trust are quite clear. The capital is to be preserved for you until you are married, or you turn forty years of age. In the meantime, the trustees will advance such monies as are necessary for the appropriate upkeep of your position. Of course, while you reside under your father’s — or, at the moment, your uncle’s — roof, those payments are minimal.”

      Pin money. Just enough for currant buns and wheels of cheese, but nothing more. Adeline stared at him, boiling with frustration but keeping it out of her manner. Nothing made men discount a woman more than visible emotion. “But they do not meet my needs, Mr Heiserman. I find myself embarrassed.”

      Mr Heiserman—the last in a long line of Heisermans who had acted for her family—was a middle-aged, stout man in an unfortunate waistcoat but a very nicely judged neckcloth. His eyes bulged somewhat at her last statement.

      “You have debts of honour?” The implication was clear. He thought she’d been gambling, as many of the ton did. It was tempting – tell him she had gambling debts and she’d no doubt
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