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Author’s Note

 


Winterburn’s Bride is a digital edition of
Winterburn’s Rose, a paperback original from 1996.

 


When I first wrote this story over twenty years ago,
there was no official category in the Romance world for a “novel
with romantic elements,” yet my models, the stories I’d been
reading forever, were books of that sort.

 


As always, I began with the seed of an idea from Jane
Austen. The idea of a woman’s losing her home, a home that she has
labored to make comfortable and loving, haunts stories like
Pride and Prejudice and Persuasion and Austen’s own
life. When her parson father retired and later passed away, Jane,
her mother, and her sister Cassandra had to a find a home where
they could until her wealthy brother Edward Knight gave them
Chawton cottage.

 


However, as the story took shape in my imagination,
some very un-Austen-like characters took charge and changed the
tone. In the world of Winterburn’s Bride men, not women,
have the power to dispose of homes they’ve never truly loved or
made their own, and a woman who loses her home loses her place in
the world as well. Without understanding the value of a loving
home, Leigh Nash, the hero, unwittingly displaces a parson’s widow
and sets his new neighbor Rosalind Merrifield against him. Yet, as
Rosalind struggles not to lose Merrifield Hall to her brother
Gerald’s gaming debts, she turns more and more to Leigh, the most
unclerical parson she’s ever met.

 


The novel includes characters one is more likely to
meet in the Poldark series or in a Thomas Hardy novel than in
Austen’s work. They are caught in a war of values between the
desire for power and rank and the desire for love and community.
The hero and heroine must risk everything to find a home in each
other.


 


 


**** Chapter 1 ****

 


"Burn it."

"My lord?" George Ralston glanced at his new
employer. Winterburn stood at the window where a March gale blew
heavy rain against the glass. George felt the distance between them
as a thing of rank rather than the width of the narrow room. With a
crackling fire in the grate behind him, he could not have heard
Winterburn properly. He wiggled his pinky discreetly in his right
ear. Clearing his throat and straightening the pile of papers
before him, he ventured to speak again.

"I meant, what do you want to do with the
hall, my lord?"

Winterburn looked over his shoulder, a dark
glance of careless certainty. "Burn it."

George blinked. For the better part of the
morning, he had been leading the new earl step by step through a
prudent course for the recovery of the Nash fortunes. Now he sensed
that Winterburn had reached this point ahead of him and had been
waiting all along for George to arrive. He felt a warm flush
suffuse his face. The columns of figures in front of him
blurred.

"The waste of it!"

"I suppose."

"Winterburn Hall is not some trifle you can
throw away. The marble alone. The facing stones for the east side,
the . ." George was beginning to babble. The hours of calculation,
the pages of notes.

"A fitting pyre for Marcus."

"Better a profit than a pyre, my lord." The
impudent words slipped out, and George held his breath.

Again the dark glance. "Your frugal soul is
offended, Ralston?"

George loosened his hold on the sheaf of
papers, laying them flat, smoothing the curled edges, recovering
his professional air. "Naturally, as your man of business, my
concern is your best interest. The late earl would not have wanted
you to be dependent on your mother's goodwill."

Winterburn cocked one black brow. "How am I
to find a measure of independence in all this?" A barely
perceptible gesture indicated the papers on the table.

"It will take time to be sure. With the news
of Bonaparte's escape, we'll not find buyers for your brother's
goods just yet. The house is the only valuable thing left."

"Sell, then."

"As you wish." George bowed his head,
concealing a grin that made him feel more foolish than the flush of
a moment before. “Actually, my lord, your creditors will be patient
if we merely advertise the property. With a prudent alliance and
sound investments, you should be able to retain the hall."

"Investments, Ralston?"

"Ah, I was coming to that, my lord. Your
brother did overlook a source of income we can use to your
advantage."

George did not miss the flicker of interest
in Winterburn's gray gaze. They said in London that he was the
coolest of the Nash brothers, though they also said it was not
entirely Nash blood that ran in his veins. He certainly had a
better tailor than either his father or his oldest brother, but he
hadn't their sleek, ruddy looks. The face was too lean, the hair
too dark, black really. And the gray eyes had a capacity for
mockery, which made George feel he was back in school, mishandling
his cricket bat and letting the side down.

"If you will excuse me just a few minutes, my
lord, I will order some supper, and we'll continue."

Winterburn nodded, and George bowed himself
out of the little room.

 


The anteroom off the long gallery was one of
the few habitable rooms left in the hall. Winterburn— that's who he
was now, not plain Leigh Nash any longer—had ample time to
contemplate the dreary view from the window. In the forecourt
below, neat piles of stone rectangles stood like soldiers mustered
for review. The stones apparently had been intended to cover the
north face of the hall, now exposed to the elements.

For three days Leigh had been trying to
reconcile the present state of the hall with his memories of it. It
had never been home. His father had brought them here as boys for
hunting and fishing. He and Richard and Marcus and Trevor had made
it a sort of camp, nothing permanent about it, just a place to come
when exhausted at the end of the day's hunt. Grander than any of
his billets in Spain, but equally temporary, nothing to be attached
to. His mother had never lived here.

A gust of March wind splattered rain against
the glass. The days of his careless youth were gone. He'd never
thought the house would be his. What could he do with a house?
Ralston seemed to relish the details of the debacle. He had traced
every penny of the fortune Marcus had squandered on his unfinished
renovation project. Abandoned scaffolding blocked the larger rooms,
while the smaller rooms were stocked like warehouses with assorted
goods and furnishings. There was a room filled with gilt wall
brackets, another with mirrors, a third with bolts of red damask, a
fourth with Sevres figurines, even one with shoes. Folly or
madness? Leigh did not, and never would, know. Marcus was dead.

He pressed a hand to his side and stretched
cautiously. The damp cold of the day had settled deep in the newly
healed wounds in his shoulder and ribs. The fire in the hearth on
the opposite wall had no power to warm him. Richard, too, was dead,
buried in the Pyrenees, where they had fought their last battle
together. Leigh was now the eighth Earl of Winterburn, and he was
ruined.

Behind him the door to the little room opened
and closed with a draft of cold air as Ralston returned. The Nash
man of business reminded Leigh of the best sort of hunting dog, the
kind that would not be deterred from his quarry, intense, a bit
nervous, and not very flexible of mind.

"They've just delivered some provisions from
the Bear. Mrs. Noakes will bring a tray up shortly." Ralston
gripped the cloth-wrapped handle of a steaming pewter pitcher with
one hand. In his other hand were two battered crockery cups. "A bit
of punch to warm you, my lord?"

Leigh nodded. With a final glance at the
dreary day, he crossed to the table that served as a makeshift
desk. He cleared a spot so that Ralston could set the cups down.
"Ralston, did you know what Marcus was doing?"

Ralston shook his head. He began to pour the
steaming mixture of rum and citrus. "When his late lordship came to
me about breaking the entail, it seemed a reasonable request. Your
mother was treated very favorably by your father's will, and your
brother had little cash for improvements. He proposed to sell off
three of the outlying properties in order to restore the hall."

Now there was no cash. Marcus had spent
madly. Leigh accepted the cup that was offered him and took a
swallow of the warming punch. After a moment he remembered that his
new rank required him to sit or keep his scrupulous man of business
standing. He pulled out a chair and sank into it, motioning for
Ralston to be seated.

Leigh set his cup in a space free of papers.
“When did Marcus lose control?"

"I don't know, my lord. He was very cagey
with his records. He allowed his tenants to buy him out, but I
suspect he gave them the money to do it."

That, Leigh could imagine. Marcus had liked
to give gifts. He had always seen to it that his brothers had
extras at Eton. Once he had even contrived for a load of supplies
to reach Richard's regiment in Portugal.

"My mother never suspected what he was
doing?"

Ralston shook his head.

Leigh understood. As long as Marcus remained
at the hall, their mother would not have cared what he did. Neither
quick nor graceful, slow of speech, with a vacant, uncomprehending
air, Marcus had never pleased her. She would be grateful that he
had died so young and with so little inconvenience to his family, a
weak heart overtaxed by exertion in pursuit of a vain grandeur.

Now Leigh was expected to handle any tiresome
details of assuming his new position and hurry back to London,
where it would be his duty to marry well and quickly. There was the
sticking point. Leigh propped an elbow on the table and rested his
forehead in the palm of his hand.

"You were saying I could save the property,"
he said.

"The first step is a careful alliance."

Leigh raised his head, offering Ralston a
level glance. "You mean if I do what titled paupers have ever done
and sell myself on the marriage mart?"

He could see himself in a glittering
ballroom, lifting a gloved hand to his lips, leaning to whisper in
a delicate ear, his breath disturbing an artful curl. Around him,
peering over the edges of fluttering fans, assessing eyes would be
weighing his person against his lack of fortune.

Ralston studied the contents of his cup. "A
man of your lordship's obvious attractions will easily find a lady
of birth and breeding who will be pleased to join her wealth to
your family name."

No doubt his mother had several prospects
lined up. Why did the idea stir such distaste in him? He knew the
folly of rebellion. Richard had made his rebellion in the army;
Marcus had made his here. Both dead.

"And the investments?" He could not imagine
what Marcus had overlooked in his rush to financial ruin.

Ralston had a smug, satisfied air. He was
enjoying the moment. "You've six benefices in your gift, my
lord."

"Benefices?"

"Church livings. You may sell them. The least
is worth some fourteen hundred pounds, and the rest upward of that.
I daresay we could get ten thousand for the lot of them. If we put
that amount in the funds . . ."

Leigh let Ralston carry on, the man's voice
rising and falling, muffled to Leigh's ears like noises in a swoon.
An odd, unsettling flash of Portugal, a vision that had troubled
him there, overcame him again. A dusty road bathed in white light
led him to the hub of an old cartwheel entwined with the delicate
blooms of a climbing rose. At the convent where he had recovered
from his wounds Sister Luzia had insisted that the disturbing image
was his calling.

He came back to the present. "Does one sell
them? I thought it was customary to appoint a vicar to a living
when a vacancy occurred."

"It is, but with so many young men in want of
a situation, a careful father will purchase a living for a son,
against the day that the incumbent . . . leaves office."

"Dies?"

"Well, yes." Ralston put aside his punch cup
and leafed through a pile of documents in the upper comer of the
table. "Here we are. Upworth, Appleford, Menthe, Haythome,
Blithedale, and Rowdene. In truth, Rowdene is vacant. The vicar
died not two months past."

"You mean I could appoint someone to the
living at Rowdene."

"No. No profit in that." Ralston lined up
three pens by their tips. "I mean that, although it's a small
parish, its value is high at the moment because it's available
immediately."

The clutter on the small table faded. Leigh
saw his path with that clarity that inevitably came in the smoke
and din of battle, when he could say to his men, "This way." He'd
been caged, and suddenly a door had opened. "Where is it,
Ralston?"

Ralston studied the sheets of notes he'd
compiled, running his forefinger down the page. "In Wiltshire, near
Malmesbury."

Wiltshire. Stretches of rolling, green
hills, no close ballrooms. Leigh did not have to become his
mother's dependent. He did not have to sell himself to the first
woman of fortune who would have him. He could appoint himself the
Vicar of Rowdene. There would be a parsonage, an income,
freedom.

"Ralston, are there any restrictions on whom
I may appoint?"

"None that I know of, my lord."

Again, his Portugese vision flashed before
his mind's eye, the wheel and the rose bathed in the peculiar white
light. He hesitated, then shook it off. The vision meant nothing
here in England. "Then I appoint myself."

"You?" Ralston opened and closed his mouth.
His fingers twitched, knocking the pens out of line. "You are not
ordained."

"I could be. Uncle Ned's a bishop. Ordination
isn't much. A fellow I knew at Balliol spent a few weeks reading
Paley, had a meeting with his bishop, and it was done."

"Of course, it may be done," said Ralston
slowly, "but you've no vocation, have you, my lord?"

"A true calling you mean? Some sort of
vision, blinded on the road to Damascus?" He shook his head. He
would not mention his vision, an aberration wrought by pain and the
strange fevered atmosphere of Portugal. His brothers' deaths and
his inheritance of an encumbered estate had nothing to do with the
experience of white light he'd had on a road in Portugal.
Providence had not troubled itself to bring the Nashes down to make
a worldly fellow like himself into a vicar. He was simply making a
practical choice, which freed him from his family and from a
distasteful state of dependence.

"My lord," said Ralston. "Have you considered
the . . . simplicity of such a life?"

"The lack of income, you mean?"

Ralston nodded, disapproval plain in his
pinched expression. Ralston had no doubt heard something of Leigh's
reputation.

"What is the income, roughly, do you
think?"

Ralston consulted his notes. "Four hundred a
year at most."

"A soldier manages on less."

"You could never maintain the hall on such an
income."

"We're back to that." Leigh stood. "Burn
it."

"You are frivolous, my lord. I am not a
religious man, but the charge of souls requires a certain..."

"Piety?"

"Indeed. You would not put your financial
affairs in the hands of a man with no head for figures."

"You think the Church of England requires
saints to read sermons and collect tithes, Ralston?"

"No, my lord."

"Remember Becket, a man of the world in every
sense." Leigh moved to the door. "Perhaps this is God's jest,
Ralston, making a vicar of me."

 


 


**** Chapter 2 ****

 


Lady Winterburn's London drawing room
combined the informality of a gentlemen's club with the elegance of
a private palace. There, on a raw afternoon in late March, a small
crowd of gentlemen gathered around the countess. Bonaparte's return
to the Continent had all of London worried. Leigh recognized two
cabinet ministers and several diplomats, among them his younger
brother, Trevor.

Trevor, three years Leigh's junior, had their
mother's look, at once shrewd and indifferent, calculating and
unconcerned. But his features were rounder than hers. He had the
broad forehead and straight brows, but a smoother line of cheek and
jaw and fair, florid coloring. He was his father's son as well,
inclined to yield, to turn away from an open fight. He came
immediately to Leigh's side.

"You took your time, brother." Trevor raised
an eyebrow. "A fortnight in town and not a word to mother?" He
signaled a footman to offer Leigh a glass of wine.

"How are you, Trev? Still on Castlereagh's
staff?"

Leigh glanced about his mother's elegant
drawing room and experienced a mild shock that it was all so
familiar. It was a place where a man felt his empty pockets keenly.
Though it was but a short way from his lodgings to the countess's
house in St. James's Square, he had not called on her until his
plans were certain.

Trevor shot him a penetrating glance. "Did
you think mother wouldn't hear what you've planned?"

"I was sure she would."

"Advertising the hall?" Trevor's voice was
sharp with irritation. "You might have warned us. Every tradesman
in Mayfair has been dunning us."

Leigh smiled at the thought of a tradesman
attempting to intimidate their mother. He accepted a glass of
burgundy from the attentive footman. He was cold again, or still,
as he had been since his return to England. By late afternoon his
wounds ached. Glancing around the room, he saw that other gentleman
noticed him. He returned nods and greetings. Their easy acceptance
of his presence caused him a second shock. They saw no change in
him. They expected him to resume his old life as if he'd never been
to war.

His mother gave him a mocking, heavy-lidded
look. In her fifties, she yet retained the habits of her youth. She
still met men in dishabille, her black hair loose about her strong
face, her perfume subtle but unmistakable. A painting on the wall
behind her depicted a satin-clad courtier sighing for the favor of
his lady's hand, just the supplicating position his mother liked a
man to adopt. And there was a new man in that position, leaning
toward the countess where she sat on a sea-blue brocade sofa. The
crowd around her shifted, and she lifted her face to smile at the
gentleman bending down to her. It was a gesture as unmistakable as
a siren's call and probably as fatal. "Who is mother's latest
beau?"

Trevor's gaze followed Leigh's. "Barton, a
would-be baronet from Dorset. Lent her a few guineas, and now he
fancies himself her next lover. Gets close enough to smell the dew
on the blossom."

Lover. A careless word, but it stirred
the old question. Which of their mother's lovers had fathered him?
Leigh studied the new suitor, a tall, thin fellow, pale and
sharp-featured, with a hungry look that the countess would not
miss. She had instructed her sons too often in the ways of the
world for Leigh to doubt her opinion of Barton. A man had power,
she would say, or he became the tool of those who did. Leigh was
about to ask what use the countess planned to make of Barton when
Lord Eldon, the chancellor, joined the brothers.

"Glad to see you here, Winterburn." Eldon
looked him over, extending a hand for Leigh to shake. "Recovered
from your wounds, I see."

Leigh kept his countenance impassive as the
chancellor urged him to take his place in the House of Lords. There
was no need to mention that he was turning his back on the life he
was expected to lead. Eldon turned his gaze to the countess.

"Your mother has held us steady on our course
through all this disturbance over the Corn Bill."

Leigh nodded. The bill would raise the price
of bread, and rioters had torn the iron railings from the
chancellor's house the week before.

"Elizabeth should be in the cabinet," Eldon
suggested. "She would never give in to the rabble."

It was true. Elizabeth Nash rarely yielded to
anyone.

"Ah, Leigh," she greeted him an hour later
when her guests had gone. "You must be chilled to the bone. Do sit
by the fire." She indicated a tapestried chair apart from the couch
she shared with Trevor.

She extended a silk-clad arm to offer Leigh a
cup of tea. The little silence was broken only by the tinkle of a
silver spoon against fine china. Without looking at him, his mother
asked, "You've received Lady Candover's card?"

"Unfortunately, I won't be able to attend her
dinner."

A look of concern crossed his mother's face,
so real he might have been taken in by it. "Then you've not . . .
fully recovered?"

"I have other plans, Mother, as you've no
doubt heard."

"Inappropriate plans." She shrugged her
shoulders. "You, a clergyman? You've had a woman in your bed since
you were . . . sixteen?"

Fifteen. She waited for him to correct
her, and when he did not, she cast a glance at Trevor.

"What are these plans of yours, Brother?"
Trevor asked.

"I've taken the living at Rowdene and will be
ordained within the year."

"Fancy a bishop's miter, then, do you?"
Trevor offered a smile, which was patently false.

"The collar will suit me."

"Rector of Rowdene?"

Leigh took a swallow of tea. "Perpetual
curate."

"My dear brother, a mere curacy? You won't be
able to pay your tailor."

"Then I must dispense with his services."

A look of annoyance passed across Trevor's
smooth features. "What did happen to you in Portugal?"

"I doubt I could explain it."

He couldn't. Not here, in this room, where he
had only to reach out a hand to pick up a snuffbox from the regent,
or raise his eyes to the jewels at his mother's throat to see a
sign of Lord Maitland's favor. Twice he had been pressed to marry,
not so much a woman as a position, the place in the world his
mother intended him to take. Once he had chosen the army; now he
was choosing an obscure village and freedom.

His choice had nothing to do with the vision,
however. Portugal was like no other place he had been. He had seen
for himself a chapel made of human bones and heard often enough the
story of Prince Pedro, grieving for his Ines and eating the hearts
of her murderers. His vision was but a mild form of the passions
that ruled the place.

His mother rose with apparent composure and
crossed to her desk with a whisper of her silk gown. She took up a
letter and returned, dropping the missive into his lap. "You may be
grateful to the little flock of nuns who nursed you back to health,
but to throw your life away in this manner ... is excessive, and I
will not allow it."

He looked at the writing. "Uncle Ned has
confessed all."

"He was very wrong to encourage this folly,
but I gather you threatened to join the Methodists or, worse, the
papists."

"The church has always been an acceptable
occupation for a younger son."

"Not my son." It was as close as she ever
came to acknowledging that his father had no part in him. He
belonged wholly to her. "Persons of rank marry to extend the
influence and credit of their families," she concluded.

Leigh put his cup down. "Arrange a marriage
for Trevor. It will advance his career."

"Spare me the rebellious poses. The stage is
not for you any more than the church. You are nothing if you are
not a Nash, and you have a duty to this family, which I expect you
to perform."

It was true. He was nothing without the Nash
name, but she would not cast him off, could not now that he had
inherited the title. She merely would seek to bend him to her will.
"I am, of course, sorry to disappoint you, Mother," he said,
rising, bringing the interview to a close.

"How soon do you expect to take up your
duties in Rowdene?" Trevor asked.

"Within the week."

"Ah, but you can't properly act as curate
until you've been ordained, can you?"

It was the weak point in his plan, he knew.
It made him vulnerable to his mother's will and his own selfish
nature. "No. There's another fellow who will preach and manage the
services for me for a while."

"What's the delay?" Trevor was probing, and
Leigh had to be grateful that Uncle Ned's letter made no mention of
any of his reservations about Leigh's rakish past.

"I want to do a bit of studying first." Uncle
Ned had given him six months to win over the villagers and prove
himself capable of managing the affairs of the small church there.
His uncle had been very direct about how Leigh was to conduct
himself in Rowdene. "Carnality in a clergyman," Uncle Ned had said,
"is an evil which cannot be permitted." No scandals that would give
the Evangelicals an advantage. Leigh was to remain chaste and avoid
his former companions.

He bowed and took his leave. His mother did
not offer her hand.

 


"He won't last a month," said Trevor after
his brother had gone.

"He musn't last a fortnight," his mother
answered. "I must have him back in London for the season. The
Candover girl will not wait forever." She crossed the room to look
out the window, down into the street.

Trevor could see that the encounter with
Leigh had upset her. Leigh was the one she couldn't manage. From
his days in short coats, Trevor had understood that his mother
ruled the family. When their father died, there had been no
question of her removal to dowager apartments. Their oldest
brother, Marcus, had simply retreated to the country. Richard had
fled to the army years before. Only Leigh had ever braved her
wrath. Only Trevor didn't mind her interference. He had learned
that he generally could get anything he wanted by offering his
mother some concession in exchange.

Trevor could see the beauty in their mother's
plans. The match was an excellent one. His mother was brilliant to
see it. The Candover chit had been rejecting suitors for three
years while Leigh was away. The return of the wounded soldier with
his new title would be just the thing to pique Miss Candover's
jaded interest.

And Leigh could win her. Their mother would
see that he had every opportunity to court her. His looks and
manner would do the rest. There was no girl Leigh couldn't get when
he put his mind to it. He had scandalized all London with his open
pursuit of the courtesan Lucetta King.

And Trevor didn't mind really. Their mother
would find someone for him when the time was right. Now was the
time, with Bonaparte loose, to advance his career.

"Patience, Mother. I'll wager all Leigh will
have with this curacy is small tithes. Three hundred, four hundred
pounds and a glebe farm. Dirt. His coats will be threadbare, the
company dull, and the celibacy wearing. He'll be back."

Lady Winterburn turned to her son. "Do you
suppose he prays?"

"Leigh on his knees? I can think of only one
reason for him to assume such a posture, and it's not to address
the diety."

"Then what has happened? What accounts for
this foolishness?"

Trevor cast a sly glance at her. She was
asking where she had failed in the raising of her favorite son, for
there was no denying that Leigh was her favorite, the son of some
lover she had taken perhaps to please herself. Trevor had always
had to work for her notice. While she approved of his ambition, his
cunning, and the flexibility of his scruples, his successes had
never brought her the satisfaction that one of Leigh's exploits
had. "Perhaps he's impotent."

She shot him a sharp glance.

Trevor went on. "We don't know the extent of
his injuries or their effect. He was in that damned convent for
nearly a year, six months before we knew where he was."

"And I'm sure there's a little sister or two
who has broken her vows over him. He's, whole. I know when a man's
lost his carnal appetite."

"Then perhaps he's developed a taste for
village maidens and means to seduce his share in Wiltshire."

Lady Winterburn smiled, a smile of genuine
approval, and Trevor sighed. She was going to ask a favor of him.
He came to his feet.

"We must see that he does. We must supply him
with a willing maiden. You can arrange that, can't you, my
dear?"

"Mother, I should return to Vienna directly
if I'm to advance at all from my work at the congress."

"Yes, you should, dear, so just do this one
thing for me, and I will take care of the rest." His mother touched
her cheek to his and turned away, and Trevor knew he would do as
she asked.

 


**** Chapter 3 ****

 


The view of Merrifield Hall from the top of
the park lifted Rosalind's spirits. Not so grand as the houses that
appeared in the guidebooks perhaps, but more happily situated. It
sat midway down a long incline, a sweep of trees and lawn that drew
the eye to warm brick and stone, arched windows, and the lovely
curve of the center roof over the barrel-vaulted library, her
father's treasure. Beyond the house the ground fell away in a vista
of trees and hills stretching to the distant horizon.

She quickened her steps. She had been away
two days, but she had not realized until just this moment how the
situation of her friend Jane Fowler affected her. It was an
instance of the truth that a woman could be deprived of her home at
a man’s whim. The sharp edges of Jane’s keys in Rosalind’s pocket
jabbed her hip. Tomorrow, she was to show the new parson around the
house into which Jane had put her heart.

By the system of church livings, a parsonage
belonged to the vicar, of course, but such a system did not do
justice to the woman who made a parsonage a home. Now Jane was
forced to accept a spare room in her brother's house. She must go
from mistress of her own home to poor relation. Worse, Jane would
be separated from all that reminded her of a dear husband while her
grief was still new. Rosalind had offered Jane a room at
Merrifield, but she was not surprised when Jane refused. Jane did
not want to see a new man in Theo's place.

The bishop's letter had not helped. It made
no mention of Theo's years of service, only of the new man, Nash,
and his immediate need of a living. Rosalind knew where to lay the
blame for such evils. Winterburn. She tried to picture the distant
earl, at ease in some grand apartment with soaring ceilings and
marble columns, dictating Jane's fate to his secretary. "Deprive
the good widow of her home so that the ambitious young man may rise
in the world."

Rosalind's situation was better. Her brother,
Gerrie, had inherited the hall when their parents died, but he had
no interest in living in it. In some selfish corner of her heart,
into which she tried not to look very often, Rosalind was glad he’d
abandoned their home. Until he married, as she supposed he must
someday, Rosalind was mistress of Merrifield Hall.

That cheering thought died as she caught
sight of a drayer's cart drawn up before the side entrance to the
house. Two men in carters' smocks were lifting a chair into the
cart. Her spirits sank. Quarter day was coming. How could she have
forgotten? Gerrie was home and out of funds again. She broke into a
run.

At the house she caught her breath enough to
ask a footman where Gerrie was.

"In the dining room, miss."

She heard his voice raised in protest as she
reached the door. How much did she have on hand to give him?

"That's a damned paltry offer, Hinkson." She
stepped into the room, and Gerrie glanced her way. He looked
distracted, his chestnut hair standing up where he had run a hand
through it, his waistcoat gaping, the buttons misaligned with the
holes. He set down the tankard in his hand.

"Hello, Roz. Just in time. Would you tell
this fellow here about this plate?" He swept a hand across an array
of dishes on the table. "It's Viennese, ain't it? Worth a pretty
penny."

Rosalind nodded to the other man. "Gerrie, we
must talk."

"Not now, Roz. Hinkson, you can do better
than that."

"Gerrie, you can't sell mother's dessert
set."

"Dessert set, is it?" Gerald grinned. "Serve
a good deal of dessert, do you, Roz?" He turned to Mr. Hinkson.
"You see, Hinkson, you can't make some kitchen-cupboard offer for
this stuff. Priceless stuff."

"Twenty, that's my final offer."

"Be damned to you then."

"Gerrie." Rosalind kept her voice even. "We
must talk."

Gerald looked at her, seeming to see her for
the first time. He glanced back at Hinkson. "Going to palaver with
my sister a bit, Hinkson. Think again about this set." He turned
and stalked through the open doors to the drawing room.

Rosalind strode after him. She caught back
the exclamation that sprang to her lips at the sight of the room.
The drapery had been removed from the windows, and the lighter
chairs were missing. Gerrie must be hard-pressed.

She took a deep breath. "Gerrie, how much do
you need?"

He lifted the tankard and took a deep draft.
"Beastly week. Davies had all the luck. Won five thousand at
hazard, the bastard."

Rosalind clasped her hands tightly. He
couldn't have lost five thousand pounds, could he? He couldn't
imagine that she had so much lying about or that the house could
yield so much. She tried not to think of what might be on the cart
already. "Gerrie, how long are you staying?"

"Not staying, Roz." He lowered the tankard
and looked about, as if just realizing the furnishings were gone.
He staggered to the long sofa and dropped down on it, putting the
tankard on the floor and lowering his head into his hands.

Rosalind crossed to his side and seated
herself next to him. He smelled of sweat and ale and foulness. He'd
clearly slept in his coat and dined in his soiled linen. She
remembered him fine and teasing, when he'd come to Miss Hester's
school to take her and her friends for Sunday drives. She'd been
the envy of those friends for such a handsome brother. Joan Talbot
had declared there was not a finer pair of hazel eyes in England,
and Sally Candover had said he must kiss one of them.

"Stay, Gerrie." She tried to be patient.
"I'll have Mrs. Simms do up pancakes. You haven't had your Shrove
pancakes, have you?"

Gerrie lifted his head. "Shrove pancakes?
Roz, grow up. You sound like a schoolroom chit. We should be
thinking of getting you married off." He gave her a thorough
scrutiny. "What did father call you? The Bride of Rowdene, or
something?

“The Rose.”

“Well, you’d be better off a bride. You’re on
the shelf. Got to get you fired off while you've got your looks,
while you're in bloom, so to speak."

Rosalind felt a little spurt of real panic.
She wished he wouldn't look so serious. He doesn't have the resolve
for it, she told herself. "You don't have a husband in your pocket,
do you? Not one who'd pick a dowerless country girl."

Gerrie swallowed another draft from his
tankard. "You're a well-looking girl, Roz. There are fellows who'd
take you." He gave her a long, sliding glance, which made her
squirm inside. "Too much color, too much hair. Get you one of those
new crops, curls about the face."

Rosalind shook her head. "I'll keep my hair,
thank you, Gerrie."

He was now examining her closely. "Brown eyes
can't be helped, but some fellows like the red hair. A sign of
spirit, they say."

"Well, they can admire spirit in someone
else."

"Don't set yourself so high up, Roz. There
are fellows who've got their pockets lined with silver and want to
set up their nurseries. I could look into it for you."

"Gerrie, I would never meet someone like that
here."

"No, London's the place. We'd have to get you
a Season."

London. The idea gave her another
scare, but she knew how to get Gerrie off it. "We don't have the
money for it."

"Mother's sister . . . He rubbed a hand over
his face. "Aunt Eleanor, she should do it, take you in, fire you
off."

"Gerrie, I haven't heard from Aunt Eleanor in
some time. I doubt I could impose on her. Besides, I'm needed here
to look after things."

Gerrie rose and stretched, rolling his
shoulders. He was already losing interest in the subject. "Suit
yourself then, Roz. Say, wait though, we could do a bride sale, you
know, like fellows do at the fair when they’ve a wife they don’t
want.”

“Gerrie, don’t joke.”

“It’s no joke. That’s the way to do it. No
fuss. No expense.”

Mr. Hinkson appeared in the open doorway.
"The cart's near loaded, Mr. Merrifield."

"Have you come up with a decent offer for me,
man?"

"Twenty-five pounds."

"Hinkson, you bandit, give me thirty."

"Done, sir."

"That's better, that's more like it." Gerald
turned back to Rosalind. "Roz, I'll be off."

"Gerrie, stay. One night. It will do you
good."

"Can't. Meeting a fellow at the White Hart,
then we're off for Newmarket. Couldn't miss that."

Rosalind stepped up to him and touched a
finger to his waistcoat where the buttons gaped. "Take care of
yourself then."

He brushed her hand away and fumbled with the
tiny buttons, succeeding in fastening one of them. "Don't worry
about me, Roz. My luck will turn."

"If it doesn't?"

"You're such a Friday face, Roz. I've got
friends. Say, maybe what I need is a wife—a rich one."

 


Rosalind caught Mr. Hinkson at the foot of
the drive and negotiated the return of her mother's Viennese
plates. She hadn't enough funds on hand to buy back the hangings
and chairs. Mr. Symonds, the bailiff, had urged some repairs this
spring, and until harvest she must be frugal. She turned her eyes
from the slow progress of Mr. Hinkson's cart up the slope to the
main road.

From the outside, the hall gave no hint of
the depredations Gerrie's gaming had made within. It looked solid,
prosperous, welcoming, but the encounter with Hinkson shook
Rosalind's confidence. Gerrie's visits revealed her secret shame.
She wanted Merrifield for herself. She had discouraged Gerrie's
interest in it from the beginning. She had stepped in and taken
over, had never relied on him. Maybe it was her fault that the hall
no longer mattered to him.

She stopped at the door, unwilling to enter
and see the emptiness of the familiar rooms. She took the brick
path to the garden, where Gerrie's gaming had not yet worked any
harm.

She must do something. Gerrie could lose
money faster than she could collect rents or harvest grain. This
week it would be races, next week faro again, the week after that,
a boxing match. They would lose Merrifield if he went on as he was.
The inevitability of it was plain, and she'd known it for some
time. There her thoughts seemed to stick.

She needed advice, though she'd never been
good at taking it. Her mother's friend Lady Ellenby could no doubt
advise her, but Rosalind had no relish for her views. Lady Ellenby
would tell Rosalind to find a husband and leave home.

Her school friends had done so. Letters from
Elizabeth Seegrim and Joan Talbot told of lives filled with
domestic concerns and babes. As closely as she read the letters,
however, Rosalind could get no sense of their husbands. In her
friends' letters husbands seemed no more than bank accounts, drawn
on to provide gowns and hats, furnishings and carriages.

She tried to picture a rich husband. He would
be a kindly, white-haired old gentleman, a bit like Theophilus
Fowler. She would make sure he had uninterrupted hours for his
books and a well-regulated household, and he would encourage her
gardening and her work with the tenants. And every quarter day he
would supply her with a generous draft on his bank that would keep
Gerrie and Merrifield from ruin. The fantasy lasted but a moment
until she thought of her third friend, Sally Candover.

Sally had been the boldest of them in school.
She had experimented with kissing and reported all her shocking
adventures to the others. An heiress, she remained unattached,
finding her suitors more amusing than intriguing. Upon Elizabeth
Seegrim's marriage, Sally had written, "Don't think of marriage,
Roz. You have all the advantages of the institution already—a house
and independence."

But Rosalind suspected there was more to
marriage than she could see from the outside. There seemed to be a
mystery in it that neither Elizabeth nor Joan with their
contentment nor Sally with her boldness had discovered. Men and
women were drawn together by a compulsion Rosalind could not
fathom. It had nothing to do with bank accounts and comforts, and
it made them wretched or joyful beyond anything. Though she had
never felt the mysterious pull herself, she'd seen its effects.
Like the way Jeremy Braithe, the bold shepherd, cast such burning
looks upon widowed Mrs. Cole, the dairywoman, that the woman's
apron must catch fire.

Rosalind entered the little wilderness beyond
the park. Hints of spring were everywhere, in the buds above her
head and in the moss cups and green cinquefoil runners beneath her
feet. She found a patch of violets.

Miss Merrifield of Merrifield Hall need not
marry to find a situation. She laughed. That was pride speaking and
pride in circumstances that were hardly of her making. Jane had not
been able to afford such pride. Neither could poor Mr. Nash, the
new curate. She supposed Jane was right not to blame him for
seeking a position.

As she walked, she recalled the chores
neglected while she’d helped Jane. It was so easy to become caught
up in her daily tasks, forgetting the threat to Merrifield that
Gerrie's gaming posed. There must be something she could do so that
Gerrie would not sell the roof over her head.

She looked back at the hall, the late sun
lighting its windows to fiery brilliance, and an idea came which
made her steps falter, her eyes sting. She could sell her father's
books.

It was dark when she swallowed the ache in
her throat and turned back. It must be considered rationally. She
could write to London, to her father's man of business. Though
Gerrie didn't deal well with the man, Mr. Harwood would help her
find collectors who knew the value of Papa's library. The books
must be worth thousands of pounds. She doubted she could sell them
all at once, but if she could realize a few hundred pounds at a
time, she would be prepared for Gerrie's next visit.

She stopped and looked at the hall. It was
enough that she must hand Jane's keys over to a stranger. She would
not be driven from her home.

 


**** Chapter 4 ****

 


Frost covered the bare fields when Rosalind
opened the parsonage door to a sharp knock. The polite greeting on
her lips died. Her unprepared gaze swept over the stranger on the
porch from his gleaming boots to the dark-blue coat that lay smooth
across his broad shoulders. There was nothing clerical about him.
His left hand tapped tan gloves and a gray top hat against his
thigh. His weight, resting on his right leg, gave a tilt to his
hips, which drew her glance to the very flat plane of his fawn
breeches where they met the edge of a white silk waistcoat.

Her stomach took an unfamiliar plunge. For a
moment she thought Shepherd Braithe had played one of his tricks.
Watching the stranger had the most peculiar effect on her, like the
slow burn and quick shiver of an icicle sliding down her spine. No
clergyman had hair that black, nor eyes so heated.

 


Leigh was not aware of breathing. He blinked
as if he had stepped into the bright glare of a Spanish noon. Some
trick of the morning light set the girl's face glowing with all the
warmth the day lacked
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